Lieutenant Worf must find a killer—
wnth the Ilfe of a planet at stake! *29
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WORF THREW HIMSELF FORWARD.

He slammed Technician Tarses into the side of the
tube and was jolted away. With one easy motion,
Worf grabbed Tarses. The technician let out a loud
cry as he hit the floor of the tube, twisting to get out
of Worf’s hands.

‘Worf looked down at the panel. Only one more
command was left before the shuttlebay doors
would open and the bay would depressurize, de-
stroying the helpless alien Sli—and Worf and
Tarses as well.

*They have to die!”” Tarses shouted. “They're killing
us all!”
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Chapter One

“BEGIN PROGRAM,” Captain Picard ordered.

Murmurs rose, excited yet subdued, as if anticipation
had taken a form of its own.

The sound engulfed him, sweeping him out into the
enormous room as his eyes followed the ascent of the
silver chandeliers, slowly soaring toward the ceiling,
incandescent with the fire of hundreds of slender yeliow
candles.

Picard walked forward, his hands lifting slightly from
his sides as if to embrace it all. The curved wooden stage
stood before him, mostly hidden by long curtains of
crinkled crimson velvet. All around, back, behind, and
above him, were the tiers of boxes, shadowed and draped
with shimmering gold and red in the finest theatrical
tradition. Yet there was also a grace of architecture more
reminiscent of the organic revival of the twenty-third
century than the boxy wooden amphitheaters this struc-
ture was patterned on.

That was the way of improvement—someone took an
idea and reinterpreted it using innovations that had been
developed, whether it was stronger materials or a new
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way of presenting a story. The difficulty was maintaining
the integrity of the original while enhancing it with the
new. In Picard’s opinion, that’s exactly what Barclay had
done with this play, Cyrano de Bergerac. Even the
clothing of the cast wasn’t quite seventeenth century but
a mélange of synthetic fibers combined with classical
restraints and ornamented by dark glowing jewels.
Strands of sparkling gold and pearls were laced through
the women’s hair and hung around their throats on
intricate chains, while the men wore embroidered scab-
bards, with the filigree handguards often held by a
deceptively casual hand.

The program was running— Picard could see the thief
and Christian over to one side. He could have chosen to
view the scene from a box or the top of the stairs, but
instead he moved among the crowd of men who mingled
on the bare floor of the theater. Known as the pit, the
floor didn’t have seats like the boxes that surrounded
them.

Picard quickly scanned the boxes and located the
holographic image of Dr. Beverly Crusher, dressed in the
palest of sea green gowns that shimmered like ice when
she moved. Her vibrant red hair was pulled up to one
side and back, with a cascade of large curls falling down
to brush one bare shoulder as she turned her head to
speak to du Guiche. Unlike the other women, she wore
small white flowers in her hair, not jewels. Barclay had
designed her costume as well as the set.

Picard took a deep breath, clasping his hands behind
him, smiling and at ease for a rare moment. Barclay had
become more than a genius when his brain was enhanced
by the alien probe they encountered at the Argus Array.
Picard considered it fortunate that Barclay had been
involved in a production of Cyrano de Bergerac when the
contact had been made. Picard agreed with most critics
that the essence of Rostand’s French verse had never
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been fully captured in English. Yet Barclay had trans-
lated it offhandedly one night, complete with the produc-
tion notes and set design. When Beverly read it, she had
insisted his version be performed right then and there.

This was a recording of that performance. Ensign
Barclay and Dr. Crusher had been the only two actors in
the midst of computer-generated simulations.

As Picard mingled among the men in the pit, he
listened to the progress of the play. Barclay as Cyrano
called out his challenge from above, and various voices
around him responded, “Oh, is it Cyrano?” “Sh! The
play! The play!”

Picard didn’t listen to the words so much as Barclay’s
assured, measured tones. And he didn’t see Barclay. It
was Cyrano de Bergerac.

Suddenly Cyrano leaped from a box above, landing
with a subtle flourish as if to say such a deed was no effort
to him. A young blood sitting behind Beverly jumped up
and swaggered down the stairs to face Cyrano, his nose
tilted as if he smelled something not quite to his liking,
He challenged, “Sir! I do say, your...nose is rather
large.”

«“Rather.” Cyrano lifted a brow slightly. “Is that all?”

“All?’

Picard walked closer as Cyrano gravely removed his
gloves. “My dear boy, you've squandered an opportuni-
ty! Here among the expectant crowd, what more perfect
place to display your wit and style?” He shrugged,
addressing his friends who were standing near. “Why,
the possibilities abound. . . . This young man could have
expressed his disgust—if that is what he intended to
convey—with a sneer, *’Tis a misfortune indeed to be
born with a nose like that, but if it were I, then I would
have it no longer!’”

A laugh rose around them at the double entendre.
Cyrano swept his hand in the air, stilling the sound. “But
perhaps he is not so bold? A more timid soul would slyly
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suggest, ‘Need you a wider glass for your wine, sir? But
then again, one could simply describe the monstrosity, as
if it were separate from the human within it—‘Look!’ ”
Cyrano exclaimed in mock horror, pointing one finger as
the other attempted to hide his large, uptilted nose. “*Tis
a deformed—""

Picard’s communicator chittered.

He tapped his comm badge, allowing the program to
continue. “Picard here.”

“Captain,” came the softly accented voice of his ship’s
counselor. “May I join you on the holodeck?”

“Certainly, Counselor.”

Picard turned to the rear of the theater in time to see
the huge door materialize. Deanna Troi smiled as she
stepped inside. Even relaxed, she held her back perfectly
straight, and every long curl was immaculately in place.

“Ah! Cyrano de Bergerac.” Her smile deepened.
“Again? I thought you viewed this play just a few weeks
ago.”

Picard raised his brows, but the counselor apparently
knew him well enough to make light of the professional
edge to her question.

“Barclay’s interpretation is a remarkable achieve-
ment,” Picard said, excusing his interest. “This play has
traditionally been considered more artifice than art—
theatrics rather than poetry. But what Barclay has done
here,” he said, glancing up at the theater again, caught
once more by the candle flames and tiny flashes of light
that danced off the chandeliers, *““is show us it is our own
limitations that shape us, with Cyrano the embodiment
of the superficial—a man so concerned with his appear-
ance that he won’t tell a woman he loves her, so
concerned with independence that he seeks out enemies
to prove he’s no man’s lackey. This polishes perversity
until it rings a tone as pure as church bells.”

Troi clasped her hands behind her back as she looked
around the holodeck theater. Cyrano was finishing his
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monologue, his voice rising and falling as he built to his
denouement.

«] remember the first time I saw Barclay’s version. It
was breathtaking.” She looked back at Picard. “But I'm
sorry to interrupt, Captain. I thought you would be
through by now.”

Picard nodded shortly. “I’ve seen it once already.
Computer end—"

“This is your second viewing today?” she interrupted,
a considering glint in her eyes.

Right in front of them, Cyrano began the “Ballade of
the Duel between Monsieur de Bergerac and an Idiot in
the Theatre de Bourgogne.” As he composed the first
stanza, he threw back his cloak and drew his sword.

Picard gestured. “This is the scene I wanted to see.”

The blades of the foils met with a light clash, then
began to etch intricate silver arcs in the air as the two
men fenced.

“He’s very good,” Troi said, with a nod at Barclay.

“Yes, the choreography is superb. But it’s in the way he
concentrates on the composition of the poem-—see
there?—rather than the actual duel that makes this scene
so powerful. It reveals an even deeper mastery of the
blade.”

“I think I understand.” She nodded, as if fitting a
puzzle together. “For you, Cyrano de Bergerac embodies
the Gallic temperament with all its refinements and
accomplishments.”

“Panache,” Picard said, more to himself than Troi.

“Yes, the perfect Frenchman, isn’t he? Forceful, flam-
boyant, and lively, yet tender when it’s called for. Expert
at fencing with both swords and words. And you find that
fascinating because this is your ancestry—"’

“End program,” Picard said.

The theater dissolved into a large black cube, bisected
by a glowing yellow grid. The transition was startling—
Barclay’s Theatre de Bourgogne had become that real.
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Troi sighed in disappointment. “I was enjoying that.”

“Yes, well,” Picard said with a slight smile, glad there
was such a thing as captain’s prerogative so he could end
discussions if he wished. “You wanted to see me, Coun-
selor?”

Troi immediately returned to business. “Yes, sir. I'd
like to give you my report now, if I could.”

He nodded. “Certainly. We’re not due to arrive at
Lessenar for another hour.”

As they started toward the door, Troi added, “I'm
going to try to talk to Worf during our regularly sched-
uled time. He’s been hard to get hold of lately.”

Picard examined her more carefuily. “Is there a prob-
lem with our security chief, Counselor?”

The holodeck doors opened with a reverberating clang.
Two crew members in gray coveralls were passing by.

Troi smiled and nodded at them. But her smile faded
as she joined the captain by his side, pacing silently down
the corridor to the turbolift.

“I'm not certain,” she said, finally looking up again.
“He’s a little like our friend Cyrano. Brave, confident,
proud...”

Picard nodded. “There’s nothing of concern in that.”

Troi waited until the doors closed on them and Picard
gave the order for the bridge.

“No,” she said, impatience creeping into her tone.
“It’s the other qualities—oh, like being stubborn and
compulsive—that cause problems.” :

Picard nodded thoughtfully, remembering Worf’s lat-
est security report. It had been much longer than usual,
and had included a number of rather insignificant inci-
dents to support Worf’s contention that security
procedures were too lax on board the Enterprise. Yet
Picard hadn’t completely discounted the report when he
read it, thinking that Worf’s intuition could be telling
him something that the facts had not conveyed.

Now, as he silently waited out the turbolift ride,
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preferring to discuss the matter in private, Picard ac-
knowledged that anything concerning the ship’s security
was worth an in-depth inquiry. He straightened his
shoulders, his rare hour of relaxation over. It was back to
‘being the captain of a Galaxy-class starship, responsible
for over a thousand crew members and their families.



Chapter Two

“Is THERE ANYTHING in particular that has you worried?”
the captain asked her.

Deanna accepted the hot cup of tea, tucking one leg
under her. The sofa in the ready room was surprisingly
comfortable.

“No,” she said slowly, taking a sip of her tea. “It’s just
that a lot of little things seem to be adding up lately.”

“Little things?”’ The captain sat down across from her,
holding his own clear cup.

“Yes. I accessed Worf’s latest security report.” She
wondered how many of the section heads knew that in
addition to periodic consultations and her Betazoid
empathic talents, she used their reports as a barometer of
their emotional state. Counseling wasn’t all Jjust empath-
ic sensations—she needed background, too. Without
realizing it, she sat up straighter, confident of her assess-
ment of Worf.

Picard cleared his throat, surprising her by agreeing.
“Worf’s report did seem odd.”

Deanna gave him a quick look. She should have known
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the captain wouldn’t have let something like this slip by
him.

“Then you see what I mean,” she said. “Lately he’s
been hard on his security crew, more severe than neces-
sary, I think. People need positive reinforcement, but
Worf seems to have forgotten that.”

“Do you know what might be causing this?”

Deanna sighed. I hate to say it, but I think Alexan-
der’s presence in his life is making Worf question him-
self. Worf grew up thinking he was pure Klingon—
remember when he first came on board? He constantly
denied there was any trace of human influence in his
behavior. But now he’s had the chance 1o see how
different he is from other Klingons, and his son leans
even more toward human values.”

The captain frowned thoughtfully. “I thought Worf
had come to accept his unique upbringing.”

“Jt’s an ongoing process. When new things challenge
our concept of who and what we are, it can raise new
questions. Or,” she told him with a shrug, “Worf could
simply be experiencing some sort of backlash from the
sudden change of Alexander coming into his life. You
know, Worf didn’t choose this lifetime commitment—it
was handed to him.” She ducked her head slightly,
wishing she understood Worf better. But she tried to
suppress the desire, aware that it was only her exagge-
rated sense of professional perfectionism that was both-
ering her. “I can’t be sure until he talks to me. His
aggressive reactions sometimes distort the empathic
signals I receive from him.”

A note of curiosity crept into the captain’s voice.
“What about Alexander?”

“He trusts me, so it’s not difficult to sense how he
feels.” She shook her head. “And Alexander is confused.
On the one hand, Worf is doing everything he can to
encourage him to be a little warrior. But he won’t let
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Alexander challenge his authority on anything. Nothing,
Worf thinks his word should be law, and he’s always
talking about discipline and self-control. Alexander sees
the other children are encouraged to just have fun.”

“You seriously think the root of all this lies in his son?*

“Worf is watching Alexander growing up and having to
choose between two very disparate cultures. The echoes
could be distressing to Worf.”

The captain clinked his cup against the saucer as he
shifted, reminding Deanna how much he disliked any-
thing that seemed to be prying into his crew’s private
lives.

“I wouldn’t bring this to your attention, Captain,
unless [ believed it was affecting Worf’s performance as
security chief.”

“Yes, I'll keep in mind that he may be more on edge
than usual. But I don’t see a real danger to Enterprise
security in this.”

“At this point, 'm more worried about his security
officers than him.” Deanna smiled at him. “And Alexan-
der.”

“Yes, he’s filed dozens of reprimands in his last report.
I’m sure morale in security is very low.” Picard set down
his cup and picked up his padd, making a notation. “I’ll
speak to Worf about pending some of the more minor
ones. Have you any other suggestions?”

“I’ll continue to try to talk to him informally. You
know that Worf discontinued Alexander’s counseling
sessions. We barely managed to work out a preliminary
communication process between them, and not much
more than that, I'm afraid.” She tightened her lips, again
working to keep the self-reproach out of her voice. “If
Alexander’s erratic behavior continues, the teachers will
eventually log a request that he and Worf return to
therapy. But therapy won’t be productive if Worf doesn’t
actively cooperate, and putting a request on permanent
file will make him resent it even more.”
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“So we’ll keep it unofficial for now. Very good. If it
nakes him rein in harder on his staff for a time, well, that
nay be beneficial in the long run.”

Deanna consulted her own padd. “The rest of my
veekly report is fairly routine. I've put it on file for you
o read later. But there is one matter we need to discuss
ybout Medical Technician Tarses.”

The captain nodded slightly. “Our half-Romulan, un-
sovered during the drumhead session with Admiral
Satie. His probation recently ended, did it not?”

“It’s one quarter, really.” Deanna knew the captain
had had a special interest in Simon Tarses ever since they
both had been accused of treason by Admiral Satie, and
Simon’s lie about his Vulcan ancestry had been discov-
ered. “Yes, your recommendation for probation rather
than dismissal from Starfleet has helped him come to
terms with this. But now that his probation is over, he’s
requesting a transfer off the Enterprise.”

Picard looked up, his forehead creased. “Where would
he like to go?”

“Almost anywhere. His main concern seems 1o be to
get off this ship.” Deanna considered her words careful-
ly. Empathic knowledge was such an intangible quality
that it was sometimes difficult to convey without going
too deeply into specifics. ““I think he’s trying to run from
something in himself.”

“You’d like me to deny his transfer request?”

“Yes, sir. It would give me another quarter to work
with him.”

The captain stood up, thoughtfully walking over to the
tall window next to his desk. He gazed out for a moment.
“Are you certain you're not reading too much into his
request, Counselor?”

“Tarses still feels isolated and distrusted, and it would
confirm his worst fears if we let him go now. He has
developed a few friendships—Guinan being one.”
Deanna paused, taking in the considering tilt of Picard’s
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head. “And I think continuity is what he needs at this
point, so he can deal with the real issues at hand.”

The captain met her eyes again. “Agreed, then. Fll
deny the transfer request, but”—he raised a hand—
“you’ll be the one to inform him of why.”

“Yes, sir.” She went to the dispenser, setting down her
cup and absently watching it disappear. “I’ll go right
now.”

“Thank you for your report, Counselor.”

Deanna nodded as she left the ready room, stepping
out onto the bridge.

Immediately she was hit by the increased air of
anticipation. There was always this feeling at the start of
a mission, and for the Lessenar project, Picard had put
Commander Riker in charge. Riker was sitting stiffly
upright in the captain’s chair—taking his command
seriously. He was reading the tactical console in the
armrest.

Deanna glanced up at the viewscreen, but they still
weren’t in range of the planet. That explained why she
felt Will’s tension so clearly. He wasn’t comfortable with
inactivity.

As she walked toward the ramp, Riker glanced up.
Neither smiled, but their eyes met and held for a
moment.

Deanna paused when she reached the top of the ramp.
Worf was still at his station, and he barely nodded a
greeting to her before looking back down at his tactical
panel.

“Isn’t your shift over, Worf?” she quietly asked, trying
not to disturb the hushed atmosphere.

Worf’s rumbling voice seemed deeper than usual. “We
arrive at Lessenar in thirty-two minutes.”

“But you’ve already completed your shift, Worf. I'm
sure this mission isn’t that delicate.” She stepped closer,
noting the other officers’ interest. “Why don’t you let
Ensign de Groodt take over?”
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Worf’s jaw moved as if he was clenching his teeth. 1
will remain at my station.”

Deanna hesitated, but she had to say, “You have other
obligations, Worf.”

«] am on duty, Counselor!” Worf didn’t look at her,
and his lips barely moved.

Deanna tried to control a surge of exasperation as
Worf returned to his readouts, ignoring her. She took a
deep, calming breath, shaking her head as she walked
toward the turbolift. She turned, facing back out at the
busy bridge crew as the doors closed in front of her. She
hoped her talk with Technician Tarses would be a little
more successful.

“Come in.”

The silver door slid aside to reveal Tarses in his austere
blue-and-gray rooms. His quarters were on Deck 13, on
the underside of the saucer section, so he had only two
windows in the main room. They were slanted out from
the floor, in the opposite direction of those in Deanna’s
quarters. Deanna liked looking down onto the starfield
for a change, though it made some people uncomfort-
able, as if they were falling into space. Other than the
stars, there wasn’t much else to look at in Tarses’
quarters. There was a thick glass bowl on the table and a
similar glass vase resting on the ledge. She reminded
herself that Tarses had been on probation practically
since he joined Starfleet, and hadn’t had a chance to go
on shore leaves and acquire souvenirs like the other crew
members. But the barren, impersonal quality of his
rooms still bothered her.

When he saw her, Tarses sat forward in his low,
comfortable chair, holding his Vulcan lyrette in one hand
and a small plectrum in the other. “Counselor Troi, I
~ thought it would be you.”

“Don’t get up,” she said with a smile. “I'd like to hear
one of your songs.”
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Tarses glanced away. A deep line appeared between his
brows. “That’s all right. You don’t have to.”

“I'd be honored.” Deanna sat down on the sofa,
rubbing her palms across the rough, nubby weave.

His shoulders moved uneasily under his blue tunic,
and he passed the triangular plectrum from one hand to
the other. He didn’t quite meet her eyes. “You’re just
being nice.”

“So humor me.” Deanna leaned forward with her

elbows on her knees. She’d sit there all night if she had to, .

Tarses pressed his lips together, bending his head over
his lyrette. A chord and a few notes began a stumbling
melody, as erratic and fanciful as a sun-shower.

Deanna watched Tarses carefully. He was a good-

looking young man with dark hair and slightly pointed |

ears, hunching protectively over the lyrette. He hasn’t
quite mastered his instrument yet, Deanna thought, but
he certainly has a passion for music.

When the song trailed off uncertainly, Tarses lifted his
head. “I’'m not done with it yet.”

“That was quite pretty. The harmonies are influenced
by Vulcan meters, aren’t they?”

“Yes.” He blinked up at her, nervously passing the
plectrum from hand to hand. “You’re going to make me
ask, aren’t you?”

Deanna drew in her breath, trying not to let him see
that she was steeling herself. She liked him, and he took
things so hard. “Yes.”

He bit his lip, making himself meet her eyes. “Did the
captain approve my transfer request?”

“No, I'm sorry. He didn’t.”

His eyes widened, and the waves of desperate hurt that
he tried to control were almost more than she could
block. Sometimes it was difficult to look beyond the
immediate pain to the ultimate good that would come,
and she had to swallow before saying, “I asked him not
to.”
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“Y-You?” He leaned forward. “Why? You know I
wanted it. You know how important it is to me.”

“When you asked for the transfer, I told you I didn’t
think it was a good idea.”

“You don’t think it is!” Tarses got up from his chair,
distracted. He placed the lyrette on the table, rubbing a
hand over his head, then letting his fingers trail for just a
moment on his pointed ears. His hair was longer than
usual, just covering the tips. “What about me? I need a
fresh start, and I can’t have it here.”

“Simon, the hearing was a long time ago. Nobody
holds it against you.” Deanna gestured with both hands,
encompassing the Enterprise. “And you’re off probation
now. You have your new start on the best ship in
Starfleet.”

Tarses quickly shook his head, his hands clasped
together. ““It was too big a mess. On another ship I could
meet people and they wouldn’t know.”

Deanna stood up, deliberately striding in front of him.
“Everyone at your next posting would know that you’re
part Romulan, Simon.”

«J¢’s n-not that! It’s because they accused me of being a
spy.” He tried to turn away. “And .. .and all those
hearings. Then I was confined to quarters and put on
probation. Everyone knows.”

“That’s what you’ve been saying all along.” Deanna
crossed her arms. “But I know you’re smarter than that.
In those hearings you were made a victim, just as
Captain Picard was. Neither of you were blamed for the
admiral’s instability. You went on probation because you
lied on your application. Is that what you don’t want
people to know about?”

Tarses licked his lips as if to speak, but stopped
himself.

She shook her hair back. “You don’t think you can go
back to telling people you have a Vulcan grandfather, do
you?”’
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Tarses looked up abruptly. “Why not? I—I didn’t
know I was Romulan until I was sixteen. I studied the
Vulcan culture thinking it was my own. I’'m more truly
Vulcan than Romulan!”

Silence hung between them as Deanna tried to absorb
the pain held in such denial.

Then slowly she tilted her head. “You must find your
own terms, Simon, but you won’t be able to deny your
Romulan heritage. At the very least, it’s in your records
now, and that fact will always be known about you.”

Tarses clasped his hands together as if wanting to hold
on to something. “I was going to ask you about that, too,
Counselor. Can I request that . . . that information be
put in a closed file? 1 don’t think anyone with a
viewscreen should be able to know that about me.”

“Tarses, your grandfather was Romulan. It’s nothing
you need to hide. The Federation doesn’t stand for
prejudice, particularly in Starfleet.”

He let out his breath. “That’s easy for you to say! But
you know what people think about Romulans. Nobody
trusts them, and I don’t want anyone to know I . . . well,
that I have anything to do with them. Because I don’t!”

“Your father was half Romulan.”

Tarses abruptly turned and paced off. When he came
back to her, his head was down and he was holding one
finger between his eyes. His effort to steady his voice was
clear. “You’re not going to let me c-classify that informa-
tion, are you?”

““Tarses, I think you’d be causing an even bigger
mystery by doing that.”

Tarses dropped back down in his chair, his forehead
creased and his hair tousled by his nervous hands. “I
guess that’s it then!”

Deanna clasped her hands behind her back. This was a
delicate moment. “What are you going to do now?”

He raised his eyes to the ceiling, turning one palm up.
“Now? What can I do? I have to keep on living with
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everyone looking at me, remembering what happened.
I—1I see everyone, you know, being a medical techni-
cian. It’s not like I can hide. And they all know how I was
accused.”

“Don’t slip back into that, Tarses. It’s not just the
hearings you need to deal with. Did you read the files I
sent you?”

«] know about Romulans. They have a common root
with Vulcans, but in every way—morally, philosophical-
ly, and scientifically—Romulans are inferior. Not just
inferior but warped into fanatical tyrants.”

“Come now. You must be able to find something of
interest in the Romulan culture.”

“Really? Like how my mother was—" He broke off,
struggling with his voice. «]—1 wish she’d never told me.
She had to, though, when she found out I was serious
about going into Starfleet.”

Deanna pressed her lips together, resisting her impulse
to tell him what she thought of a mother who hid her
son’s heritage from him for so many years and then urged
him to falsify his application instead of helping him
accept who he was. “Have you spoken to her recently?”

«“What? Oh, sure. She thinks my transfer is a good
idea.”

“P’m sure,” Deanna said with a wry edge to her voice.
Tarses’s mother was in a great part responsible for this
strong denial.

«“She’ll be disappointed, I suppose.” Tarses absently
rubbed the lyrette. “She thinks that’s what’s keeping me
from promotions. I try to explain that there aren’t many
promotions among the support techs, but she’s used to
the union system in the Moonbase manufacturers.”

“Have you asked her about your father again?”’

His hands tightened into fists. “T can’t d-do it, Coun-
selor.” He caught her eye as she started to say something,
rushing on, “I tried, really I did, but it bothers her so
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much when I even hint about it. I just can’t. She’s so old,
and she’s worked so hard to give me everything I have.
She has such hopes for me. I can’t hurt her like that.”

“But you don’t really know what happened.”

“I know enough.”

Deanna met his gaze. There was such a sad, pinched
look in his eyes.

“If that’s— she started to say, but she suddenly felt
something very strange. Like the scent of a flower as she
raised it to her nose, that gradual envelopment of sweet
perfume, a tingling of awareness washed across her
empathic senses. It was delicate, yet more finely tuned
and melodious than anything she’d ever experienced.
She slowly turned her head, holding her breath as she
tried to sense outward, beyond the bounds of the Enter-
prise.

“Counselor?” Tarses asked in concern. “Is something
wrong?”

“‘I don’t know,” she said distantly, not certain what it
was she was sensing. But it called to her. She tapped he
communicator. “Captain Picard, this is Counselor Troi.
Is everything all right?”
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Chapter Three

CoMMANDER Riker couldn’t help hearing Deanna con-
front Worf at the tactical station. Riker even managed to
catch a glimpse of Deanna’s face as the turbolift doors
closed on her. She was making an effort to be expression-
less, holding her chin high, but the corners of her mouth
were drawn in and her fingers were plucking at the leg of
her tight-fitting maroon jumper.

Riker suppressed a smile as he turned back to the
viewscreen. He was probably the only one who knew
how irritated Deanna was right now. What made it even
funnier—what he hadn’t been able to bring himself to
tell her yet—was that without realizing it, Worf sparred
with Troi in exactly the same way he had with K’Ehleyr.
Riker had watched enough Klingons on board the Pagh
fighting with the women they respected to know the signs
of Klingon courtship when he saw them. It was their way
of testing the strength of their prospective mates.

His smile deepened as he imagined what Deanna
would have to say about that. He felt a little guilty about
not telling her, but she was bound to figure it out on her
own sooner or later. Or maybe Worf would, and then

19



Susan Wright

their little spats would become more self-consciously
restrained and wouldn’t be as interesting for anyone—
including him.

Unbidden, he thought of Deanna’s mother, Lwaxana,
and the look on her face if she ever found out “Mr.
Woof™ was subliminally doing a Klingon mating dance
around her daughter, heir to the Holy Rings of Betazed,
holder of the Fifth Chalice of Riis. . . .

Riker didn’t quite manage to smother a laugh. He
quickly covered his mouth with his hand, pretending to
smooth his beard as he glanced at the other bridge
officers. No one had noticed. Not that it would be the
first time the crew had caught him laughing to himself.

Still, this was no laughing matter. Deanna was doing
her job, just as he should be. And that was something
they had in common—neither would let personal desires
interfere with his or her duty.

Riker consulted the arm console one more time. He
was in charge of the current mission to clean the atmo-
sphere of Lessenar. The preliminary research by the
Lessenarian scientists was insufficient for analysis, so the
Enterprise scientists hadn’t had much on which to base
the setup of the mission operations. Still, Lieutenant
Chryso, in charge of Atmospheric Studies, already had
her team working on it.

Riker glanced back at Chryso, posted at one of the aft
stations to coordinate the sensor reports for her depart-
ment. He could hear her low, measured voice, and when
he turned, she was finishing the programming of her
panel with a last few touches of her graceful hands. Her
smooth skin glowed dark brown and her black, almond-
shaped eyes were shining when she glanced up. She gave
him a slight nod to acknowledge everything was under
control.

Riker faced forward again, knowing they’d be able to
get the job done once they reached the planet. The
Lessenarians were a humanoid species; he expected a
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certain amount of frustration when dealing with other
humanoids. Maybe it was because humanoids were just
similar enough to one another that, without realizing it,
both species started making assumptions until they hit a
brick wall of incomprehension. Then they had to back-
track to find where their concepts diverged and set things
on a clear path again before getting on with the mission.
After a few tangles like that, it could get really exasperat-
ing for everyone involved.

In addition, this would be the first extensive contact
between the Federation and Lessenar, sO their mission
had a dual purpose of diplomatic exchange as well as
scientific investigation. Riker was pleased Picard had
assigned him to coordinate the various aspects. He
appreciated the challenge.

He glanced at the navigation officer. “Status, Ensign
R0.7’

The light shifted on her dark, glossy hair as she
consulted her readings. “Three minutes until we reach
the star system, sir.”

Riker tapped the arm console, sending their ETA
directly to Picard’s computer. Since the captain wasn’t
needed on the bridge, Riker didn’t want to interrupt him
in his ready room with a verbal page.

From behind him, Worf announced, “Entering scan-
ning range, sir!”

Activity picked up at the stations as the bridge crew
received the scanner reports. He could hear the tense,
quick movements as Lieutenant Chryso began to rapidly
key her panel, processing the information.

After a slight pause Data looked back at Commander
Riker, his eyes glowing brighter yellow than his pale
gold-toned skin. ‘“‘Readings indicate there is an unusual
amount of solar activity in this system, sir. I recommend
raising the shield output.”

“Make it s0.”

“Aye, sir!” Worf immediately snapped back. “Genera-
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tor power increased to fifty-four percent. All deflector
generators on full standby.”

Riker glanced back at Worf. He sounded like he’d been
ready for this.

“On viewscreen,” Riker ordered.

The stars shifted as the sensors tracked the planet. Just
then, the door to the ready room hissed open, revealing
Captain Picard.

“Magnify.” Riker got up in deference to the captain,
taking a couple of steps forward to stand behind Naviga-
tion and Ops.

The image of a planet, split between greenish blue seas
and the usual brown continents, almost filled the screen.
They approached along the northern axis, but the tiny,
glittering ice cap looked like an afterthought. And where
Earth, for instance, would have been swathed in gauzy
white clouds, the surface of Lessenar was almost ob-
scured by dense vertical bands of milky green. The
glowing bands appeared edge-on to the Enterprise and
they nested within one another, forming a tight circle
over the ice cap and spiraling out in larger and larger
circles around most of the northern hemisphere. In some
places the walls of green were so tall that the depth of the
atmosphere was a tangible sight.

“Magnificent,” the captain murmured.

“What is it?” Riker asked.

“One moment, sir.” Data finished tapping out a
rapid-fire sequence. “It appears that the solar emissions
are creating the influx of electrons into the atmosphere.
The phenomenon is centered around the magnetic poles,
where the electrons are reacting with airborne pollu-
tants.”

“What kind of pollutants?”

Lieutenant Chryso answered absenily from her sta-
tion, “The primary chemical reaction taking place is
ionization.”

At Riker’s narrowed eyes, Data added helpfully, “The
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solar electrons are reacting with ozone, releasing radia-
tion, which we then see as color—"

“Thank you, Data. I understand ionization.” Riker
gazed up at the brilliant green ribbons. Their edges
reached far out into space, causing a wavy distortion in
the normal round outline of the planet. “How tall are
those things?”

Data studied his console, touching an access node here
and there. “The lower edge is located at a height of one
hundred kilometers. The upper region is much less
clearly defined and extends to heights of up to one
thousand kilometers from the surface.”

Riker considered this. “Take us into high polar orbit,
Ensign.” -

“Aye, sir,” Ensign Ro acknowledged.

Worf called out from behind, “Sir, shall I contact the
Advisory Council?”

“Not yet, Mr. Worf. I want to find out a little more
about their situation first.” Riker braced his hand against
the back of Ro’s chair. “Chryso, what effect is this having
on the planet?”

She didn’t look up from her panel. “Unknown at this
time, sir. 'm reading a marked concentration of fine
solids in the atmosphere, such as carbon particles, fluo-
rides, and sulfates, as well as nitrogen. These appear to
be reacting with the solar particles, creating lethal sec-
ondary pollutants.” :

As they circled the planet, they surveyed a second set
of wavy, iridescent banners ringing the southern hemi-
sphere and reaching far out into space. Riker shook his
head as the banners rippled and moved, sometimes
merging to create spectacular dense plumes of green
clouds. ’

From behind him, Captain Picard asked, “Would
these conditions be dangerous to an away team?”

Chryso turned to answer and was caught by the sight
on the viewscreen. Her eyes widened at the dense green
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bands. It took a moment before she collected herself.
“Possibly, sir. Biofilters would be advised.”

Riker was already nodding, deciding which officers
he’d take with him on the away team.

Data cocked his head over his readings. “Sir, I do not
recommend use of the transporters. The chemical inter-
actions and heavy ionic influx will interfere with the
integrity of the matter stream.”

“No transporters.” Riker rapidly reviewed his planned
sequence of actions, noting the changes that would be
caused by this complication. “Open a channel to the
Advisory Council, Lieutenant Worf.”

“Channel open, sir.”

“Members of the Advisory Council of Lessenar, this is
Commander William T. Riker of the Federation starship
Enterprise.” Riker was careful about his tone. The open-
ing exchange could be particularly tricky.

Worf announced, “There is a reply, sir.”

“On screen.”

The planet with its glowing green bands dissolved into
the static-filled image of a humanoid sitting in what
appeared to be a chair with a tall, curving back. It was
hard to tell with the picture so broken up.

“Commander Riker, this is Wiccy Ron Micc, head of
the Advisory Council. Welcome to Lessenar!”

“Thank you, Council Head.” Riker smiled and tried to
see past the static. “It seems we’re having some trouble
with our transmission. If you could wait for just a
moment.” Over his shoulder, Riker ordered, “Can’t you
clear that up, Worf?”

Worf was intent on his console, and he barely looked
up as he rumbled deep in his throat, “I am attempting to
recalibrate the transmission bursts.”

Riker turned back to the council head, unable to see
much of the man beneath the lines of sparkling static. He
pressed forward anyway. “Council Head Wiccy, the
Enterprise is at your service. We understand you re-
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quested aid from the Federation regarding the atmo-
spheric conditions of your planet.”

“Yes, and we are eager to receive you, Commander
Riker. A reception has been prepared for you and your
fellow officers.”

Riker raised a hand, not sure the council head could
see him. “Thank you for your generous offer, but we’re
currently unable to transport through your atmosphere.”

“How unfortunate!” The man seemed distressed.
Riker missed his next words in a burst of static that
drowned out the picture.

“What’s happening, Worf?”

Worf sounded defensive. “The radiation waves are
interfering with subspace and radio frequencies.”

Data was considering his control panel with an expres-
sion very close to a frown. “Sir, the fluctuations are
directly related to solar activity. Communications effi-
ciency has decreased by thirty-four percent.”

Riker let out a controlled breath. “Council Head
Wiccy, if you could coordinate the data burst transmis-
sion with my chief security officer, Lieutenant Worf, we’d
like to get started on our scientific investigation.”

A hiss of static blared, then, “. . . glad to. I'll have my
comm . . .you. We appreciate . . . forward to...ex-
change . ..”

Riker rubbed his hand across his chin and mouth, then
smoothed down his beard. Ensign Ro was looking up at
him with a slight smile, watching his reaction.

“Thank you, Council Head Wiccy,” Riker said, wind-
ing it up quickly. “I look forward to speaking with you
later. Riker out.” He turned, giving a tug to his uniform.
“Data, try to get what you can from them. If they send it
through enough times, the computer should be able to
piece it together.”

“Aye, sir.” Data proceeded to monitor the matrix
translation into the Enterprise computer.

Riker went and sat down in his usual seat to the right
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of the captain’s chair, gazing for a moment at his arm
console without seeing it. All that formal politeness got
on his nerves. The malfunctions didn’t help any.

Finally, in a low voice, he told the captain, “At least
I’'m spared a ‘reception’ for the time being.”

The captain returned his smile. “Better you than me,
Number One.”

“Is that why you put me in charge of this mission?”
Riker stretched, feeling the tension starting to dissipate
already. “Well, I’ll have to take a shuttle down soon for
face-to-face talks with Council Head Wiccy. And Lieu-
tenant Chryso has already stated the necessity for
ground-based tests.”

“Agreed. In the meantime, let’s see what we can find
out about these unusual conditions.”

Riker looked over at Ops. “Mr. Data, have you—"’

“Sir!” Worf interrupted. “Long-range scanners report
a vessel entering this system.”

“Identify!” Riker ordered, glancing at Captain Picard.

Worf was already working on it. “They identify them-
selves as the . . .”

Worf seemed to hesitate a moment, and Data smooth-
ly interjected, “The Prospector, sir. Passenger starliner
B2004, registered under Peristroika, Inc., Moscow,
Earth.”

“A starliner?” Riker asked, beginning to smile. “Let’s
have a look at her.”

From the main cylindrical body with a single warp
nacelle projecting from the underside, it was immediate-
ly clear it was an older ship. The tiles were darkened
around the access ports and the recessed loading docks,
and several wide seams were visible near the front where
major work had been done on the hull. Still, there was an
excess of viewports and a sleek heaviness about the craft
that seemed altogether different from the efficiency of
Starfleet designs.

Suddenly Troi’s voice came over the communicator.
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“Captain Picard, this is Counselor Troi. Is everything all

right?”

Picard exchanged a glance with Riker. “Everything’s
under control, Counselor. Is something wrong?”’

There was an obvious hesitation. “I’'m not sure. I'm
sensing an unusual emanation.”

Before Picard could answer, Worf announced, *“Sir, we
are being hailed.”

“Counselor, join us on the bridge,” Picard said, before
standing up and nodding back to tactical. “Thank you,
Lieutenant Worf. On screen.”

Riker leaned forward as a robust older man appeared
on the viewscreen. Dark bulkheads loomed just above
and behind him in the confined space. The man had
shoulder-length gray hair and a scraggly beard that rested
on his barrel chest. His eyes were creased as he squinted
down at them. Fine lines of static ran along the top and
bottom of the screen, but the interference wasn’t as bad
as it had been during Riker’s discussion with Council
Head Wiccy.

Picard stepped closer. “Greetings, Prospector, 1 am
Jean-Luc—"

The man cut him off in midsentence, turning to shout
over his shoulder, “Marca! Do something about the
static, will you?” He faced full into the screen for a
moment, his blue eyes surprisingly intent. “Damn stuff’ll
drive you mad, won’t it?”
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PICARD HARDLY BROKE STRIDE. Dealing with aliens gave
one plenty of patience. “Apparently static is a natural
feature of this solar system.”

“That so? Come to think on it, I never had reason to
test it out ’fore now.” The man smiled, his cheeks
rounding out above his white beard. “I’'m Capt’n Jacob
Walch. This here’s the Prospector.”

Picard shifted, clasping his hands in front of him. “I
wasn’t informed that Lessenar was a scheduled stop on a
vacation tour.”

“Sure enough!” Walch flung up a beefy arm. “Come
see the Mummified Planet, Wrapped in Its Own Atmo-
sphere. I'il send you our brochure. This ain’t nothing
right now. Them streamers change colors, getting more
red on the bottom sometimes. And wait till the sparklers
start coming on! You jus’ can’t see a purtier sight
anywheres.”

Picard blinked up at him a moment. “You come here
simply to view this phenomenon, not to take on passen-
gers?”

*“This is jus’ one of the many fine sight-seeing stops in
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this sector. We’ll leave come ship’s morning.” Walch
leaned forward, suddenly conspiratorial, his eyes crin-
kled at the corners. “If you ask me, seems a waste not to
drum up business since we come here anyhows. But my
business partner says no go. This planet ain’t a member
of the Federation, so insurance won’t cover us if we deal
with them.”

“Yes, well—"

“You-all sure picked the right orbit. Mind if we jus’ fall
in behind? The tourii—that’s my tourists, you know,” he
said as if it were necessary to explain. “They’ll get a big
kick out of seeing Starfleet’s Enterprise. The flagship of
the Federation!”

“Yes, well . . .” Picard tried to begin again.

“It’s a go! Move her on in, Paddy.” Walch gestured to
someone with a thick finger. “Make sure the front ports
got a good view of the ship ’long with the planet.”

Picard held up a hand. “Captain Walch, if you please.”
He waited until he had the man’s attention. “The
Enterprise is conducting tests of this planet’s—"

“Whoa there!” Walch called out to his crew. “Heave
her on back a little. Let’s give these boys some room.”

Data consulted his panel. “The Prospector has taken
up a position at a distance of 11,402 kilometers, bearing
120 mark 35.”

“Fine. Just fine.” Picard tried to summon up a smile.

“Anything you need, you jus’ let me know.” Walch
winked. “Got the best outfit in the galaxy here. Food,
wine, luxury accommodations. Hey, maybe you’d like to
sample some of our entertainments—we got plenty of
room. Had to empty out two whole decks on account of
them Sli.” The last word sounded like a sneeze.

“Excuse me?” Picard asked, his expression fixed.

“Sli. You know—Dbig jellyfish thingamabobs. I got five
of ’em on board. Perform emotive concerts, they do,”
Walch said proudly.

Picard glanced at Riker. “Could that be what the
counselor has been sensing?”
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Riker shrugged, starting to answer when Walch
twitched his shoulders back, raising his thick finger
again. “Hey, I got an ideer! Join me for evening mess.
That’s the ticket! How ’bout it, Jean-Luc?”

Picard was already shaking his head. “No, no, really.
Thank you. I don’t think that’s necessary.”

“No bother t’all! Just throw a couple more cows on the
fire. Bring everyone,” he said, looking from one member
of the bridge crew to another. “Y’all invited! We’ll have
us a real—"" Walch broke off, peering intently past the
captain.

Picard glanced over his shoulder to see Worf standing
at attention, staring fixedly at the top of the viewscreen.

“Well, I'll be damned! If it itn’t Worf!” Walch slapped
his thigh, grinning openly at their security chief. “I knew
you was on the Enterprise!/ Don’t know where my mind
was at. How are you, son?”

Picard stepped back toward the tactical station. “You
and Captain Walch are acquainted, Mr. Worf?”

“Acquainted!” Walch repeated behind him, rocking
forward with a hoot of laughter. “I known this boy since
he was small enough to wrassle! Nobody’d tangle with
him now—no, sir!”

Worf seemed to be clenching his jaw, but he nodded,
“Aye, sir.”

“Very well.” Picard turned and sat down, leaving the
matter to Worf’s discretion.

Just then, Deanna Troi entered the bridge. She took in
the grizzled man on the viewscreen and swept her eyes
over Picard’s relaxed posture. She must have sensed the
lack of tension on the bridge, because she silently sat
down next to Picard.

Meanwhile, Jacob Walch leaned forward, beaming for
all he was worth. “Come on over, Worf! Bring Alex—I
ain’t seen the boy in a dog’s age. Must be purt near his
pa’s size by now, heh?”
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“If yow’ll excuse me, sir.” Worf sounded quite self-
conscious. “I am unable to speak with you now. Howev-
er, I will contact you when my duty shift is over.”

“Sure, Worf, sure. You and Alex give us a holler when
you’re done working. I'll be here.” He clawed a hand
through his beard, never taking his eyes off Worf.

“Sir?” Worf asked Picard.

“I have nothing further,” the captain said.

“Enterprise out,” Worf quickly announced, cutting off
the next comment from Walch as the screen returned to a
planetary view.

In the silence that followed, Picard glanced at Com-
mander Riker and wasn’t too surprised to see him
struggling not to grin too openly. Counselor Troi secmed
to be staying deliberately quiet.

“<Son’?” Riker said softly, when he caught Picard’s
gye on him. But he carefully pitched it loud enough for
Worf to hear.

Worf shifted sharply, narrowing his eyes. “Walch is an
old friend of my foster parents.”

Picard crossed his legs. “He seems like a genial man to
me. Wouldn’t you say so, Number One?”

“ found him completely charming,” Riker agreed, his
poker face firmly in place.

Not long afterward, Worf entered his quarters, carry-
ing a long, slim package. The lights were dimmed to a
purple glow along the wall that held the replicator. The
remains of a meal sat on the dining table. Mostly little
mounds of green were left on the translucent plate.

Worf decided to ignore the uneaten portion. “Alexan-
der, come clean the table.”

His son appeared in the doorway to his room, startled,
his mouth a round O. “You’re home.”

“Yes.” Worf frowned at how vulnerable his son looked.
“Close your mouth, Alexander!”
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Alexander snapped his mouth shut, but now he looked |
confused. He shuffled his bare feet on the rug, tugging at
the nappy blue pajama top he was wearing.

Worf sighed. “Clean the table, Alexander.” He went |
into his room, hearing the sounds of Alexander clearing |
away his dinner and removing his paints and models |
from the main room.

Worf was unwrapping the package when Alexander-
reappeared. The boy idled by the door, digging his toes .
into the carpet without saying anything.

“Come here, Alexander.” Worf held out a red and!
black scabbard. “I brought this for you. It’s a replication |
of a samurai miskazi of the Kamakura period. When you |
become a warrior, you will receive the long sword.” He"
pulled out a short sword, almost a meter long in all, with
a blade that curved up slightly at the end.

Alexander eased back at the small hissing sound it
made as Worf removed it.

“Don’t you want to see it, Alexander?”” Worf held it
out to him. “Here.”

His son took the short sword from him awkwardly, but
his face lit up. ““You got this for me?”

“Yes.” Worf watched his son proudly. “The edge is
blunted, so you may practice with this sword in holodeck
simulations.”

Alexander gripped the handle with both hands, mak-
ing a few wobbly thrusts. “Instead of hand-to-hand
combat?”

“No.” Worf clenched his teeth together at the familiar
argument. “‘Hand-to-hand combat 1s essential for a war-
rior. You know that, Alexander.”

Alexander started examining the small hatched work
on the grip. “This is pretty neat.”

“This is part of your human ancestry, Alexander. The
samurai warriors were a noble caste. They established an
elaborate dueling cult—"
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«J like the end knob with the swirly parts.” He held the
sword up to show his father.

“Alexander!” Worf had to work to restrain himself.
“You must practice the art of silence.”

“Why?”

Worf’s eyes blazed. “Why must you always question
me?”

Alexander considered it for a moment. “Teacher tells
us to ask questions.”

“At times, you must also listen to learn. Silence is the
cradle of wisdom.” He narrowed his eyes, thinking of
other battles. “It can also be a powerful weapon.”

Alexander sighed, rolling his eyes as if to say, Another
weapon? But he took his new blade and slid it back into
the scabbard. “Good night, Father. Thank you for the
sword.”
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Chapter Five

ALPHA SHIFT WOULD BEGIN in a few hours, but for now
Commander Data was in charge of the bridge. He was
seated at Ops as usual, since the control panel gave him
greater access to the computer library and sensor con-
trols than the arm console of the captain’s chair.

Per Captain Walch’s statement that the phenomenon
varied in intensity, Data noted that the situation had
indeed changed since the Enterprise first arrived. Solar
activity had increased by seventy-three percent. The
visual scanners revealed that the layered green curtains
were now laced by arcs and rays of moving silver light,
and the entire atmospheric envelope was spangled with
spectral chips of pure color.

In addition, the class-IV probes Lieutenant Chryso
had planted in the atmosphere were reading a multitude
of compounds polluting the air. These were interacting
with one another as well as with the unusual influx of
solar particles.

Based on Lieutenant Chryso’s preliminary analysis
and the ongoing work of Atmospheric Studies, Data
confirmed that a large portion of the pollutants had been
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created by the inhabitants of the planet. The extent of
their responsibility was more than had been reported by
Lessenarian scientists, but Data noted that the discrep-
ancy could be due to the primitive equipment used
during their research.

Yet this discovery sparked an intriguing line of ques-
tioning. It was clear that the pollutants were destroying
quantities of the flora, fauna, and even the inhabitants of
the planet. Dozens of areas had requested immediate aid
in the form of food and water. Commander Riker had
already reported to Main Shuttlebay and was supervising
the loading of relief supplies. Departure was scheduled
for 0900 hours.

Though Data was involved in several scientific analy-
ses, he scanned high-speed recordings of various broad-
cast channels the Enferprise had been monitoring. The
static interfered, but he was able to determine that the
arrival of the Enterprise was the cause of great excite-
ment and optimism. Apparently the inhabitants had had
little success trying to curtail the amount of pollutants
they created—though they’d been actively trying for
more than six generations.

As an incidental discovery to his monitoring, Data
found that the view from the planet surface at night was
just as spectacular as that from space. The Lessenarians
took the sight for granted, with only the extremes of the
condition acknowledged.

Data looked up to examine the main viewscreen again.
It was spectacular by any species’ standards. As per
regulations when in formation with other vessels, the
opticals included the passenger starliner Prospector along
with the planet. Occasionally Data caught members of
the bridge crew openly mesmerized by the sight of
Lessenar—except for the navigation officer, Ensign Na-
varre. She didn’t look up at the screen because “facing
backwards always makes me feel nauseous.” Data had
heard other members of the bridge crew express similar
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sentiments, and he wondered if that was why Worf
hadn’t switched to the aft lateral sensors. But then Worf
had left the bridge shortly after the Prospector arrived,
leaving it to Data to perform that duty—

There was a sharp rise in energy readings from the aft
scanners.

“Yellow alert!” Data announced, just as Ensign de
Groodt called out, “Sir, there’s been an explosion on
board the Prospector!”

*“Shields up.” Data implemented defensive and offen-
sive responses to a possible attack. His sensory process-
ing speed automatically increased, and he took
advantage of this to glance up at the main viewer every
four seconds—optical surveys usually provided impor-
tant information.

Sparkling fragments burst from the underside of the
Prospector in a narrow stream. Immediately this was
followed by an even bigger explosion. The Prospector was
jolted up out of its orbit as the particles spun out, rapidly
dispersing as the debris vaporized.

“Captain Picard here. Status, Mr. Data.”

With his hands still moving quickly over his panel,
Data replied, “Sir, the Prospector has suffered an eight-
thousand-megawatt explosion in an area designated as a
cargo hold. Currently there are no other vessels in this
system.”

“Understood, Mr. Data. I'll be there shortly.”

*“Sir,” de Groodt interrupted. “We’re being hailed by
the Prospector.”

The last traces of the explosion were disappearing, and
the Prospector was visibly canted to one side.

“On screen,” Data ordered.

The static-filled image of Captain Walch appeared. His
forehead was deeply creased, and they could hear the
sound of shouting in the background.

“We had no warning!” Walch said without preamble.
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“Two of our primary truss frames were blown to smither-
eens. Reroute gravity control through conduits 43 and
441” he suddenly shouted. “And you better give us a
simple field collapse, boys! I mean now!”

Data realized Walch was giving orders to one of his
crew.

Ensign Navarre said, “Sir, the Prospector is decelerat-
ing.”

“Maintain distance, Ensign. Do you require assist-
ance, Captain Walch?”

“You bet I do, boy.” He didn’t even look up from his
readouts. “Is there any way you can give us the inertial
damping we need?” Without waiting for an answer, he
turned away, ordering, “Evacuate decks A and B jus’ to
be sure. And get those generators back on line now!
Where is Picard, anyway?”

Meanwhile, Data ran a series of computer simulations
trying to reconfigure the inertial damping system of the
Enterprise to cover the Prospector. “I am Commander
Data, current commanding duty officer,” he informed
Walch. “Captain Picard has been informed of your
situation.”

“Sir, four emergency pods have jettisoned from the
starliner,” Ensign de Groodt informed him. “I’'ve got
locations from the subspace beacons.”

“Continue monitoring,” Data said evenly. Then to
Captain Walch, “The Enterprise is unable to compensate
for the structural field integrity without engaging a
tractor beam.”

“I don’t know if she’ll hold through that. And we got
other problems.” Walch was still working with his con-
trol panel. “The umbilical was severed and we’re losing
our gravitational stability. There’s maybe thirty, forty
minutes I can squeeze out of her.” He stifled a shake of
his head at the readout, obviously frustrated. “I’m gonna
have to order evacuation.”
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Data tapped the transporter alert. “Transporter Chief,
all transporters on line for possible evacuation of the
Prospector.”

A crisp “Aye, sir!” returned instantly.

Data noted that life signs on board the Prospector were
distorted by the wave fluctuations in the structural
integrity field. “Captain, what is your current crew and
passenger complement?”’

“Sixty-four crew members and three hundred eight
passengers,” Walch answered, distracted. “Ch, and that
mess of Sli in the other cargo hold.”

The turbolift doors hissed open and both Captain
Picard and Commander Riker came on the bridge.

“Eleven more emergency pods have jettisoned, sir!” de
Groodt announced.

“Continue monitoring.” Data addressed the screen,
“Captain Walch, please stand by.” Then he turned to the
captain. He recognized the subtle signs of concern in
Picard’s expression. “You have the bridge, sir.”

“Status, Mr. Data.”

“Structural integrity field has been compromised on
board the Prospector, bringing the ship to full stop.
Failure of gravitational stability estimated in thirty-
seven point eight minutes. The entire complement of the
Prospector can be transported in twenty-eight point zero
two seconds.”

“Another three emergency pods ejected, sir,” de
Groodt put in.

“Twenty-seven point two five seconds,” Data cor-
rected.

Picard remained by Data’s side. “Any indication of
how this happened, Mr. Data?”

“There 1s an eighty-one percent possibility that the
explosion originated on board the Prospector, sir. There
are no signs of vessels in this star system, and there are
no indications of additional incoming missiles on long-
range sensors.”
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Riker’s eyes were narrowed. “What about the planet as
the point of origin?”

“Unlikely, sir. The site of the impact would necessitate
an orbital trajectory. Qur sensors would have detected
such an attempt.”

Picard nodded once sharply, making his decision.
“Captain Walch, we can transport your personnel direct-
ly to the Enterprise.”

That caught Walch’s attention. He stared into the
viewscreen for a moment, relief mixed with the under-
standable reluctance of a captain faced with having to
order abandon ship. His joking, genial mask was gone,
and in its place was revealed a man who now met the
captain’s gaze with great dignity and composure. “Thank
you,” he said simply.

“Sir,” Data said to Picard. “I recommend that the
personnel on board the Prospector proceed to designated
evacuation sites. The fluctuations of the field integrity
within the ship, as well as that of the planet, may
interfere with transporter modulation lock.”

Picard looked to his counterpart on the Prospector, but
Walch had a hand up to keep him from speaking.
“Understood, Captain Picard.” Activating a switch, he
announced to his ship, “This is Captain Walch. All
passengers please go to your designated emergency sec-
tor. There you’ll be beamed on board the Enterprise. 1
repeat, all passengers are to proceed to their designated
area for immediate transport to the Enterprise.”

In a subdued tone, de Groodt announced, ‘“Another
four emergency pods ejected, sir.”

‘“Maintain contact, Ensign. We’ll pick them up as soon
as the transports are completed.” Picard seemed to
hesitate for a moment, as if he had something delicate to
say. “Captain Walch, if you can give us access to your
computer, perhaps we can determine a way to repair
your life support system.”

Walch instantly leaned over and keyed in a command.
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“It’s a mystery to me. Damage to that section of the
ship—well, it just shouldn’t’ve happened. Even if you fix
it, there’s nothing to be done about the structural integri-
ty field. But you boys can sure give it a shot.”

De Groodt informed the captain, “I have access to
Prospector computer control.”

“Acknowledged,” Picard said.

Walch gave a final nod to the captain. “I'm gonna go
set a fire under these folk. I'll see you on board the
Enterprise. Walch out.”

Picard seated himself in the captain’s chair, settling his
uniform. “Lower shields, Mr. Data. Begin emergency
evacuation of the Prospector.”

“Aye, sir.”

Data was kept busy for the next hour. He rerouted
power from secondary systems to allow for continuous
transportation without interfering with current mission
operations. He also alerted sickbay of the arrival of the
evacuees, and called up the personnel necessary to direct
the passengers and crew of the Prospector to unoccupied
quarters on Decks 9 and 11. Six transporter rooms with
SIX evacuees arriving every minute and a half was the
maximum influx of people for the Enterprise, but they
could have easily housed ten times the number that were
on board the Prospector. He continued yellow alert to
minimize the activity in the corridors, and the captain
sent Commander Riker down to personally oversee the
dispersal of the evacuees.

The transporter evacuation didn’t go as smoothly as
Data had anticipated. Monitoring an open channel to
facilitate the transports, he became fascinated by the
reactions of the tourists. Despite the danger, many of
them insisted on taking the time to bring their luggage
over with them. The crew members of the Prospector
were an immense help, and they moved the passengers
along at a fairly rapid pace, treating them with a mixture
of respect and what Data could only term as coddling,
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assuring the tourists that their belongings would be
retrieved as soon as the life support malfunction was
repaired. Still, a fair portion of the passengers were
indignant over this “treatment,” and Captain Walch
became rather sharp with some of them, ordering them
to the evacuation sites and reminding them that their
lives were worth more than property. Data carefully filed
away every comment and complaint for later study.

The transports would never have been completed
before a total failure of the gravity system if the crew of
the Prospector had not also continued loading emergency
life support pods with passengers and ejecting them. By
the time Captain Walch, the last man on board the
Prospector, beamed to the Enterprise, dozens of the
three-person pods were floating in the area. Due to the
interference, they were unable to transport the occupants
directly from the pods. Data plotted their positions and
allocated tractor beam emitters to snare the pods and
bring them in close enough to maneuver into the
shuttlebays.

“I’m gonna sue!” one man Yyelled hoarsely over the
closed radio wave bands of the pods. “My lawyers,
T’Chal and Soloman, will take care of this. Starfleet is
liable, you know!”

“Your complaint is logged, sir,” Data responded pa-
tiently. This was the thirty-fourth time the man had
repeated variations on this theme. “You must wait in
your lifepod wuntil the shuttlebay has been
repressurized.”

“Then do it!” he demanded. “What are you waiting
for?”

Again Data explained, “The main forcefield has been
lowered in order for the tractor beams to deposit the
emergency pods within the shuttlebay. Without altitude
jets and maneuverability, the pods would crash without
the tractor—”

“You're torturing us!”” Other voices agreed, clamoring
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for release. The tone ranged from pleading to outraged,
and they drowned out even the cries of pain from the few
wounded evacuees.

“Fascinating,” Data murmured, turning to glance at
the captain. Picard was keeping a close eye on the
evacuation procedures, but he left the details to Ops.

However, when the channel was closed, Picard told
Data, “I’d say the tourists who rushed to escape in the
pods are even more demanding than those who waited to
beam over.”

“I believe you are correct, sir.” Data consulted his
readings. “The main forcefield will be activated in twelve
minutes.”

“All that noise over a few minutes,” Picard said
thoughtfully. “Have La Forge download the information
from the Prospector’s computers regarding the life sup-
port failure. I want an engineering team working on the
problem.”

“Aye, sir.” Data wondered if the captain was already
anxious to return the tourists to where they belonged.
“The transporter in cargo bay four has been reset for
quantum transport. The Prospector reports the hydro-
gen/nitrogen transport tank containing the Sli is pre-
pared for transport.”

“Acknowledged,” Picard told him. “Proceed.”

Data paged sickbay. “Dr. Crusher, please report to
Deck 38 cargo bay.”

“Now?” she asked. There was a disturbing hum be-
hind her words. “I’'ve got dozens of injured people in
sickbay.”

“The Sli will arrive in three minutes.”

“I see.” She knew as well as Data that the Federation
had been able to find out very little about the Sli and
their unusual emanations. The Ferengi had kept a close
hold on those elusive beings. “I’ll be right there.”

It was exactly seventy-eight minutes after the first
explosion when Data announced, “Evacuation complete,
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sir. Three hundred seventy-two evacuees are now on
board the Enterprise. Aside from minor injuries, twenty-
six individuals have been taken to sickbay. None are
listed as critical.”

“Well done, Commander.” Picard was obviously
pleased.

“Thank you, sir.”

The captain stood up, walking closer to the
viewscreen. He seemed to be examining the Prospector.
The warp nacelle was still slightly tilted to one side. The
blackened hole with its rough edges of twisted tritanium
framework was clearly visible on the underside.

“Malfunction or attack?” Picard said speculatively to
Data.

“There are no ships in the immediate area, and there
was no further attempt while the shields were lowered.”

Picard thoughtfully rubbed his chin, supporting his
elbow with his other hand. “Perhaps it was a fault in the
ship’s structure or in the integrity field itself. Whatever it
was, I’d like to know how this happened. There’s some-
thing not quite right about the situation.” He
straightened up and addressed Data directly. “Find out
if the damage is as bad as Walch reported. And see if you
and Lieutenant La Forge can repair the synthetic gravity
field. Perhaps we can call a tug from Starbase 87—

“Captain Picard, this is Dr. Crusher.”

The captain broke off, tapping his communicator.
“Picard here.”

Her voice was cautious. “You’d better come down
here, Captain. We might have a problem with the Sh.”
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Chapter Six

Dr. CRUSHER LET HER HAND FALL from her comm badge,
still staring at the transport container holding the SH.

The light was shining through the faintly orange,
luminous gas, tinting the air of the cargo bay around her.
There were four Sli inside, each a little more than two
meters tall. Their bodies were elongated and tubular,
with the top pointed and the bottom flared into twelve
long, slender tentacles. They were composed of a semi-
transparent gelatinous tissue that was difficult to distin-
guish from the surrounding gas.

Yet as Crusher watched, each of the gauzy orange
creatures began to change color, with the ruddy tone
gradually shifting toward yellow, and becoming deeper
and brighter in tone. The change happened so slowly, so
subtly, that she couldn’t take her eyes off them. She kept
expecting it to stop, for the transition to become com-
plete and the Sli to be a dazzling, brilliant yellow. But
just when it seemed they could go no further, faint swirls
of smoky gray started to twine down from the very top,
working their way around the bodies of the Sli. The
transformation never stopped.
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In spite of the mesmerizing sight, Crusher’s profes-
sional eye noted that the Sli had no cranial or internal
skeletal structure. Movement was achieved by muscles
flexing in the tentacles, and their direction was primarily
vertical. Two transparent dorsal fins in the upper part of
the body apparently served as equilibrium stabilizers.

Most important—whereas four of the Sli were moving
around and changing color, a fifth lay in a gray gelatinous
mass on the bottom of the tank.

“It’s dead, I tell you!” a Ferengi was shouting right
next to her, pointing a skinny arm toward the transport
container. “It was the explosion. I was lucky to get these
four out alive!”

“J understand,” Crusher tried to say soothingly. “I’ve
notified the captain and he’ll be here in a moment. If
you’ll let me get to the tank—"

“No!” The short Ferengi glared up at her, belligerently
dismissive as Ferengi usually were with humanoid fe-
males. “I want everything left as it is. I want my just
compensation!”

“Sir, whoever you are—"

“I’m Mon Hartog, wo-man.” He pulled himself up as
tall as he could. “I’m the Sli’s manager, and I’'m responsi-
ble for making sure they get justice. Murdered! One of
them has been outright murdered!”

“I can see that.” She held up her tricorder. “But I need
to examine the Sli who are still alive to make sure they’re
in no danger.”

One side of his upper lip twisted in an ugly sneer.
“How do I know you won’t try to hurt them?”

She stared at him. “What are you saying? I'm a doctor!
I’m trying to help them.”

“Someone tried to kill them. Someone managed to kill
one already.”

She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I'm a
doctor, Mon Hartog. Do you know what that means? I
save lives, I don’t take them.”
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Hartog shoved himself in front of her as she tried to
step around. “You’re Starfleet, and Starfleet hates the
S1i.”

Crusher stepped back rather than physically touch the
Ferengi. But before she could deny his outrageous accu-
sations, the cargo bay door opened, letting in Lieutenant
Worf and Medical Technician Tarses. Tarses was usher-
ing along an octagonal unit, but he hesitated when he saw
the tension between Crusher and the Ferengi.

“Good,” Crusher said at the sight of them. “Bring the
stasis unit over here, Tarses. And, Worf,” she added
sweetly, “I'm glad you ’re here. Please ask Mon Hartog to
wait outside until we’re done.”

She pretended to ignore them both, examining the Sli
with her tricorder as Tarses moved the stasis module
closer to the transport unit. She noticed Tarses trying not
to stare at the Sli, but a couple of times he had to shake
his head to tear himself away from the sight of the
swirling hues.

“You can’t do this to me!” Hartog shouted from
behind them, as he tried to circumvent Worf. The
security chief seized the Ferengi by his upper arm, and
easily withstood his attempts to wrest away. ‘I have the
right to be here!”

“You are interfering with my examination,” Dr.
Crusher informed Hartog in an even voice. “I would
allow you to stay if you provide medical background and
information regarding biological functions of the Sli.”

“I won’t allow it!” The olive skin of Hartog’s face
darkened as he screamed. “You have no right—"

Crusher simply returned to her examination of the Sli
as Worf spoke for the first time. His voice was low and
menacingly restrained. “Will you make it necessary for
me to forcibly eject you from this room?”

The Ferengi still struggled, but he was looking up at
Worf, easily twice his size. Without another word, Worf
guided Hartog to the door and ushered him out. As it slid
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closed, the Klingon silently took up a stance directly in
front.

Picard acknowledged Dr. Crusher’s call and gestured
toward the turbolift, ordering, “With me, Commander
Data.” :

Data was already swinging back his control panel.
“Aye, Captain.”

When the turbolift took longer than usual to get to the
lower decks, Picard realized Data must have rerouted the
tube movement to allow for uninterrupted distribution
of the evacuees. That’s what made Data so good at
Ops—it was his nature to consider every final detail of a
problem.

“Pata, tell me about the Sli.”

Data cocked his head slightly, signs of accessing.
“Little is known, sir. The Sli were discovered in the
Qizan Qal’at system thirty-two years ago by the Starfleet
scout ship Crockett NC-600. Qizan is the primary, and
Qal’at is a gas giant—apparently a ‘failed’ star of what
almost became a binary system. Life signs of the Sli were
discovered in the hydrogen/nitrogen atmosphere of the
gas giant, but the crew was unable to make contact before
their ship was destroyed.”

Picard glanced at him sharply. “I thought the Crockett
was destroyed during a battle with a Klingon vessel. Are
you implying the Sli had something to do with it?”

“The details are unknown, sir. The Crockett was in the
Qizan Qal’at system when they relayed a message to
Starbase 1 that a Klingon warship had arrived. When the
Crockett didn’t respond to subsequent messages,
Starfleet sent the Bridger to investigate.” Data paused, as
if imitating human reluctance to impart bad news.
“When the Bridger arrived, they found only debris in the
area.”

Picard did not like the sound of this. “What is your
supposition?”’
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“The Sli are incapable of leaving Qal’at unassisted.
However, insufficient testing has been done regarding
their emotive capabilities and the effects on humanoid
life-forms. In addition, the Klingon Empire claims the
Sh were responsible.”

They both shifted as the balance changed slightly in
the turbolift. Picard was still frowning. “Why wasn’t
there an investigation?”

“Two Starfleet diplomatic envoys were sent to the
system, one right after the incident and the other two
years ago, establishing the sentience of the Sli. However,
neither envoy was successful in their investigation due to
translation difficulties. The Sli resisted efforts at formal
relations with the Federation and are now officially allied
with the Ferengi Consortia.”

“Apparently the Ferengi have had better luck in com-
municating with them. What are the Sli doing on board a
starliner?”

Data raised his brows slightly. “The Sli are perfor-
mance artists, sir. A Ferengi known as Mon Hartog is
their manager.”

“Artists?” Picard demanded.

“Yes, sir,” Data told him. The lights slowed, then
stopped, and the turbolift door hissed open. There was
more activity in the corridor than usual. They started
toward the cargo bay as Data continued, “The Sli are
currently engaged on a tour that includes twelve star
systems. They perform ‘emotive concerts’ wherein the
emotions of the audience are directly stimulated during a
three-hour, intricately choreographed production.”
Data’s tone became more eager, revealing his curiosity
about anything that could be considered creative. “As an
artistic endeavor, the Sli are receiving mixed reviews. Yet
they have managed to generate an unusual amount of
public response.”

“Thank you, Mr. Data.” Picard raised his head, step-
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ping forward a little more quickly. “It doesn’t sound too
serious, does it? Perhaps Dr. Crusher is simply having
trouble dealing with temperamental artists.”

“Perhaps, sir.” Data turned his head slightly, one brow
raised. “However, the location of the explosion was
adjacent to the cargo hold which had been equipped with
class-K environmental conditions for the Shi.”

Picard stopped, narrowing his eyes at Data. “Mr.
Data, are you telling me these Sli might be responsible
for the explosion?”

“Not at all, sir. Other than their proximity, there is no
evidence to that effect.”

“It was Walch, that’s who did it!” a whining voice
suddenly called out from the alcove they were passing by.
A small, wiry Ferengi scurried out to them, his arms
crooked and his elbows held in close. He blocked their
way, yet was half cringing in the typical Ferengi fashion
that tried to deceive by its subservience. “I know it! That
man Walch is responsible for this!” He tilted his head,
squinting up at Picard, letting the light play across the
beaded pattern of his headpiece. “That ship is a pile of
junk! I should have guessed when that speculator was so
eager to cut his price.”

Picard drew back slightly. He didn’t much like dealing
with Ferengi in the best of circumstances, and in this
case he wasn’t going to unless it was absolutely
necessary.

The captain started to edge around him. “Mon
Hartog, I'm sure the proper authorities—

“You! You're the authorities here.” The Ferengi
rubbed his hands together, unable to keep the sly yearn-
ing from his voice. “I want my just compensation.”

“Data, could you please determine who this. ..
gentleman should see about his claim,” Picard said.

“No!” Hartog exclaimed, suddenly turning belligerent
as he stepped right up, peering moistly into Picard’s face.
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His crooked brown fangs were streaked with yellow.
Picard tried not to breathe. “My Sli were booked as a:
quintet. When the promoters find out—"

Picard stepped back, firmly moving the Ferengi to
arm’s length. “You’re detaining me from an urgent call |
from the ship’s doctor.”

“It’s already too late,” Hartog sneered, his lips pulled |
back. “One of my Sli is dead. Murdered by malfunction--
ing equipment! I want my just compensation.”

The captain grew very still. So much for hoping it was:
something minor. “Come with me, Mon Hartog.”

Dr. Crusher struggled to stand up. She’d been:
crouched so long beside the Sli’s transport container that :
her legs were cramped. Technician Tarses reached out a:
hand to help her up.

She tried to smile to thank Tarses, but she just couldn’t.
manage it. Of all the duties she had to perform as chief’
medical officer, postmortems were the most difficult. It
was worse in this case, because the Sli had died before
she could reach it. Luckily, the other Sli didn’t appear to
be in any danger, but the medical data on Sli was:
extremely limited.

“Is the stasis field ready yet?” she asked the tech,
brushing back a loose strand of hair.

Tarses carefully checked the dials on one side of the
octagonal module. “Yes, Doctor. All systems on-line.”"
Tarses made one final adjustment on the position of the
module.

Beverly stood back a moment, preparing for the next .
step of extracting the dead Sli from the transport con-
tainer. She’d never dealt with a helium/hydrogen life-
form before, and it was an intricate and demanding
experience.

An impatient movement from Worf by the door finally
prompted her back into action. “All right, Simon, set the
reduction on the lowest level. Let’s be gentle with—"
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Beverly broke off as the door of the cargo bay slid to
the side, revealing Captain Picard and Commander
Data. The Ferengi manager was sneaking in behind
them.

“Sir!” Worf protested when he saw the Ferengi sidling
in next to the captain.

Picard held up a restraining hand. “Return to your
post,” he told Worf. “Status, Doctor?”

Beverly tightened her lips for a moment, but she could
ignore the Ferengi. The captain always had his reasons
for doing things. “One Sli is dead, Captain. Cause
unknown, but readings indicate a severe decompression
occurred at the time of the explosion.” She nodded
toward the Ferengi. “Mon Hartog says their large envi-
ronment module was completely destroyed. That much
force is bound to cause damage to an organism.”

Hartog rasped out from behind Picard, “I barely got
them out alive!”

Tarses cleared his throat softly behind her. She turned.
“Yes, Tarses?”

“I’m ready tc begin the catchment reduction, Doctor.”

The Ferengi unit had been difficult to decipher, but
now things seemed to be moving along smoothly. As far
as she could tell from the readouts, the dead Sli was being
drawn into the catchment. When she looked back up,
Captain Picard seemed entranced by the sight of the Si.
His faint smile was one of growing wonder, and the
creases in his forehead began to smooth. Even Data was
gazing up at the Sli with his amber eyes.

Though she’d had more time to get used to the sight of
the Sli, it didn’t mean much. It wasn’t the shape of the Sli
as much as the amazing kaleidoscope of colors that
continually bloomed and faded and shifted into a myriad
of other tones deep within that slick-looking flesh.

She stepped around to the captain, closing her medical
tricorder. “They’re beautiful, aren’t they, Jean-Luc?”

“Exquisite,” he murmured, watching as one drifted
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slowly to the top of the ten-meter tank, then flitted back
down to the bottom, performing a pirouette just before
them. All four Sli were still coordinating their colors. At
the moment, dark pink streaks curled around their
bodies, with a pale peach undertone. Then green spots
appeared like tiny whirlpools of violent water before
fading away. One Sli reached out with a dark orange
tentacle, placing the tip with its row of tiny knobs against
the containment barrier. The bottoms of the knobs were
black. Beverly gently touched her finger to the same spot
on the outside.

Picard drew in his breath. “Can they see?”

“There are no centers of visual nerve clusters. We’re:
going to have to reconfigure a bioscanner to cope with:
their physical structure.” She looked back at Tarses,
giving him an encouraging nod as he monitored the:
reduction. “They are a DNA-based life-form, surprising-
ly enough, so that should make it easier.”

“Enough of this!” Hartog spit out, stepping right
between Dr. Crusher and Captain Picard. “You accom-
plish nothing.”

Jolted from his contemplation of the Sli, Picard shot
Beverly a grave look over Hartog’s head. “Doctor, what
about these other Sli? Were they injured?”

“I’m not even sure what makes them alive yet.” As the:
Sli drifted away, she removed her finger from the barrier:
and put some distance between herself and the Ferengi.
“Their life support unit is extremely complex. I'm re-
cording different mixtures of gases that feed in periodi-
cally while the noble gases are drawn off. I’ll have to hook
the medical computer directly to the unit to find out!
more.”

The Sli were shifting toward blue now, with vivid!
purple smears and tangled golden threads shooting:
through the mottled surface.

“What causes the change in color?” Picard asked.
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“It has to do with the gas,” Hartog thrust in aggres-
sively.

Beverly thought about it a moment. “It could be. As
the Sli absorb the different atoms, the chemical reaction
could cause different visual wavelengths to be absorbed.
The shifts do appear to happen as frequently as the gases
are added to the environment tank.”

Picard nodded, turning back to Mon Hartog. “How do
you communicate with them?”

The Ferengi drew away slightly, settling his short
jacket more easily on his shoulders. “They won’t talk to
you now. They’re too upset. My Sli are very sensitive.”

Picard continued looking down at Hartog. “I’d like to
hear that from them, if you don’t mind.”

“Excuse me, sir,” Data put in. “I believe the panel
directly beneath the transport module is a translator. It
does not appear to be in operating mode.”

Picard gestured to the transport unit. “Please activate
the translator, Mon Hartog.”

“I tell you they won’t talk right now.”

The captain turned to Data. “Commander, would you
please establish contact.”

Data immediately started for the console, but Hartog
pushed in front of him with an irritated whine. “Okay,
okay. Have it your way. But they won’t talk.”

“Very possessive,” Beverly murmured to the captain
as Hartog keyed in an elaborate sequence. Picard gave a
brief nod of acknowledgment.

“There!” Hartog said with an exaggerated flourish at
the panel. “For all the good it will do you.”

Picard stepped up to the console. A narrow screen
across the top carried a moving line of type. Beverly
craned her head to see, but it looked like gibberish to her.

Picard read aloud, tracing his finger along the screen,
“Relief of hearts . . . feel more . . . feel more time . . .
worry to take care . . . time for life . . .” He broke off,
narrowing his eyes at Hartog. “What is this?”
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“It’s them.” Hartog shrugged, standing near a corner
of the tank with his arms crossed.

“How do I speak to them?”

Data leaned over, pressing two of the contact nodes
simultaneously. “You should be able to converse with the
Sh now, sir.”

“Thank you, Data.”

Hartog grimaced, but he didn’t say anything. He also
didn’t notice that Beverly was watching him.

Picard faced the Sli. “I am Captain Jean-Luc Picard of’
the Starship Enterprise. 1 am concerned about your
current condition.”

The words scrolled out on the screen, apparently being -
translated into Sli—whatever that was. However, more
randomly grouped words were the response.

Picard turned to Data in frustration. “Is the translator
malfunctioning?”

“No!” Hartog denied. “Not my translator. They just
won’t talk, 1 tell you.”

The doctor pursed her lips thoughtfully, wondering
how life-forms without sensory organs would communi-
cate with one another. “Perhaps you should get Deanna |
down here,” she suggested. “The Sli are an emotive
species.”

“Excellent i1dea, Doctor.” He tapped his communica-
tor. “Picard to Counselor Troi. Please report to Cargo
Bay 38.”

“I’m dealing with some of the tourists, sir,” came her
quick respoase. “I'll be down as soon as I can.”

“Acknowledged,” Picard said, turning to Mon Hartog.
“Now, you keep referring to ‘my translator’ and ‘my Shi.”
You seem to have a rather personal stake in these:
beings.”

Hartog drew himself up as if he was offended. “I'm
their manager! I take care of them while they’re on tour.”

Picard exchanged a dubious look with Beverly. “What
exactly do the Sli get from this relationship?”
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The Ferengi smiled, a ghastly sight, as he spread his
skinny arms wide. “Fame. Fortune. The opportunity for
others to appreciate their art form.”

“Fortune?” Beverly couldn’t help saying. “Look at
them! Just what do they do with their fortune? Give it to
you to spend?”

“The Ferengi made an agreement with the Sli!”” Hartog
insisted. “We’re giving them life support unmits and
helping them colonize in exchange for processed fuel. It’s
a profitable deal for both parties.”

“I’m sure it is,” Beverly said under her breath.

“Doctor!” Tarses called out as he bobbed back into
view. “I have the Sli in the catchment.”

“Good,” she said, giving Hartog one last look before
moving to Tarses’ side.

Together, they bent and pulled out the catchment,
swinging it onto the stasis module. Tarses activated the
stasis and transferred the deceased Sli onto the module.
Its body was slightly more puffed up than the living Sl,
and its tentacles were shriveled into tight curls. Unlike
the others, this Sli had no color and appeared to be made
of thin layers of cloudy glass. Startled, Beverly glanced
back at the living Sli, confirming that this was indeed the
same creature. But what looked dense and wet when
moving through the heavy gas now seemed insubstantial,
almost gossamer.

Beverly felt the captain by her side. He was gazing
down at the Sh. “What a shame.”

“Yes.” She swallowed tightly.

Tarses bumped into Beverly, and when she glanced
over, he was bouncing nervously on the balls of his feet,
obviously torn between keeping a stand by his equip-
ment and retreating.

Beverly questioned him with her eyes. “What’s the
matter, Tech?”

“Maybe we should put a forcefield around it until
we’re sure it’s dead.
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Beverly swept a professional gaze over the Sli. “I’d say
this Sli is dead.”

Tarses couldn’t meet her eyes. “But aren’t they danger-
ous, Doctor?”

“How?” Beverly gestured to the tramsport tank.
“They’re completely isolated.”

“Sli aren’t dangerous!” Hartog protested, thrusting his
chin in the air. “They’re as defenseless as croc’rog
underwater.”

Data added, “According to Starfleet regulations, it is
illegal to transport dangerous life-forms within Federa-
tion Territory. However, the Sii are considered sentient
and therefore are to be judged on an individual basis.”

“Ha!” Hartog sneered. “Starfleet doesn’t like the Sk,
and the Sli know it. No wonder they won’t talk to you.
The first time you found them, you had a full battle right
next to their home world. Sli don’t trust Starfleet—or
Klingons for that matter.” He snuck a look over his
shoulder back at Worf, who had remained near the door.

“Starfleet holds no animosity toward any life-form.”
Picard was quite serious. “We would like to make our
intentions of peace and cooperation clear to the Sli.”

“You’ve tried!” Hartog twitched his shoulders back.
“It just bothers them more when you push at them.”

There was a strained silence. Tarses shifted his worried
eyes from Beverly to the security guards on the other side
of the cargo bay. “B-But the security chief said we were to
take all precautions.” :

“We have,” she said flatly. just because she thought
Worf was basically paranoid, it wouldn’t do for her to
criticize another senior officer to her technician. |

“Hey! Watch out!” Hartog called out, rushing toward
the Sli on the stasis module. ]'

The dead Sli was expanding right in front of their eyes.
A sudden wisp of smoke ran along the outer edge,
spiraling upward until it was caught by the artificial !
ceiling of the stasis field.
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Tarses leaped for the controls as Beverly asked, “Was
the integrity field broken?”

“Negative! I don’t understand . ..” he trailed off,
consulting the readings. “Oh, no . . .”

Data joined Tarses, making queries of his own on the
control panel. Pale blue smoke was filling the stasis
chamber, seemingly more dense than the Sli itself.

“Data, what’s happening?” Picard demanded. Worf
had advanced to stand behind the captain, his phaser
drawn.

“The pressure level is too low for this life-form,” Data
informed them. “The organic remains are rupturing. I
am attempting to reconfigure the stasis field.”

Beverly turned on Mon Hartog, who’d been silent after
his first outburst, watching the Sli vaporize right in front
of their eyes. “You never said anything about pressure
levels!”

“I told you it wouldn’t work, hu-man!” He sneered
right into her face. “We’ve tried.”

Data’s fingers slowed, but he didn’t take his eyes off the
readings as he reported, “Hydrogen atoms are spontane-
ously igniting. Stasis has been compromised.”

The stasis shimmered as the field broke, releasing the
smoky gas. Everyone flinched back as it started to curl up
into the room, but it almost immediately disintegrated.
A rim of deep blue flame ran around the edge of what was
left of the transparent Sli.

A warning alarm rang out and a containment forcefield
was instantly erected by the overhead sensor cluster. The
computer usually suffocated a fire in seconds, but the
hydrogen/helium compounds of the Sli continued to
burn within the field. Beverly could only watch as her
specimen fizzled to nothing.

Finally the computer gave another warning beep be-
fore deactivating the forcefield. All that was left was a
small smear of organic goo.
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Beverly started laughing. She couldn’t help it. “Did
you see that?”

Picard’s forehead was wrinkled. “Dr. Crusher,
please.”

She grinned full into his face, seeing his perfectly even,
white teeth and that dent in the center of his chin. It was
really quite arresting. Not to mention those clear, hazel
eyes of his, and the proud lift of his head. Jean-Luc was a
distinguished man, but she’d heard enough about his
past to know he had been considered quite dashing when
he was younger. When had it happened? When did that
Joyous Gascon acquire the dignity she’d known ever
since she met him as Jack’s captain?

Then she noticed that none of the others were laugh-
ing. “I can’t believe . . .” She tried to smother the last
traces of her giggles. “That was . . .”

“Captain,” Data put in. “I believe that prolonged
exposure to the Sli affects emotional responses. That
result is consistent with reports regarding their perfor-
mances.”

Tarses blurted out, “I knew they were dangerous! I
knew it.”

“Captain,” Worf put in, still holding his phaser. “I
must agree.”

Picard glanced from them to Beverly, who was trying
to control herself. Then he confronted Mon Hartog.
“Please tell the Sli to desist from affecting my crew.”

The Ferengi raised his upper lip, perhaps a weak
attempt at a smile. “Sli choose who they focus on.
Usually it’s someone they’re angry or upset with. I'd say
they don’t like this wo-man. They probably think she did
that to the SIi.”

Picard fixed his gaze on him. “You will inform the Sli
that the incineration was an accident.”

Hartog shrugged, holding both skinny hands palm up.
“They won’t listen to me. I told you. They’re upset.”

Picard glanced back at Dr. Crusher, and by this time
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Beverly had managed to stop laughing. She was able to
meet his worried eyes with something like composure.
“Pm all right now. I don’t know what came over me.”

She flipped open her medical tricorder as she stepped
closer to the remains of the dead Sli. Her fit of helpless
laughter had been so strange. An odd part of her truly
found it funny the way the Sii had gone up in smoke—
the episode hadn’t been a delusion or something that felt
completely foreign to her. But normally she wouldn’t
have paid any attention to such an irreverent feeling, as
was in keeping with her medical decorum.

She glanced up from her tricorder to check on the
surviving Sli. They had turned tawny yellow with swirls
of lighter cream streaking their bodies. Lavender
blotches emerged and began to swallow the yellow,
emitting fine wavy lines of pitch black. Their tentacles
had become dark purple.

Picard was scanning the readout of the translator unit.
“They’re attempting to communicate, aren’t they?”

Beverly joined him in time to see his words appear on
the blue field of the backlit screen, apparently being
translated to the Sli.

It was quickly followed by: “Aren’t you impressed? It’s
not fair, is it? Why can’t we . . . why can’t we . . . Now
what?”

“Do you understand what they mean by this?” Picard
asked Mon Hartog.

“Seems they’re upset,” Hartog said with a shrug.

“Do they usually combust upon death?”

“Only in our kind of atmosphere.” The Ferengi
twisted his fingers together, sounding a little petulant. “It
doesn’t matter.”

“On the contrary, it matters a great deal to me. I would
like to be able to comnmunicate with the Sli. Particularly
if they are capable of affecting the reactions of my crew.”

The Sli began to shift from the lavender and yellow
quickly through green into blue, running the gamut from

59



Susan Wright

powder blue to indigo in a vast mottled pattern that
covered them from top to tentacle. They pulled together
into a diamond formation, with one slightly higher than
the others.

The screen read: “Isn’t it wonderful. . . . Why does it
have to be this way? Dreadful tco bad.”

Picard addressed the Sli again. “We are attempting to
assist you.”

He waited as the words disappeared into the transla-
tor. As they did, a delicate pink wash began to stain the
tips of the Sli’s horns, seeping down to gradually cover
the blue. Specks of magenta rose to the surface, then
disappeared, as if a bloody snowstorm were whirling
beneath their skin.

On the screen: “Oh, how awful! Does it hurt? Serves
you right. It’s a shame, isn’t it?”

Picard straightened up, looking at Data. “Would a
connection to the Universal Translator be of any help?”

“That would require a computer interface with the
Ferengi hardware,” Data said.

“What’s wrong with my translator?” Hartog de-
manded. “Works fine! See the words there? That’s what
they want to say.”

“A translation by its very definition means that com-
munication is taking place. This,” Picard said, pointing
to the screen, “makes no sense.”

The Ferengi sputtered wordlessly for a moment, wav-
ing his hands. “That’s just the way they are. Who ever
said Sli were easy to figure out?”” He reached out and
patted the casing of the translator console. His lips were
shiny wet. “Ferengi are traders. We know translators—
better than your Starfleet.”

“Mon Hartog is correct, sir,” Data said. “Ferengi
translators incorporate technology superior to that of the
Federation.”

“See there?”” Hartog taunted.

Beverly could tell the captain was trying very hard not
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to let his distaste for Hartog show. Not that Ferengi ever
cared what you thought of them. The only sign thus far
had been his narrowed eyes. ‘“Data, I'd like you to make
an attempt to interface this translator with the Universal
Translator.”

“Aye, sir.” Data began keying in commands.

“Hey, that’s my machinery!” Hartog hovered near
Data. “You can’t do that!”

Picard raised one hand. “As you yourself stated, Mon
Hartog, you'd like to be justly compensated. Simply
consider this part of Starfleet’s formal investigation.” He
nodded to Beverly as he turned to leave. “I’d like a full
report as soon as you’re done, Doctor.”

“Yes, sir.” She lifted the tricorder with a rueful smile.
“I seem to be back to my old self.”

“The Sli did express some concern. Perhaps they
understood my statements.”

Beverly nodded. “Well, I feel fine now.”

“Hey!” Hartog interrupted, having reluctantly yielded
his translator to Data. “You can’t leave my Sli here.
They’ll die if they stay in the transport container too
long. They need more space.”

Dr. Crusher just shrugged when Picard glanced at her.
“Mon Hartog is the current expert on the Sii.”

“Very well. Shuttlebay 3 can be converted to a K
environment. Will that be large enough?”

“Oh, more than we need, I assure you.” The Ferengi
bowed several times, suddenly nauseatingly obeisant.

“Yes, fine,” Picard said. “Mr. Worf, please see to the
transfer of the Sli.”

“Aye, sir!” Worf replied. He called his two security
guards over and began giving them instructions.

The captain was looking much more cheerful when he
left the cargo bay, but Beverly noticed that Tarses was
still eyeing the Sli with distrust. She almost expected that
sort of behavior from Worf by now, but not from her
medical technician.
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But when she went to his side to reassure him once:
again, she suddenly realized that Tarses wasn’t looking at
the Shi at all. He was staring past them to Worf.

“Simon, are you all right?”

He couldn’t keep from glancing over at Worf again. I
don’t want to make another mistake.”

It was Worf. “Everything will be fine, Tarses. I’ll have
the computer run redundant bioscans during the trans-
fer. We should have no more problems.”

She waited until Tarses nodded and then she sent him
on to Shuttlebay 3 to program the K environment. She
sighed when she saw the tech hurry past Worf, She knew
it was no use talking to Worf about his behavior.
Sometimes Worf felt it was necessary to intimidate
people to get the job done, and nothing she could say
about that would change his mind.
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LieuTENANT WORF was in the flight control booth of
Shuttlebay 3, waiting for Dr. Crusher to give the go-
ahead for transportation of the Sli, when he was paged by
the bridge. “Lieutenant Worf, incoming subspace mes-
sage!”

Worf frowned slightly. They were going to transport at
any moment. “Send it to this terminal, Ensign.”

“Aye, sir.”

The blue field on the small screen faded to reveal the
smiling but, as always, faintly worried face of his foster
mother. She was wearing a dark green dress with a
rounded neckline trimmed with white cord.

Her Russian accent was pronounced. “Worf, my dar-
ling. I just spoke with Miriah Walch. She got a message
from Jake telling her that the Prospector has been de-
stroyed and that the Enterprise rescued him and his crew.
Worf, what is happening? Is he with you now?”

His foster father poked his head into the screen. His
beard had white streaks from the corners of his mouth
down to his chin. His mustache and the patch directly
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under his mouth were still the same ginger color that
Worf remembered when he was younger.

“Son, what’s going on? You're taking care of my old
friend, yes? It’s very bad, I hear.”

“Yes, Father.” The call was like a shock—it was
completely unexpected. They were still on yellow alert.
Worf had to quickly find his balance. “The Enterprise
will be investigating the situation.”

“It’s terrible. Terrible. Everything gone.”

“The Prospector was not completely destroyed,” Worf
tried to assure them.

“He had to evacuate his passengers,” his mother
insisted. “People were hurt.”

Sergy couldn’t seem to sit still. “Is Jake all right, Worf?
Tell us the truth.”

“Father, Mother,” Worf said as reasonably as he could.
“Jake is fine. No one was seriously injured.”

“Thank heavens,” Helena said, absently smoothing
her dark hair back into the large bun, with its dangling
loops of slender braids. “Jake does tend to exaggerate
sometimes. From the message Miriah got, we thought it
was hopeless.”

“Tell us what happened, Worf.”

“Father, I cannot discuss the situation at this time.
There will be a formal investigation.”

“But we’re family,” Helena said with a small smile.

Sergy added, “And Jake is like family.”

“I am sorry,” Worf told them, trying to keep the
irritation out of his voice. “Captain Walch is fine. We
hope to transport the evacuees back to their ship shortly.
But I cannot discuss this with you—it is a matter of
ship’s security.”

They were both silent for a moment, with Helena
blinking just a little faster.

“We understand, Worf,” she said. ““As long as you say
Jake is doing all right. . . . I know you’ll tell us later.”
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Then she brightened up. “Where’s Alexander? I want to
see my big grandson.”

“Yes, call him, Worf.” Sergy leaned forward, nodding.
“Alexander liked Jake. I bet he’s glad to see an old
friend.” 4

“I am on duty,” Worf informed his parents. “Alexan-
der will see Captain Walch tonight.”

“Oh, I wish I could talk to him.” Helena made a sad
face. “How is he, Worf? He told us in his last communi-
qué that he’s been having nightmares. How long has this
been going on?”’

Worf’s eyes widened. He didn’t know Alexander had
informed his grandparents about his bad dreams. “Itis a
temporary situation.”

Helena glanced at Sergy, raising one hand. “Ah, that’s
good. All children have bad dreams every once in a
while.”

“No sweets before bedtime,” Sergy put in. “That will
fix the dreams. It always makes me sleep uneasy when I
have—"

“But you can’t be too careful with these things,”
Helena interrupted. “Sometimes it starts out small like
this, then it can haunt you for a long, long time. Vina, my
friend from Unett, the nightmares she tells me
about. . . . Talk to him, Worf. Find out if anything is
bothering him.”

“Warm milk,” Sergy was saying. “Give him warm milk
before he goes to bed. That will take care of the dreams.”

Worf clenched his hands together. “I can deal with
Alexander.”

“Of course you can, my darling. Of course.” Helena
glanced to one side, checking something. “Our five
minutes are almost up, Father.” The fond look she gave
Worf was concerned. She knew something was bothering
him. Worf had to glance away.

“Don’t worry, darling,” she said. “Just remember
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what we’ve said. It’s probably nothing. But talk to the
boy.”

“And warm milk,” Sergy added.

Helena quickly shushed him. “We love you. Tell
Alexander we’re sorry we missed him. Good-bye.”

Smiling and nodding, their images disappeared as the
message was terminated.

Worf stared blankly through the window of the flight
control booth, into the orange gas. His foster parents
meant no harm—they only wanted to help. Yet it
irritated him.

“Lieutenant Worf!” Dr. Crusher paged him. “We’re
beaming the Sli into Shuttlebay 3.”

Commander Riker strode toward Shuttlebay 2, his
expression grim. He was trying to ignore the fact that his
away team was leaving two hours later than scheduled
departure time.

The door hissed open to reveal shuttles packed tightly
together inside Shuttlebay 2. The pilots had had to
scramble their shuttles and supplies out of the Main
Shuttlebay to allow room for the deposit of the emergen-
cy pods during the evacuation of the Prospector. The
shuttles that had been sent to Shuttlebay 3 had received
priority departure and were already on their way down to
their drop-off coordinates on Lessenar, leaving the
shuttlebay empty for the Sli.

“What a mess,” Riker muttered as he looked around.
His carefully calculated flight plan had been blown to
pieces along with the Prospector.

Pilots and technicians were shouting final instructions
to one another, trying to get things reorganized. Shuttles
were stacked so close together that it was difficult to
move between them. As Riker watched, a shuttle surged
up a little shakily, clearing another shuttle with only
inches to spare.

The flight control technician, Ensign Korn, was stand-
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ing behind the deck control console, coordinating with
the flight control booth in the wall high above them. Her
blond hair was gathered into a knot at the top of her
head, with the loose strands forming a short plume. She
hardly glanced up from her panel, and her small fingers
were dancing over the controls. Another cargo shuttle
lifted slowly up from the pack and turned to aim toward
the pressurized door of the shuttlebay.

“Sir!” she exclaimed, when she caught sight of Com-
mander Riker. Her voice was breathless, worried. “I'm
sorry! Your shuttle is still trapped behind three others.
’m working on it, but it’ll be a few minutes before it’s
free.”

Riker quickly swallowed his own impatience, and gave
Korn a slow, easy smile. “Relax, Ensign. This is only a
minor delay. We’re getting the job done.”

“Aye, sir,” she acknowledged with relief. She returned
to her panel with renewed determination, her move-
ments less harried than before.

Riker took up a position nearby, silently watching the
shuttle dispatch. Each shuttle had different coordinates
to deliver its supplies to. Several shuttles, including his
own, were programmed to test the atmosphere, and
carried scientific equipment for the atmospheric special-
ists. Lieutenant Chryso’s assistant, Ensign Puckee, was
already setting up a ground-based testing module near
the equator that would automatically perform a battery
of tests at various altitudes. Lieutenant Chryso was going
down in Riker’s shuttle, to set up a dual relay to the
nearby location. Without the relay, the condition of the
atmosphere would distort the data during transmission.

“Where is Lieutenant Chryso?” he asked Korn.

Korn straightened up. “She’s in shuttlecraft Voltaire,
sir. I have only one more shuttle to go before yours.”

“Thank you. I’ll wait for dispatch in the Voltaire.”

“Aye, sir.”

When Riker got into the shuttle and sealed the door, he
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noticed Chryso was poised on her chair. She obviously
couldn’t wait to get into the atmosphere to start the
interactive testing.

He ran throa.h the preliminary launch sequence and.
was ready to lifi when he got the go-ahead from Ensign
Korn. He effortlessly maneuvered the ¥oliaire past the
last few shuttlecraft. As they broke through the blue
annular forcefield, moving outside the Enterprise, Riker
felt a familiar surge of energy. Sometimes it felt as if
piloting a shuttle was the most natural thing he ever did.

He hardly noticed when Chryso got up to stand beside’
the computer access panel behind the seats. As the
shuttle brushed through the first tendrils of green in the.
atmosphere, the small craft reacted to the change in field |
density. He compensated with the thrusters and contin-
ued their slow spiral down.

In a few minutes, all he could see was murky light. The
rings were indistinguishable from within. The ionization
was draining the shields, but at the current rate of
dissipation, they would have several hours before shield
integrity was compromisad.

The atmosphere remained dense and impenetrable o
sight almost all the way down. When they finally broke
through the hanging. opaque layer, they were entering a.
vast valley, flying less than a hundred meters above the
surface of the planet.

As he went into landing sequence, Riker caught a
ghmpse of a vast gray bowl of land. They flashed past:
several buildings with a large crowd of people oatheredl
neatly to one side. As he set the shuttle down on the
coordinates some distance from the structures, he real-
ized he couldn’t see the people on the other side. Then
the impact sent up a cloud of dust that completely
covered the front window.

Lieutenant Chryso was still working with the compul-{
er. Riker handed her a biofilter and gestured for her to
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put it over her nose and mouth. She grimaced, but copied
his movements, tightening the small cup against her face.

With his own filter in place, Riker made his way
through the webbed containers holding the relief sup-
plies and opened up the shuttlecraft. Two figures were
making their way through the hanging dust.

“Ho-ya!” one called out, both hands raised in greeting.
His fingers were drawn tightly together, as if atrophied
into claws. He cleared his throat before speaking into the
old-model Universal Translator he was wearing around
his neck. “It is good you are here.”

“I’'m Commander Riker.” The words were muffled by
the filter. He gestured back into the shuttle. “Lieutenant
Chryso is inside. We’ve brought the relief supplies you
requested.”

“Water?” the other man asked breathlessly. The skin
of his neck was wrinkled and loose, hanging from his
chinless face.

“Three hundred liters,” Riker confirmed. The expres-
sions of gratitude on their thin, angular faces was almost
painful.

Lieutenant Chryso appeared in the doorway. “We also
need a place to set up the relay terminal.”

“Come this way,” the first man rasped out. “We’ll
show you where.”

The two men started toward the buildings, bending
their heads and waving their hands against the still-
hanging dust. They moved slowly, as if their joints were
dry and lacking lubricating nutrients. Riker fell in be-
hind them. Lieutenant Chryso was a slender woman, but
walking next to these two men, she looked almost plump.

“I’m Reeves,” the first man wheezed. He had to take a
deep breath before he could get out, “And this is Sebast.”

“Nice to meet you,” Riker said automatically. He was
watching his footing. Every few steps either his heel or
his toe would sink several centimeters into the ash-
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colored soil. As he waded through it, the dense substance
floated up knee-high before settling heavily back down.
Overhead, the sky was soupy gray, nothing like the
spectacular view from space.

“You don’t know how glad we are to see you,” Reeves
told him. “We ran out of water yesterday.” "

“Ran out?” Chryso asked, holding her filter more
firmly against her face.

“The well is dry,” Reeves said. “We’ve been moving
everyone here to the capital—it’s just over that moun-
tain range. But it’s slow work.”

Sebast added, “The people in the capital aren’t much
better off.”

Riker noted the information. The capital hadn’t re-
quested relief, and Council Head Wiccy had proposed it
as the location of the reception he had insisted they
schedule for the following day.

As they neared the buildings, the ground was dotted
here and there by small, flat plants of tangled threads,
laid out like burgundy snowflakes. They served to some-
what anchor the ashy soil. Rosy-gray boulders were also
scattered across the ground, with smaller rocks embed-
ded in the dirt. Many of the larger boulders were cracked,
seemingly ready to fall apart at the slightest touch. Riker
leaned against one to see if it was as fragile as it
appeared, but the lower regions were planted firmly in
the ground. Lieutenant Chryso moved her tricorder over
the rock.

“Severe temperature fluctuations created those fis-
sures,” she informed Riker.

“Do you need temperature control?” Riker asked
Reeves. “Heaters, blankets, clothing?”

“No,” Reeves replied. “We don’t have that problem
anymore. But about eighty cycles ago, the whole planet
suffered through radical weather swings. Now it stays
close to demond.”
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“Thirty-one degrees Celsius,” Chryso murmured to
Riker.

Six more people emerged from around the sides of the
buildings. Sebast gestured toward the shuttle. “Can they
begin unloading the supplies?”

Riker noticed a battered antigrav sledge parked near
one of the prefabricated structures. “Of course. The
containers are loaded on antigravity pallets. They
shouldn’t have a problem with the controls.”

Sebast called out something to his people in the
Lessenarian dialect, motioning for them to proceed.
Riker noticed that the natives compensated for the soft
ground by walking in a loose-kneed gait. Chryso didn’t
seem to be having as much difficulty as he was.

“This used to be farmland,” Reeves told them. He
swept his arm toward a row of bracken visible some
distance to one side of the structures. Most of it was
collapsed in on itself, blackened skeletons with gray-
tipped branches splayed toward the sky. “An enormous
river valley. This was the last location water could be
found. People made their way here.” He paused to catch
his breath. ““There’re mountain ranges out there, but you
can’t see them for the haze.”

“This is the way I’ve always known it,” Sebast told
them.

The two Lessenarians were so open about their situa-
tion that Riker didn’t feel uncomfortable asking,
“Couldn’t your people stop this from happening?” He
kicked at the lifeless soil.

“The system worked for the ones in power,” Reeves
said simply.

Taken aback, Riker glanced at Chryso. She was frown-
ing, obviously expecting a biological or natural explana-
tion.

“Who’s in charge here?” Riker asked him.

Reeves exchanged a long look with Sebast. “I suppose
we are. Trinid died two phases ago.”
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They rounded the sheds, which, upon closer look,
appeared ready to fall apart in a good wind. Riker
squinted up at the unmoving air. A good wind wasn’t
likely to come along. He glanced back at the half dozen
Lessenarians unloading the shuttle, then forward again,
and stopped.

Hundreds, no thousands, of people spread out before:
them, hunched on the ground that sloped down to the:
dry riverbed. Riker had thought Reeves and Sebast were.
thin; these people were transparent. Their skin was the:
same ashy color as the ground, partially covered by dark:
rags. Their sparse hair lay in wispy patches across their:
heads. Eerily, there was little sound, and a few raised!
their heads to look at his bright uniform. Their eyes were:
huge and protruding as they stared up at him.

Riker drew in his breath, and next to him, Chryso:
raised her hand to her mouth, shaking her head slightly.
Riker thought he heard her murmur something under:
her breath.

“We’ll prepare the food,” Reeves was saying next to
him, “and begin distribution.” He walked into the crowd !
as if drawn forward. As he moved among the people, he :
reached out, absently touching hands that were held up )
or gently brushing a bowed head. His breathing was
labored, as was that of the others. ,

Chryso swayed as she looked up from her tricorder,
sweeping her eyes across the crowd. “Eight thousand
four hundred and thirty-two.” i

The silence was frightening. Thousands of people, and
except for the thin, weak cries of children, there was
nothing. Hardly any movement. No talking. ,

Then Riker heard the low, swelling roar of a
shuttlecraft high in the atmosphere. The sound seemed
to echo on forever, before finally fading away. '

“A relief shuttle,” Chryso murmured next to him.
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Chapter Eight

DEANNA SHOOK HERSELF from a daze, and found herself
staring through the window of the flight operations
control booth of Shuttlebay 3. That was the fourth time
it had happened since she’d started her observation of
the Sli.

She glanced over her shoulder, but Worf hadn’t no-
ticed. He was watching the four Sli with narrowed eyes as
they drifted near the middle of the huge, empty chamber.
The space doors were closed and the glowing blue
forcefield had been deactivated. The gently swirling
orange gas had completely transformed the vast space
into a sea of sunny layered mists.

Deanna drew in her breath as the Sli shifted into a
patchwork pattern of darker tones—navy, purple, and
crimson, with their tentacles shading toward brilliant
fuchsia. The shimmering colors reminded her of the
gorgeous stained-glass artwork she’d seen in the ancient
cathedrals on Earth. She felt as if she could dive right
into the color, it was so deep and rich . . .

She caught herself just before slipping into a mesme-
rized state again. She shook her head sharply. The
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security guard closest to her, Ensign Hassett, was also.
completely engrossed, gazing unblinking into the bay..
She considered snapping him out of it, but he was doing
his job. Keep an eye on the Sli, Worf had said. He’d
posted two guards in the control booth, as well as alarm
seals on the main-floor access doors. Ensign Potter was at
the other end of the booth, but he didn’t seem to have the
same problem as Hassett. Potter was jittery, if anything.
Deanna noted his behavior on her padd. So little was
known about the Sli that any bit of empirical data was
valuable.

Troi counted herself lucky that she’d been able to
figure out a way to dampen the emotional prods the Sli
were sending out. When they’d first come on the Enter-
prise, she’d had a hard time coping. But now she had it
back to the way it had been when the Sli were still on the
Prospector—a continuous background mosaic of feel-
ings. It was beautiful, really, the way their emanations
performed an intricate dance through her highly trained
empathic responses—that is, it was beautiful when it
was properly dampened by her shields.

After accessing everything she could find on the Sli—
mostly concert reviews and inquiries by psychologists
and health officials—she was certain of one thing. The
Sli affected humanoid emotional responses. Their range
had been tested by concertgoers, and the limit of their
reach was approximately seven hundred meters in diam-
eter. She wondered if the Sli were less powerful now that
one of them had died.

She also wondered if the effects were stronger the
closer one was to the Sli. Hassett’s gaze was still
unfocused.

“Worf, is it absolutely necessary to post guards?”’

She had surprised him.

“Yes! It is.” He briefly met her eyes before returning to
his scrutiny of the Sli.
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Deanna raised her brows. “Why?”

He didn’t look at her. “These . . . creatures are dan-
serous.”

“You call them creatures, as if they weren’t sentient.”

This time he looked at her. “Sentience requires
judgment and reason.”

“Worf, sentience is also determined by the degree to
which a life-form receives and reacts to sensory stimuli.
It’s sensation as well as perception.” She gestured to the
slowly revolving quartet. “Apparently the Sli sense
humanoid emotions and react by directly stimulating
reactions in us.”

“Their response is irrational.”

“The Starfleet diplomatic corps seems to believe it’s a
translation problem,” she said. The computer was work-
ing with the Universal Translator, but Deanna had a
feeling it wouldn’t be as easy as that. Emotions were
usually indecipherable to machine analysis. Just look at
Data. Despite all of his efforts, emotions were still an
enigma to the android. ‘

Worf lifted his lip slightly. “That will tell us nothing.
Sli are insane, and they provoke insanity.”

Deanna frowned. He was serious. “I agree the effects
can be disturbing, but I don’t think the Sli are powerful
enough to be truly dangerous.”

Worf didn’t bother to answer. He just stared with cold
determination at the slowly pinkening Sli.

“Worf, how do you know so much about the Sli?”

He stiffened slightly, his head up and eyes slightly
hooded in perfect Klingon posture. He didn’t want to
say, she could tell.

Then she said, “Oh, that’s right,” as she remembered.
“One of the vessels that was destroyed when the Shi were
first discovered was Klingon, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.” He glanced at the two security guards, but as
usual, they appeared not to be listening.
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Deanna lifted her padd slightly, making it an official
request. “What do the Klingons think of that first
encounter with the Sli?”

Worf clenched his teeth for a moment, then reluctantly
told her, “The Sli caused the dishonor and destruction of
the warship BIr Hud. The captain surrendered to a
Starfleet scout ship without engaging in defensive ma-
neuvers. He then notified the Klingon home planet. When
additional warships arrived, both ships had been de-
stroyed.”

“And you blame the S1i?”

“A Klingon warship would never surrender to a weak--
er vessel, then allow itself to be destroyed. The crew of}
the BIr Hud were judged insane, and their deaths were:
dishonorable.” He gestured with his chin to the Sli. “I do:
not trust those creatures.”

Deanna sighed, wishing she were better at sensing:
Worf’s emotions. It would help her through spots like
this, when she hit the impenetrable wall of culture.

“Well,” she finally said. “The Sli aren’t going any--
where, and I’'m more concerned about the guards being!
in such close contact with them. Maybe they can be:
posted out in the corridor.”

“We cannot afford to appear weak.”

“Worf,” she said, trying to keep her tone calm. “I think .
the guards are making it worse. It just gives the Sli more -
people to focus their attention on.”

Worf bared his teeth. “The Sli have adversely affected |
members of the crew. According to regulations, guards
must be posted until the danger can be contained.” His .
eyes flicked to the side. “Besides, I do not trust the
Ferengi.”

She flung up one hand. “What could Mon Hartog do?”

“Ferengi are capable of anything they can get away
with.”

Deanna shook her head. “We're going in circles.” She
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straightened up, her tone firm. “Fine, leave the guards
then, but their shifts may only be three hours long. I
recommend that you call for reliefs for these two men.”
Worf was nodding agreement when she added, “And I
think that you should leave, too. You’ve been here even
longer than they have.”

“Me?” Worf broke his stance. “Definitely not—"

“Yes, you,” Deanna insisted. “If the Sli are dangerous,
as you say, then the most danger lies in prolonged
exposure. As counselor, that will be my recommendation
to the captain.”

She kept her eyes on him until, reluctantly, he gave the
orders for a shift change. He finally left when the new
guards arrived. Hassett seemed woozy when he started
out, and Deanna told him to report to sickbay. She
wanted all the information she could get about the Sli
and their effects.

Worf returned to his quarters. His shift on the bridge
would begin shortly, but meanwhile he couldn’t shake
the feeling that Counselor Troi had managed to chastise
him like a child. It bothered him.

Alexander was home from school. Worf paused at the
open door to his bedroom, checking to see that it was
clean, then nodded silently to his son before turning
away.

He seated himself on his tall leather chair, leaning
back against the hard, round cushions. Absently he gazed
into the round, bevel-edged mirror, seeing his foster
mother’s concerned face instead of his own reflection.

Counselor Troi didn’t trust his opinion about the Sli. It
was typical for him to disagree with her, but Troi usually
had little influence when it came to matters of security. It
wasn’t that he didn’t trust the counselor—quite the
contrary. He and Alexander had engaged in counseling
with her for some time. But he would not allow her to
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sway his personal decisions, and he had to admit he was

glad he no longer had to endure those weekly chatter
sessions.

“Lieutenant Worf!”

Worf tapped his comm badge. “Worf here.”

Ensign de Groodt told him, “Incoming subspace mes-
sage from the Klingon home world, sir.”

Another message? Worf pushed himself out of the
chair. “Relay it to my quarters, Ensign.”

“Aye, sir.”

Worf thoughtfully went to his desk and keyed the:
screen. The Klingon seal faded to a recording of his
brother’s face. Worf sat down slowly, as Kurn bared his:
teeth in that mock-sinister smile of his.

“QaleghneS, Older Brother. I trust this finds you
prosperous.”

By the honorable address and Kurn’s seat in front of
his ritual 7gj, Worf immediately knew this had to do with!
clan business.

“I formally wish to make a request of the future head:
of the clan—your son,” Kurn continued. “Alexander:
must come to the Klingon home world to be introduced!
to our ways if he is to one day properly rule the clan.™"
Kurn’s smile widened. “When I have a son, he will gives
allegiance to your son. I would not give my trust, or haves
my sons misplace theirs, in one who is not of us.” His#
smile disappeared. “My juH is ready to receive you. I
await your response.” )

Worf was growling low in his throat. He didn’t like the s
glint in Kurn’s eye. Who was Kurn to say how Alexanders
should be raised? s

He cleared the screen and immediately logged hiss
return message.

“LoDnI". 1 refuse your request. It is not yet time for |
Alexander and me to return to the JuHgo’. Worf out.”

He hesitated, his finger poised over the button, beforc*;.'
he finally pressed it. Part of him wanted to be even more 2
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curt. After all, he knew that Alexander would be eaten
alive among other Klingon boys. Alexander was so much
more tender than Worf had been at his age. Yet he
wondered if he shouldn’t take more time to think about
it. Alexander would have to see the home world some-
day.

“I’m glad,” came his son’s voice from beside him. “I
don’t want to go.”

Alexander was wearing a green jumper. Worf noticed
that he’d grown a lot in the past year. “You have never
been there, son. Would you not like to see the Klingon
home world?”

Alexander quickly shook his head.

“You would eat real rokeg blood pie. Perhaps you
could even have a targ of your own for a short time.”
Worf almost smiled at the faint memories of his family’s
town house in the capital city. He remembered much
more about their home on Khitomer, but Kurn had lived
in that same sector on the home planet almost his entire
life.

“No, I don’t want to.” Alexander’s lower lip stuck out.
“I never want to go there.”

“Alexander. Do not speak that way to your father.”

“You can’t make me,” he called out, retreating toward
his room. “I’ll tell Counselor Troi and she’ll let me stay!”

Worf’s hands clenched and he let out a strained sound.
“Counselor Troi has nothing to do with this! You will
return to the home world when I wish it.”

Alexander slipped into his room without a backward
look.

Frustrated, Worf ground his teeth together. “It’s time
for your music lesson, Alexander! Must I come in there
and—"

Alexander appeared in his door again, his padd under
his arm. “I’m going.”

With difficulty, Worf got himself under control. “Do
not leave the room when—""
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The page interrupted, “Lieutenant Worf, this is Com-
mander Riker.”

Worf took a deep breath, steadying his voice. “Aye,
sir?”

“Report to Transporter Room | for away team duty.”

“On my way, Commander!”

When Worf turned, his son was gone.
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Chapter Nine

GEORDI STARTED the preliminary engage sequence on his
low-pressure suit. He wished he didn’t have to wear
one—like Data. The suit wasn’t the most comfortable
thing he ever wore, but it sure did the trick. With the
suits, the away team would be able to work on the
Prospector in spite of the malfunctioning gravity field.
The atmospheric conditions on board the starliner con-
tinued to meet class-M standards, but they would have to
keep their suits sealed to compensate for the gravity
fluctuations.

Data was standing to one side, waiting for them to
finish suiting up. Except for the hood and gloves, the
low-pressure suits were similar to the regular uniforms—
. red shoulder panels and black bodies—but the material
was much thicker. Riker and Worf looked like someone
had pumped air into them.

Geordi suppressed a laugh behind his faceplate. Data
would have been curious, and this wasn’t the time for a
long explanation about a stray thought as strange as a
blowup Worf doll.

Worf stepped up into the transport chamber. He
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looked even more massive than usual in his padded red
and black suit. So did Riker. Geordi joined them,
holding a portable diagnostic unit that had already been
programmed with data downloaded from the Prospec-
tor's computers. The captain had instructed them to
repair the graviton field and determine whether the ship
was capable of movement.

“Ready?” Riker asked. His voice was only slightly
distorted from the tiny speaker in the throat of his suit.

They all acknowledged. As the commander nodded
and gave his go-ahead to the transporter chief, Geordi
took a deep, calming breath. He noticed that Worf tensed
as he always did just before transport, but Geordi found
it was less disorienting if he arrived relaxed.

The Enterprise faded and the Prospector’s main trans-
porter room shimmered into sight around them.

They were standing under a small, round temple with a
domed ceiling supported by columns. Geordi absently
noted the synthetic plasticide that concealed the trans-
porter chamber. His VISOR could perceive a greater
range of the electromagnetic spectrum than human eye-
sight, and he easily detected the coil structures and
pattern buffers underneath.

Data held out his tricorder. “The fluctuations in the
gravity field vary from 1.23g to 0.74g. The mMICrogyros in
your suits will compensate, but there could be a delay of
up to two milliseconds.”

“Understood. We walk softly.” Riker was glancing
around sharply. “And what about this? Is it an optical
illusion?”

A rectangular fountain stretched away in front of
them, with the water reflecting an opalescent glow.
Behind them was a flowering bush that concealed the
transporter operator console.

“All I see is a large room,” Geordi said. “About ten
meters square.”

82



SINS OF COMMISSION

“Ten point four meters,” Data corrected.

Riker glanced at Worf. “Do you see the stars?”

“We appear to be standing in an open structure within
a circle of light.” Worf was standing stiffly. “Beyond that
is a starfield. I do not recognize the sector.”

“I also see a night sky.” Riker’s voice got a little
sharper. “But what is it? A holograph?”

“No, I’d see a holograph.” Geordi touched a hand to
the faceplate of his suit, pushing it closer to his VISOR as
he examined the room. “There’s a thin layer of
keiyurium and silicon animide applied to the walls—
similar to the material we use in our holo diodes. There
aren’t any energy emissions, so it must be a passive visual
distortion.”

“Trumpery,” Worf growled. “To impress empty
minds.”

“Right. It’s for the tourists.” Riker dismissed it.
“Come on. Let’s get this done so we can get the evacuees
back where they belong.”

Geordi took a closer look at the commander as he fell

' in beside him, walking along the fountain. He knew this

was Riker’s second away team mission of the day, but he
sounded unusually tense.

““You say that like you want to get rid of them,” Geordi
commented.

“They’ve done nothing but complain since they ar-
rived. It wouldn’t be bad except they’re interfering with
our primary mission.” Riker’s lips pressed together. “If
you’d seen those people down there, Geordi. They’re the
ones who need our help, not a bunch of —”

Worf made an indistinguishable noise deep in his
throat.

Riker glanced back at him. “Something on your mind,
Worf?”

“The Sli should be removed from the Enterprise. They
are a security risk.”

“I just want this resolved. Then we could get on—"
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Riker lurched a little from a localized gravity fluctuation:
as they went through the door.

“Are you all right, Commander?” Geordi followed!
more carefully.

Riker nodded, turning right as Captain Walch had!
instructed and continuing down the corridor. The floor:
was covered with a bold-patterned carpet of interlocking
swirls in red, blue, and purple. The wall lamps were large:
and rounded, giving off a warm amber glow. It was very
different from the cool efficiency of most Starfleet ves--
sels.

They entered the turbolift—all gleaming white angles:
with filigreed gold trim. Geordi half smiled when he saw
the old-style turbolift handles. When he was twelve, he:
and his mother had lived on an ancient science ship with:
the same sort of turbolifts. He’d known by the specs that:
the starliner was sixty-five years old, but turning a handle
to operate the lift was something he’d forgotten about.

“Bridge,” Riker ordered, grasping his handle.

The lift started, but it was jolted back and forth as the
lights flashed past.

“The gravitational field is affecting the inertial damp-
ing field of the turbolift,” Data evenly announced.

Geordi was hanging on, his feet braced far apart, as.
they were all thrown back and forth. One second he was |
light-headed, and the next he felt as if he were twice as .
heavy as he should have been. He knew the distortion '
couldn’t have been that severe, but it sure felt that way.
His stomach was queasy by the time they arrived at the
bridge.

Commander Riker was also looking a little green
through his faceplate. Geordi couldn’t tell if Worf was
affected, but he knew Data could have walked to the
bridge on the ceiling and not blinked an eye. Sometimes |
he envied his friend’s unflappable calm. '

“The environmental station is this way,” Data an-
nounced.
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Geordi followed slowly, holding the diagnostic unit
slightly out to his side so he didn’t bump it against his
leg. The bridge had low ceilings, and was long and
narrow. It was also rather dim, with light knobs glowing
different colors on all the panels.

Worf immediately went to the communications/
sensors station, the closest the Prospector had to a
tactical display.

There was no central captain’s chair, so Riker sat down
at one of the seats nearest the lift, letting his breath out.
“Well, this looks efficient enough. If a little outdated.”

“Aye, sir.” Data was carefully manipulating the con-
trol panel with his gloved fingers.

Geordi set the diagnostic unit on the floor and careful-
ly bent down to unlock the access panel. Any sudden

movement or change in the gravity field sent a rush of
' blood to his head. It took almost ten minutes for him to
' create an interface link between the sophisticated diag-
. nostic unit and the hardware of the Prospector’s

subprocessors, but he finally managed it.

“Ready, Data?”

“Structural integrity field generators off-line. Begin-
ning information retrieval for Level Two diagnostic.” -

Geordi watched the readout of the portable unit for a
few seconds. “Retrieval running. That’s it, Commander.
it’ll be almost an hour before the automated routines are
finished.”

“Then let’s examine the site of the explosion.” Riker
pushed himself out of his chair. “I don’t suppose there’s
any way we could get there without using the turbolift?”

“Access to Deck A cargo hold is at the rear of the ship,
fourteen decks below our current position. It is accessi-
ble through Jeffries Tube 03-18.” The tilt of Data’s head
was exaggerated by his suit. “However, I do not under-
stand why you wish to avoid the turbolifts.”

Riker raised one corner of his mouth. “The gravity
fluctuation is irritating.”
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“Irritating?” Data repeated, puzzled.

“Data, 1t tosses around the fluid in our inner ear,
messing up our balance,” Geordi gently explained.
“Does it do that to you, too, Worf?”

Worf glanced over, his face unreadable. “It can be:
endured.”

Geordi grimaced, but he let it pass. He’d learned not to
take Worf’s occasional surliness personaily. That was.
part of being a Klingon, he supposed.

Riker was already heading out of the bridge. “We’ll
walk back along this deck to the rear, then we’ll take the
turbolift. It’s better than climbing a ladder down four--
teen decks.”

Getting to the rear lift was an adventure in itself. For-
all his years in space, Geordi had never been on a:
starliner. The furniture that lined the halls and lounges
was overstuffed, with worn plushy fabric and rows of’
tassels. There were plenty of tiny throw pillows every--
where in contrasting colors. They passed recreation
rooms, gymnasiums, and a huge flora-filled promenade
with a fake waterfall at one end, splashing madly from
the gravity fluctuations. There were also massage tables, .
steam rooms, saunas, ice plunges, and two swimming:
pools.

Geordi read all the signs and wished they had time to)
look around. One open door in particular, marked
Vibration Room, caught his eye. But the gravity shifted
violently as they were passing by, and Geordi stumbled
into Data before dropping to his knees. The gray padded
walls of the room next to them thrummed gently in
response, and a soft scent wafted into the corridor.

“Um . ..” Geordi said, a delighted smile on his face as
Data helped him to his feet. “Smell that.”

Puzzled, Data took a sniff. Then he breathed deeply in
and out through his nose as if trying to determine exactly
what was in the air that was so appealing.

Geordi knew what he was doing. That thoughtful |
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expression could only mean the android was analyzing
something.

Data frowned slightly. “Sage and Holbri musk. Wine
of a sweet grain. The scent of burned seed oil. Human
flesh . . .” He glanced at Geordi. “I can detect several
components of the scent that I am unable to define
without further analysis.”

Geordi sighed as Commander Riker called back, “Stay
together!”

Geordi gently slapped his hand against Data’s shoul-
der. “Come on.”

As they continued down the corridor, Data said, “If
you wish, Geordi, I can replicate the scent when we
return to the Enterprise. Perhaps you would like to
program it into a holodeck simulation?”

Geordi’s smile deepened; he was touched by his

- friend’s thoughtfulness. Data always tried so hard.

“That would be great, Data. I think a lot of people
would enjoy that.”

Their second turbolift ride was just as bad as the first
one. Data was the only one able to maintain some sort of

_ balance. It lasted less than a minute, but sweat broke out

. on Geordi’s face and neck, and he could feel a trickle run

down his back. The suit’s humidity control hummed
slightly, valiantly trying to compensate.

The turbolift stopped on Deck 2, indicating there was
a forcefield seal between their current position and Deck
1. The cargo holds were in Decks A, B, and C, with C the
outermost hold. Parts of all three lower decks had been
destroyed by the explosion, and apparently Deck 1 had
also sustained damage or the seal wouldn’t have been in
place.

Geordi watched as Data accessed the Prospector’s
computer and tripped the double seal in the corridor
where the Jeffries Tube led down to Deck 1. That created
a temporary airlock in their section, and sent their
pressure suits into full life support mode. Geordi
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checked his readouts one last time, as the atmosphere:
was slowly bled off,

Once vacuum was reached, Data deactivated the seal
on the Jeffries Tube. Riker gestured for Worf to go first,
and the security chief quickly climbed down out of sight.

Geordi was the last to g0 down. The others had!
climbed past Deck | and were waiting for him by the:
access door to Deck A cargo hold. According to the:
computer logs, this was where the Sli had been quartered |
in their huge environment module.

Riker gestured for Geordi to attach his umbilical to the
magnetic strip beside the ladder. “All right, Data. You '
can open it up.” ‘

The thick compression doors slid apart. Geordi was .
pushed forward by the slight difference in pressure,
though he was careful to keep hold with at least one foot
on the deck at all times.

The rest of the away team moved into the huge, open
space, but their gestures and steps were slower, as if they
were walking underwater. Geordi loved working in vacu-
um, and he watched the others for a moment beforel
going in after them.

To his right, most of the cargo hold had been sealed off
with emergency bulkheads when the Sli had withdrawn
from the explosion, apparently the only thing that had
saved them. The rest of the equipment had been forcibly
stripped from the cargo hold by the explosion. Through
the torn-out floor, Geordi could see the enormous gaping
hole in the next cargo hold. A portion of the sweeping
curve of the planet’s huge diameter was visible through
the jagged edges.

Suddenly Geordi couldn’t move. Bursts of spangled
light permeated Lessenar’s atmosphere, blanketing it
with tiny bars of moving, flashing color. His VISOR sent
a concentrated stream of data directly into his optical
nerve, threatening to overload his brain., \

Geordi winced and quickly bent down, concentrating
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on not keeling over in the airless chamber. When he
finally got himself under control, Data was already on

the other side of the hold, examining the torn metal.

Worf was standing near him, his magnetic boots planted

firmly against the deck, holding his tricorder out.

Halfway there, Riker turned back, his faceplate catch-

ing the light. “Something wrong, La Forge?”

He had to swallow. “I’ve only seen the planet on a

viewscreen, Commander. It’s overpowering on direct
sight.” He felt a stab of warning pain in his temples as he
tried to look at the others. He swayed and quickly

' fastened his eyes back on his boots.

“Go back up, Geordi.” Riker glanced at the hole and
the planet below. “This won’t take long.”

“Commander!” Worf called out.

Geordi was already turning away, but he hesitated at
Worf’s tone.

Riker also heard it. “What is it, Lieutenant?”

Worf snapped his tricorder shut, every muscle in his
body on the defensive. “This was not caused by a failure
of the skeletal structure or the structural integrity field.
An explosive was planted on the outside of the hull.”
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Chapter Ten

WHEN THE AWAY TEAM finally arrived back at the Enter-
prise, Captain Walch was standing in front of the con-
sole, impatiently shifting from one booted foot to the
other. His white beard looked as if he’d been raking his
fingers through it, separating the mass into long, strag-
gling strands. He was still wearing his leather chapped
pants with buckles at the knees and ankles, and a brown
polynylon jacket.

Worf could tell that Jake must have been waiting for
some time, because Ensign Standish was looking a little
glazed. Worf stripped back his hood and took a deep
breath of Enterprise air. He hated being closed inside the
low-pressure suit.

Jake was watching him closely. “Well . . . how is she,
son?”

Worf hesitated, then became angry at himself. His
first instinct had been to soften the blow for the older
man. He ground his teeth together, fighting his compas-
sion.

“It’s not good, is it?’ Jake realized.

Worf glanced at Riker, but the commander was busy
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removing his own hood and gloves. Apparently Com-
mander Riker had decided to leave this to him.
| “No, sir,” Worf told him, tensely trying not to let his
voice betray him. “The structural integrity has been
 compromised beyond repair capacities.”
~ As Jake started shaking his head, Geordi added kindly,
 “I’m sorry, Captain Walch. That was a pretty big chunk
| torn out of both the primary and secondary frameworks.
 The forcefield network will collapse under impulse or
- warp flight.”
' Jake was looking with question at Geordi, and Worf
quickly informed him, “Captain, this is the chief engi-
neer of the Enterprise, Geordi La Forge.”

“You would know,” Jake told Geordi, giving him a
firm shake of his hand. He nodded to Riker and Data,
whom he’d met during the evacuation of the Prospector.

. “Are you saying you boys can’t fix it—or it can’t be fixed
 at all?”

“It would need a complete refit,” Geordi said slowly.
“And I don’t know of any yard that would refit such an
old ship.”

“You sure? Maybe there’s something . ..” The old
man’s voice trailed off as he looked from one certain face
to another.

Worf didn’t know what to say.

Riker stepped closer, almost coming to attention. “My
sympathies, Captain Walch.” Geordi nodded, as did
Data.

“Well, I guess that’s it, then.” Walch stared blankly
past them. “She was my pa’s ship, you know. Me and
him ran her on purt near this same tour. Started when I
was nine years old. He . . . Well, I'm glad he’s not here to
see her like this—"’

“Picard to Commander Riker.”

The commander glanced up, a habit all senior officers
picked up from signaling communications on the bridge.
“Riker here.”
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“Please report to the bridge with your away team.”

“Aye, sir,” Riker acknowledged. He nodded once more
to Walch. “You’ll receive a full report on our findings,
Captain. We’ll also let you know where you’ll be dropped
off, so you can make arrangements for your passengers :
and crew.”

Jake grimaced at that.

The others started out, but Worf stayed back for a
moment, reluctant to be too hard on the man. Jake had!
been like an uncle to him, and Worf had played and
fought and grown up with his large brood of kids. To all
the children, including his own, Jake had been larger:
than life. He would sweep in a couple of times a year
when the Prospector put in at the Earth Station Facility
with dozens of new stories and descriptions of aliens and |
places that were beyond imagination. He was a favorite -
of everyone, both those who believed him and those who
didn’t. ‘

Worf finally said in low voice, “We will speak at a later’
time, Captain.”

“Sure, Worf.” Jake made a good stab at a smile, but his "
blue eyes were tired. He waved Worf off. “Get on with
you, now.”

Deanna hurried into the lounge just as the debriefing
was getting underway. Dr. Crusher was already there, as
were the four members of the away team.

“So the ship’s a derelict,” Picard was saying as she"
rounded the table to her seat.

“Aye, sir.” Riker paused as Deanna sat down. “The"
hull was breached from the outside, rupturing the:
helium/hydrogen environment of the Sli. The resulting |
explosion did most of the structural damage.”

“What caused the initial hull breach?” ]

Riker glanced at Data, who smoothly answered, “An
explosive charge of some kind, sir.”
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“It wouldn’t have done much damage to the ship,”
Riker pointed out, “if the Sli’s environment module
“hadn’t exploded.”

Picard looked at Data. “Could it have been aimed at

the Sli’s environment to create just such an effect?”

“Unknown at this time, sir.”

They were silent for a moment. Then Beverly asked,
“Why would anyone want to destroy a starliner?”
~ “Terrorism,” Worf immediately replied. “Sabotage.

Assassination.”

Deanna let out a controlied breath. Worf’s tension was
 so strong that it was drowning out everyone else in the
room. It wasn’t just aggression—that would blunt her
empathy. If she didn’t know better, she’d say that anxiety
was driving him.

. Beverly shook her head at him. “That’s pretty extreme,
' don’t you think, Worf? Killing off almost four hundred
people to get one target.”

“However,” Data said thoughtfully, “there is a prece-
dent for such behavior from the Picanou Protectorate,
the Gatherers of Acamaria, the Intaran—"

“Thank you, Data,” Picard interrupted with a nod.

“Maybe we should check out the passengers,” Riker
. suggested. “Find out if there was anyone on board
| targeted by groups like the Picanou Protectorate. Or even
| the Cardassians. They’d blow up an entire ship if they
| thought they had good reason to.”

Geordi leaned back, but there was a frown creasing his
forehead. “Maybe someone was after Captain Walch.
He’s the one who’s suffered the most from this, losing his
ship.”

Worf was staring at the top of the table. His voice was
low. “Captain Walch has no enemies that I know of.”

“It seems to me that the Sli were the most likely
targets,” Deanna felt compelled to say. “One was killed,
and the others were lucky to get out alive.”
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Worf growled something under his breath.

Picard glanced sharply at Worf. “Do you have some-
thing to say, Mr. Worf?”

“Yes, sir. It’s about the Sli.” Worf straightened up in
his chair. “Their presence on board is a security risk.”

“Well, they can’t go back to the Prospector,” Geordi
told him. “Without the structural integrity field, the
gravity overlap has nowhere to bleed off. That causes the
sharp fluctuations.”

Riker gave a short laugh. “It’s just bad enough to be
hazardous. Or we’d send the whole lot of them back
where they belong.”

“Something must be done,” Worf insisted.

Deanna raised her brows, noting how his eyes seemed
to burn.

But Beverly was already nodding. “Worf may be right.
Sickbay has received complaints from Decks 9 through
17 regarding unusual behavior patterns.”

“According to the logs of the Prospector,” Data in-
formed them, “the first two passenger decks above the
cargo holds remained vacant throughout the current
tour.”

“Perhaps we should clear the decks around the
shuttlebay.” Riker glanced at the captain with a grim
expression. “The evacuees are on Decks 9 and 11. They
won’t appreciate being moved again so soon . . .”

“They’ll like it a lot better than violent mood swings,”
Dr. Crusher told him. “The Sli are upset about what’s
happened, and according to the Ferengi, they can aim
their emanations at those they are particularly angry
with. They could see the people who were on board the
Prospector as a threat because that’s where the explosion
happened.”

“I agree,” Picard said. “Worf, make the arrangements
for evacuation of these decks. Make sure that contact
with the Sli is limited until we know how to lessen their
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impact.” He turned to Deanna. “Have you found out

anything about the Sli that can help us, Counselor?”
“There isn’t much information on them, sir.” She

swung her chair to face him directly. “The Sli just started

 touring this past year, and only a limited number of

people have been exposed. I do have reports from
various health organizations who compared the effects of
the Sli to a mood-altering drug. We know that the Sh tap

 buried desires and feelings—making it a powerful re-

lease for most humanoids. It’s not just entertainment,

 it’s an emotional stimulant.”

Worf muttered, “They are dangerous.”

Deanna tried to keep her voice calm. “The effects can
be very therapeutic for some, Worf. We’re having trouble
because the Sli are upset. It intensifies their projections
and gives them reason to enhance the more negative
emotions they sense around them.”

“Be glad there aren’t more of them,” Dr. Crusher
threw in.

“Perhaps,” Picard said. “But I'd like to be sure we can

. control the Sli that are here.”

“What about a forcefield around the shuttlebay?”

 Geordi asked.

N NS

Deanna shook her head. “They’re communicating on a
very low frequency. It falls in the range of humanoid
brain waves, which are larger than the diameter of
Lessenar. There’s no way to contain wavelengths that
long. Not even full ship’s shields and vacuum could keep
them out—it’s the same reason my empathic sense
works over great distances.”

Riker narrowed his eyes. “What about neutralizing the
effects in our minds? Can we block the neural transmit-
ters that carry these emotions?”

The doctor was already shaking her head, her mouth
compressed. “That’s a highly specialized procedure. Any
attempt would block all emotion-carrying transmitters,
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and I can’t do that unless the emanations are completely
stopped first.”

“Very well.” Picard sat back a moment. “If we can’t
stop them, is there any way we can calm the S1i?”

“Perhaps Mon Hartog knows something he isn’t tell-
ing us,” Riker put in.

“I’m not sure he has any control over them,” Deanna
disagreed. “He says the reason he isn’t being affected,
and the security guards are, is because the Sli see the
guards as a threat.”

Worf was absolute. “We cannot leave the Sli un-
guarded.”

“Worf, they’ve been on board the Prospector for most
of the past year, and Captain Walch hasn’t had any
complaints. In fact, he credits the Sli with reviving his
business.” She shifted a little. “Many have hailed their
performance as one of the most pleasurable interludes
they’ve ever experienced.”

Riker nodded in agreement. “I bet the Sli are a big
draw despite Walch’s ship. It’s pretty old, and creaky
opulence doesn’t go far in this day and age.”

Worf frowned. “Captain Walch relies on clients who
prefer ‘old world’ elegance.”

“And new world drugs in the form of the Sli,” Crusher
added.

Deanna focused on the doctor. Beverly was being
unusually flippant. “According to the evacuees I’ve inter-
viewed, they view exposure to the Sli as an emotional
symphony—very exhilarating. Both passengers and crew
were allowed to rent the empty cabins when they wanted
a private session. As they toured the planets, Hartog
beamed up the inhabitants for concerts held in the Deck
B cargo hold.”

“But that’s not what’s happening here,” Dr. Crusher
protested. “I'm getting reports of people experiencing
mild forms of paranoia, depression, and hysteria. Also
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confusion, irritability, and manic fits.” She glanced
down at the last.

“You're being affected, aren’t you?” Deanna quickly
asked. “Beverly, don’t spend so much time with them.
They’re upset and see anyone who comes in contact with
them as a threat.”

“I have to run my tests,” the doctor insisted. “The
medical library is being programmed for the analysis,
but I've already gathered some interesting data. Do you
know that the helium in their bodies has remained
isolated atoms? I can’t understand how it’s interacting
with the hydrogen and carbon atoms to form living
creatures. According to Hartog, they take in radiant
energy like plants. Don’t ask me about that either—it’s
nothing like photosynthesis.”

“Let your technicians take over some of the work,”
Deanna insisted. “I’ve recommended that no one stay
near the Sli for more than a few hours at a time.” She
looked harder at Worf. “Including security personnel.
Unfortunately, you don’t have to be in their presence for
them to affect you.”

“How serious is it?”’ the captain asked.

“The emanations are fairly weak. With a little effort,
it’s easy to resist,” Deanna assured him. “I’ve been
instructing everyone who comes in contact with them to
do so. I’'m also hoping the Sli will calm down now that we
have them settled in the shuttlebay.”

“Very well,” Picard said briskly. “We’ll discuss this
with Mon Hartog, Counselor, and see if we can reach
some sort of accord. In the meantime, you and the doctor
continue your examinations.” He nodded to his security
chief. “Worf, I also want you and Counselor Troi to
proceed with a security investigation of the passengers
and crew of the Prospector. There must be a connection
somewhere between the people on board and the explo-
sion.”
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“Yes, Captain.” Worf nodded sharply.

Deanna also acknowledged. She was glad she’d have
an opportunity to work with Worf. It might provide the
opening she was looking for to discuss his more personal
problems.

“As for the operational status of the Prospector,”
Picard continued, “I’ll inform Captain Walch that it may
be wiser to request a tow ship rather than wait for us to
finish our mission here. His tourists could become
impatient with the delay.”

Riker shifted irritably. “About those tourists, sir.
We’re getting complaints every few minutes as it is.”

“I suppose we should make arrangements for salvage
of their belongings,” Picard said thoughtfully. “That
seems to be the biggest cause for complaint so far.
Commander Data, I want you to work with Captain
Walch and his crew to speed the process along.”

“Aye, sir.”

Before they could continue, the door of the observa-
tion lounge opened, admitting Lieutenant Chryso. Her
dark skin was flushed and she was trying to hide the fact
that she was out of breath. She hesitated when she
realized everyone was seated and looking at her.

“I’'m sorry for the delay, sir,” she told Riker in her low
voice.

“We were just getting to your report, Lieutenant,”
Riker said. “Have a seat.”

Chryso acknowledged, “Sir,” to the captain before
sitting in the chair next to Riker. She also nodded
greetings to Deanna, Dr. Crusher, and Commander
Data. Her glance slid past La Forge and Worf, and
Deanna realized Chryso had never worked directly with
them before.

“l have a preliminary assessment,” Riker started,
toying with a disk case sitting in front of him. “Overall,
the situation is worse than Starfleet was led to believe. It
could be the Lessenarians are in so deep that they don’t
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realize what’s facing them. Or they might have been
afraid we wouldn’t help if we knew the full extent of the
damage.”

“How bad is it, Number One?”

“The inhabitants are desperate. At thirty-four of the
drop-off sites, the environment was almost incapable of
supporting life. Every report from the relief shuttles was
the same—dead and dying crowds of people, barely
holding on with the help of the strongest survivors. Three
of the drop-off sites were to fair-sized cities on the
western continent. Government organization tends to be
restricted to these more populous areas, and the people
there are in better shape. Apparently all of the informa-
tion we were given pertains to the inhabitants of the
cities.”

“It’s as if the government has given up on the outlying
regions,” Chryso agreed.

Dr. Crusher shrugged one shoulder, shaking her head.
“The population base is pretty small—Iless than a mil-
lion people. But according to the records I received,
related diseases and deaths from the quality of their
atmosphere, water, and food supply are at least ten times
what I would normally expect.” She looked directly at
the captain. “If the commander is correct, the real
statistics must be appalling.”

Riker’s voice was harsh. “Fires are burning constantly
—incinerating the dead. On low-level flights the most
prominent sights are the black smoke smudges. There’s
hardly any vegetation, and most of the rivers and lakes
have dried up.” He nodded to Chryso. “Proceed with
your report, Lieutenant.”

Chryso took a deep breath as she inserted a disk and
gestured to the monitor. “This is a planetary map of
Lessenar. Approximately fifty percent is land mass, and
the other half is covered by oceans high in saline
content.”

Deanna leaned forward to see better. Lessenar had six
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large continents, equally distributed. Distinct bands of
brightness ringed the planet in four spots—narrow
bands on either side of the equator and even smaller ones
closer to the poles.

“The drop-off sites were located in the darker bands,
the areas that receive precipitation.” A series of indicator
lights appeared, marking each coordinate. “As you can
see, most of the surface of the planet is uninhabitable. In
addition, our preliminary analysis indicates that the
atmosphere is no longer within the parameters of
class-M.”

Dr. Crusher sat forward, disturbed. “Every one of
those people down there should be wearing a biofilter.”
“I agree,” Chryso said. She met the captain’s eyes.

“Is the situation irreversible?” Picard asked her.

Chryso briefly shook her head. “Our analysis isn’t
complete yet, sir. It’s a very complex problem. Every
aspect of the ecosystem, from the atmosphere to
landmasses to the oceans, must be surveyed and corre-
lated.” She keyed the monitor, bringing up a sensor
graph. “For example, the high degree of ozone in the
stratosphere and mesosphere sets in motion a series of
chemical processes. The excited oxygen electrons destroy
molecules such as water vapor, methane, molecular
hydrogen, and nitrous oxide. The resulting molecular
oxygen molecules absorb solar ultraviolet radiation from
three thousand to eighteen hundred angstroms, damag-
ing the reproductive tissue of living organisms.” She
clicked off the monitor. “There isn’t one solution that
will solve their problems. A very delicate balance has
been violated, deliberately violated, by the Lessen-
arians.”

“You’re saying this situation is not due to natural
causes?”” Picard asked.

“No, sir. The biosphere once created a viable ecosys-
tem. The Lessenarians altered their environment.”

“What’re they doing about it?” La Forge asked.
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Riker glanced at Chryso, then answered for her. “They
called us.”

“That’s it?” Worf demanded, surprised out of his
silence.

“That’s it. There’ve been no planetwide efforts to halt
the pollution or attempt at cleanup other than contacting
the Federation. It even took them years to reach that
decision.”

Deanna laced her hands in her lap. “Even with people
sickening and dying, they haven’t done anything?”

Data met her gaze, unruffled by the implications.
“According to my studies, the pollution is a by-product
of Lessenar’s economy. Change would entail a complete
revamping of their food and power sources. In recent
history, isolated factions within the society have at-
tempted to warn the inhabitants about the danger, or
have actively attempted to prevent thé worst of the
abuses. Their efforts have proved ineffective thus far.”

Beverly looked like she was caught between shock and
outrage. “I can hardly believe this. How could they let
this happen?”

Riker met the doctor’s eyes. ““I didn’t understand at
first, either. But it’s their way of life. They seem to have
accepted it. They’re definitely used to it.”

“They know no other way,” Chryso agreed. “Appar-
ently the situation worsened gradually enough for them
to adjust to the restrictions. Yet it’s driven them almost
to extinction in just eight generations.”

“I"d like your report as soon as possible, Lieutenant,”
Picard told her. She acknowledged as he turned to Riker.
“I understand your presence has been requested in the
capital city tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, sir.” His tone was barely polite. “Council Head
Wiccy informed me there would be a ‘celebration’ of our
arrival. What that really means, from what I can gather
from their media reports, is that the upper castes will be
celebrating while the rest continue to starve to death.”
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“Perhaps they’re in need of a tangible sign of hope,”
Deanna suggested.

“They’re much more in need of something else,” Riker
returned. “Like an education on excess and abuse of
power.”

Riker’s sharp words created a slightly strained silence.

“I understand, Number One,” Picard told him. “And I
share your sentiments. However, it is not our place to
make the Lessenarians change the way in which they live.
Our recommendations can be given, but ultimately it is
up to them to choose for themselves.”

“Sir,” Riker insisted, “the source of their problems
must be addressed for anything substantial to be done.”

“Again, I agree. However, let us not shove our philoso-
phy down their throats. That’s a direct violation of the
Prime Directive.”

In spite of the serious topic, Deanna noted Picard’s use
of metaphor. He so rarely allowed that of himself.

“Continue the relief efforts,” Picard ordered, “and
begin distribution of biofilters to the inhabitants. Co-
ordinate with the council, Number One.” The captain
held up a hand to stave off Riker’s interruption. “By all
means, include filters with the relief supplies to the
outlying areas. But if we begin working with the council
now, perhaps they’ll be accustomed to cooperating with
us by the time we reach the more difficult issues.” He met
glances around the table. “Very well, let’s get to work.
Dismissed.”
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'CAPTAIN PiCARD WAS STEPPING into his ready room when
'behind him he heard Commander Riker say to Counsel-
or Troi, “This is one time I think the Prime Directive
:does more harm than good. We should be allowed to
[teach those people the lesson they need.”

“Will, it’s not that easy—"
\ The door slid shut behind Picard, keeping him from
“having to say anything. He stood there for a moment. It
'was difficult for him, too. He, too, wished he could go
'down there and rally the populace into helping them-
‘selves; to encourage them with hope and brave words
‘into being a healthier, more productive people. How
~could he explain how dangerous it was to think that
‘Starfleet would sweep down and solve the problems of a
\world? Superior technology didn’t make the Federation
| supermen, and it was far too easy to slip into that role
Iwhen a less developed species called for help. Such a
I thing could play insidious tricks on the mind.

“Captain Picard, incoming message on long-range
Isubspace relay from Starbase 17.”
" “In here,” he said, swiveling the monitor to him.
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The brilliant Starfleet logo was replaced by the imagg
of Admiral Rosso. She was impeccable as usual—ever
short gray hair in place, and the fit of her uniforr
revealing her superb condition. But Picard knew Marii
Rosso, and he could tell she was disturbed.

“Admiral Rosso, it’s good to see you again.”

“And I, you, Jean-Luc.”

Taking a cue from her informal tone, he asked, “How
is Jono doing? Have you heard from him lately?”

Her smile was wistful, almost pained. “He’s doini
wonderfully well. I received a message from him a few
months ago. He’s in the Talarian space fleet now, o
board the Minat Rii. His rank is equivalent to one of ous
ensigns.”

“You must be proud of your grandson.” He rememn
bered how the blond teenager would lie in that hammogt
he jury-rigged in the captain’s cabin and would stare ay
the stars for hours. Picard had been just as space-ma

when he was young.

“I am. I wish I could see him, but the Diplomacy
Corps is desperately understaffed right now. I can’t seem
to get away.” She smiled as Picard leaned back. “Yes, I’'mi
leading up to something, Jean-Luc. You’re the man I’¢{
pick for this job even if you weren’t on the spot.”

“Oh, no.” He shook his head, raising his hands. “N
you can’t do that to me, Maria. I know it’s a delica
situation with the Lessenarians, but I’'m not going t
replace Commander Riker as the Federation’s liaison.’

“We don’t want you to.” She raised her brows slightl
“I have every confidence in Commander Riker. No, it’'
the Sli we’re concerned about.”

“The Sli?”” He narrowed his eyes. “Why the S1i?”

“We’ve been keeping a close watch on the Ferengi-Slil
alliance. The Ferengi are currently getting more than h
of their processed fuel from the Sli colonies they’ve:
established on class-K planets. Until recently, as far

we could see, the Sli didn’t get much from the deal. But
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now there are two groups of Sli touring with Ferengi
‘managers,” and we’ve had several reports of Sli on board
Ferengi merchant vessels. The Ferengi do nothing with-
out receiving something. So why are they suddenly
transporting the Sli everywhere?”

“You’re worried that the Ferengi are using the Sli
somehow? It’s not hard to believe. They’re certainly
having an effect on my crew.”

“We don’t know enough about the Sli to know what
might be happening.” She leaned forward. “The data
your people have gathered is invaluable, Jean-Luc. But I
want more. With the Sli on board the Enterprise, you
have a unique opportunity. We tried to make contact
with that very group when they were on the Prospector,
but they became so agitated that our diplomat was asked
to depart by the captain of the ship.”

“Captain Walch didn’t mention that.”

“It wasn’t an unexpected reaction. When the last
diplomatic team was sent to Qal’at, to the main fuel
depository, they were forced to retreat when the Sk
began to negatively affect their reactions.”

“Yes, I accessed that report,” Picard told her. “The
lemotional swings leading to the dissolution of the team
are similar to what my crew is experiencing. Making
contact with them may be difficult,” he warned. “It
appears the Sli are the most likely target of the explosion
that damaged the Prospector.”

“Very interesting.” The admiral slowly tapped her
fingers on her desk. “Who would want to kill the Sii?”

“We were asking ourselves that. Yet it appears to lend
credence to the theory that the Ferengi are using the Sli
to manipulate them into better bargaining positions.
Perhaps a dissatisfied customer is attempting to even an
old score.”

“If you could just get the Sli to trust you...” the
admiral murmured, with a gleam in her eye. Her tone
changed slightly. “I don’t believe there is a tow ship
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currently available in your sector. The Enterprise wil
have to tow the Prospector back to Starbase 81 upon the
completion of your current mission.”

He was surprised at her candor. “You diplomats will
do anything to establish communication, won’t you?”’

“It’s our only indulgence, Jean-Luc. You know that
Misunderstanding can be more dangerous to us thar
anything—it breeds war.”

Picard drew in his breath. It was true. “Very well, my
crew will simply have to put up with the inconveniences
Commander Data is reconfiguring the Ferengi translas
tion unit, and Counselor Troi has begun empathic at:
tempts at contact.”

“Good. Use every method available. Emotional mas
nipulation would be a powerful tool in the hands of the
Ferengi, one that can easily be abused.”

Picard agreed as he signed off with Admiral Rossoy
Then he immediately hit his communicator.

“Counselor Troi, please meet me at Shuttlebay 3. It’s
time we had a talk with Mon Hartog.”

console, sneering down at the young Klingon boy beside
him as he said, “Your father knows nothing about my Sli.i
His narrow mind can’t understand these beautiful crea-:
tures.”

The Sli were floating just on the other side of the
window. They were very dark, mottled purple and plum
with charcoal gray tentacles. Burnt orange smea
streaked through the darkness, like light shining throughh
rents in the fabric of their skin.

“Alexander!” Deanna exclaimed when she saw thes
boy. “What are you doing here?”

He instantly turned, his anger at the Ferengi shocked!
into guilt, then just as quickly transformed into defiance."
“I was looking for Father.”
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“Is something wrong? Why didn’t you use the comput-
ng his fingers together.
He was wide-eyed. “I didn’t think Father would let me

to call him?”
“Enough of that, Alexander. If you were curious about
e them.”

Deanna deliberately kept herself from answering back
harply. Childish honesty was too precious to suppress
ijth anger. “You’re right, Alexander. Your father
uldn’t like you to be here. The Sli can make people feel
hings they don’t want to. He’ll be worried when he finds
t you were here.”

Hartog leaned closer, the wet sounds of his words loud
n the narrow room. “It can be our secret.” He tried to
in at Alexander, but the boy drew away. “The father

Worf about this. He’s your father.”
From behind her, Picard asked, “What’s going on?
at’s this child doing near the Shi?”
“Alexander was just leaving,” Deanna said, ushering

n’t understand.”
Alexander’s eyes were pleading up at her.
She turned her head slightly. “Alexander, I have to tell
' he boy out. “Go back to your quarters. I'll speak to you

nsign. Perhaps you weren’t aware of that?”

The woman had a fine fuzz of dark hair on her head,
nd round black eyes that looked perpetually startled.
‘No, sir. I mean, I knew there was. But nobody told us to
eep people out.”

Picard went very still, his eyes narrowing somewhat.

he other guard shifted uneasily when Deanna glanced
t him.

ater.”
Picard looked at the senior security guard on duty.
“There’s an evacuation order in effect for this deck,
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“What are your orders, Ensign Saart?”

Saart shot a quick look at Mon Hartog, who’d silentl
withdrawn into the far corner. The Ferengi was smiling

“Sir, we are to monitor the actions of the Sli and Moy
Hartog when he is in the flight operations booth. N¥
contact is aliowed between them. Any suspicious move
are to be immediately reported.”

“Well, that’s clear enough anyway.” Picard noddec
“Add to that—no unauthorized personnel are to
allowed admittance. Particularly children.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Picard was turning to Deanna when Saart mumbleg
“I can just see it now. Another reprimand.”

“What—" Picard stopped himself, staring back at th
guard. “Explain yourself.”

Saart ran a hand across her shorn head. “It wasn’t o
fault! We weren’t told.”

“Shut up, Saart!” her buddy hissed.

“You’re both temporarily relieved of duty,” Picare
told them.

They broke from their positions from the force of hiii
command, but they were obviously confused.

“Return to your quarters,” Picard ordered. “Lieute
ant Worf will inform you when you may return to duty.’
The captain waited until they slowly started out, th
turned back to Deanna.

She felt compelled to say on their behalf, “It’s th
effects of the Sli, sir.”

“I’'m aware of that, Counselor. Please see to it th
crew members don’t stay in close contact with the Sli for
more than an hour. That includes yourself.”

“Captain, I’ve been trained to block emotional projecs
tions.” She tried to keep her tone calm, despite hi
peremptory order. “I shouldn’t have any problem with!
the Sli.”

He gave her a considering look. “Perhaps not.”
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She lowered her voice, gesturing to the presence of

artog. “I need to work with the Sli to learn how they
mmunicate, sir.”

Picard finally nodded, also turning his attention to

on Hartog. The captain seemed to don his diplomat’s
at right in front of her eyes.

“Mon Hartog, if I could have a moment with you?”
icard’s tone was reasonable, and he even summoned up

pleasant expression for the Ferengi. *“Surely there must
something we can do to calm the Sh.”

Hartog was as polite as Deanna had ever seen him, but
is answer was abrupt. “I know of nothing.”

It was stated just bluntly enough to stop the captain for
moment. “Yes, well,”” he started again. “You were able

0 maintain some sort of control over them while you

ere on board the Prospector, correct?”

Hartog shrugged. “They never got this upset. Oh,
xcept for that once. Starfleet personnel were involved
hen, too.”

“Well,” Picard said patiently, “what can we do to

make their current situation more agreeable?”

“They’re not like us,” Hartog was quick to point out.

“They don’t feel how we feel. Not for the same reasons.”

. “They’re upset because one of their number has died.

That seems reasonable enough to me.”

' “That’s not why!” Hartog gestured to the translator
ard mounted on the console. “Ask them and see.”
Deanna nodded. “Data and I have adjusted the trans-

ator unit, Captain. We’ve eliminated the lesser reactions

d are getting a more accurate picture of what they’re
rying to express.”

The captain stepped up to the unit and cleared his
hroat. He greeted the Sli, then asked, “Is there anything

e can do for you?” He waited, but when they didn’t
espond, he added, “Your emotional projections are
isturbing my crew. If there is anything we can do to
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make you feel more comfortable, I would be glad t¢
arrange it.”

The words scrolled across the screen: “Resent/hate
being told what to do. No one understands/cares.”

Picard drew in his breath. “I'm attempting to under
stand your situation. Please tell me what you need.”

The Sli went from predominantly purple to a browni
olive green mixed with black. “Hopeless/trapped
are.”

“You’re not trapped on board my ship,” Picard quicks
ly contradicted. “You will be returned home when it can
be arranged.”

“Frustration/anger.”

Picard shook his head. “This isn’t getting us any-
where.”

“But it’s clear they want something,” Deanna insiste
looking up from the screen. “Hartog, what do you give
them for their ‘performances’?”

“They haven’t asked for anything.”

“What?” Deanna’s mouth opened, then closed.
“You’re telling me you make a profit from the Sli, and
they don’t receive anything? How do you know they want
to do this?” !

“They haven’t complained until now.”

Exasperated, Deanna met Picard’s eyes. “I don’t be=
lieve this. He’s treating them like circus animals.”

“I take care of them!” Hartog insisted, ducking his
head repeatedly. “What else do you want? When they ask
for something I give it to them. They don’t like
transport container, so I make sure they get this big
room. They want to see people, so I arrange concerts.:
Other than that, I leave them alone.” His voice grew
more snide. “It’s better than some do—someone justi
tried to kill them!” :

Picard raised his hands. “We haven’t established the
origin of the explosion yet.” |

l
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“] say we have!” Hartog scuttled over to the glass,
peering out at the Sli as their dark colors slowly revolved.
“Sli don’t brood on anything. They’re quick on to the
next thing. But look at this,” he said, pointing to the Sli.
“They’re still excited because they know someone’s after
them.”

“How would they know that?”

Deanna told the captain, “It’s likely the Sli are as good
at sensing our emotions as they are at projecting theirs.
Mon Hartog could be right that they sense someone who
has murderous intentions toward them.”

“Who would want to kill Sli?” Picard asked, his eyes
shifting nonchalantly toward the Ferengi.

Mon Hartog shrugged, his voice taking on an irritating
whine. “Perhaps someone wanted the group to leave my
employ. Perhaps there’s someone out there interested in
my profits.”

Deanna knew Picard wasn’t convinced. “Perhaps
someone is angry at the Sli,” he said. “This could be an
attempt at revenge.” He was watching Hartog closely.

“That’s it! Someone wants them dead. So smart, you
are, Captain,” Hartog sniveled ingratiatingly, tilting his
head to look up at him.

Deanna frowned. “You don’t believe that at all,” she
told him.

“Yes, this must be it,” Hartog insisted. “There’re
many people that don’t appreciate their talent. They’re
scared of my Shi.”

“We don’t even know what caused the explosion,”
Deanna told him. She knew the captain was studying
Hartog’s reaction. “Worf’s still running a computer
check on the passengers and crew of the Prospector. He’s
also checking the trade vessels that have entered this
system in the past quarter. We’ll know soon enough if
there are any connections.”

“Don’t bother,” Hartog said dismissively. “The killer
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is here, on board this ship, or the Sli wouldn’t be so
upset.” His voice grew sly. “Why don’t you start investi-
gating the Enterprise crew?”

“My crew!” Picard stared harder at the Ferengi.
“What are you suggesting, Mon Hartog?”

“I’'m not saying for sure—but it could be that Starfleet
wants my Sli dead. Those diplomats of yours sure upset
my group when they came on the Prospector. And
everyone knows there’ve been bad feelings ever since
your Crockett was destroyed, now hasn’t there?”

“You’re jumping to conclusions, Mon Hartog.”

Hartog quickly licked his lips. “You said it yourself,
my dear captain. It just seems to me as if someone finally
decided to take revenge on the Sli.”
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Chapter Twelve

LIEUTENANT CHRYSO STRAIGHTENED UP from the science
station on the bridge. The end of Alpha shift was nearing,
but that didn’t matter to her. She expected to be working
through the night on the planetary analysis. She would
have preferred to be working in her lab in Atmospheric
Sciences, but she had to coordinate the volumes of data
for the research teams, and that was done better directly
on the bridge.

Chryso glanced back at Riker, seated in the command
chair. He had requested hourly updates on her analysis,
which she’d been providing. She wasn’t sure if he was
pleased with their progress or not.

They had already received the first of the test results
from the ground-based module. The situation on the
planet was complicated by natural factors, making the
problem much more complex than she’d first antici-
pated. The electron influx from the primary was reacting
with the pollutants in the air, creating an array of lethal
secondary pollutants. Additional particulates were pro-
duced by Lessenar’s hot core and unstable crust, with the
resulting incidence of volcanic eruption unusually high
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for a class-M planet. In addition, the destruction of the
natural ecosystem had allowed bacteria to multiply and
flourish, both in the water and airborne growth.

Chryso was turning back to her computer when her
assistant, Ensign Puckee, burst through the turbolift.
Puckee’s pale skin was flushed, and small curls of
copper-colored hair had sprung from the waist-length
braid she wore down her back, to gently frame her round
face. ‘

“Lieutenant!” she said breathlessly, quickly crossing
the upper tier to her side. “Why don’t we integrate the
spectroscopy lab analysis with the reconfigured sensors
in the ground-based module? It would speed things up
and—"

“The object of our analysis,” Chryso corrected, pitch-
ing her voice deliberately low to remind Puckee that they
were on the bridge, “isn’t to be fast, but to be thorough.
Error rate would rise to plus or minus six percent with
integration, and that is unacceptable.”

Chastened, Puckee cast a quick look at the bridge
officers before she nodded and swallowed. “I knew
Commander Riker was waiting for our results,” she said
apologetically.

Chryso smiled. “He is. Keep coming up with ideas,
Ensign. Your solution for stabilizing the ground module
was innovative.”

Puckee brightened. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

“Anyway, you’ve had a long day,” Chryso told her,
remembering that Puckee had gone down to the surface
in one of the first shuttles to leave the Enterprise. Then
she’d had to set up the ground module, which was a slow,
intricate process. “Why don’t you go relax for a few
hours until the second test sequences come in?”

“But . . .” the redhead started hesitantly, “you’re still
working. I really shouidn’t—"

“I’ll want you to be in the lab at oh nine hundred hours
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to coordinate the analysis. Until then,” Chryso ordered
with a grin, “go rest. And get something to eat.”

Puckee nodded acknowledgment, turning smartly to-
ward the turbolift, her long braid swinging out behind
her.

Chryso’s smile faded. Puckee had a brilliant mind, and
tended to become impatient with routine cross-checks.
Chryso knew she was excited about their current mis-
sion, but she hoped by sending Puckee away from the
labs, her assistant would cool off a little. A biosphere as
delicately poised on the brink of annihilation as Lessenar
| required careful, thoughtful investigation. If they made
just one mistake, misjudged one outcome, the planet
could be lost forever.

Chryso took a deep breath, and brought up the spec-
troscopy analysis once more to verify the preliminary
analysis.

“You'’re off shift early,” was the first thing Guinan said
to Simon Tarses when he sat down at the bar.

Simon chewed on the inside of his lip. “It’s only an
hour. Dr. Crusher said I’d been running tests with the Sl
too long.”

Guinan dipped her head silently in understanding,
setting his usual burgundy fizz in front of him. Her pale
- green hat was almost round, but the brim flared just over
her forehead. Her tunic was thin green cloth that shim-
mered when she moved.

Simon slowly made himself relax—he knew he could
trust Guinan. If it had been anyone else who’d asked, he
wouldn’t have been so quick to tell the truth. Not that it
was such a bad thing to be sent off shift early, but some
people might think he wasn’t capable of doing his job if
they heard about it.

A crowd of off-duty personnel had gathered by the
view window. The Enterprise was at full stop, so
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Lessenar was farther away than was usual in standard
orbit. They could see the entire planet through the
window, green fuzzy rings and all. Simon looked at it for
a moment, then away. Everyone seemed so pleased with
the sight—they should get a look at the Sli. He’d never
seen anything as strange in his life.

“It’s quite amazing. Don’t you want to look?”” Guinan
asked.

“No. It’s not so great.” He heard his voice go up at the
end, hating how uncertain it made him sound.

“Well, 'm glad. It was getting lonely over here,” the
hostess said, really seeming to mean it. “Everyone seems
to be drawn to the view. The captain had to make
Ten-Forward off limits to the tourists.”

“They’re everywhere else.”

Guinan’s eyes were smiling. ““I think the tourists are
thrilled to be on board the Enterprise. Most people like
things that are unusual.”

“Sometimes.” Simon bent his head, then forced him-
self to meet her eyes. “Sometimes people are scared of
things that are different.”

“Perhaps.” Guinan shrugged lightly. “But you won’t
find many of those people in Starfleet.”

“I guess not. It’s just that I . . .” he stumbled, closing
his eyes. He gestured to his slightly pointed ears. “I have
to watch out for it.”

“Because of your grandfather?”

He rubbed his hands together, nodding quickly.

Guinan’s voice was soft. “I see. You think people are
judging you because of your Romulan blood.”

He quickly looked to see if anyone else had heard. One
of the atmospheric scientists, Ensign Puckee, was sitting
nearby, but she seemed more interested in her soup than
what Guinan was saying. Just in case, he lowered his
voice, so only Guinan could possibly hear. “Nobody
trusts Romulans.”

“Simon.” Guinan leaned forward, with her hands on
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the gleaming silver counter. “As long as the Federation
has an uneasy peace with the Romulan Empire, people
will be curious about you. Don’t mistake that as a
personal judgment.”

“Th-That’s what . . . Counselor Troi says everyone

. knows I'm part Romulan.”

Guinan smiled. “I consider you one of my more exotic
friends, Simon. Your kind is rare—just like mine.”

“S-So you also think of me as Romulan?”

“Simon, I think of you as my friend,” Guinan cor-
rected, not taking her eyes off him. “Something is
bothering you.”

“Why do you say that?”’ he asked, drawing back. Could
everyone tell?

“The Sl could have something to do with it,” Guinan
suggested.

Suddenly Ensign Ro appeared next to Tarses, almost
breathless in her hurry. She leaned over the counter.
“Guinan, have you heard? They think it might be
someone from the Enterprise who sabotaged the Prospec-
tor.”

Simon gripped his thighs with his hands. It couldn’t be
true. Not again.

“Really? It hasn’t been announced,” Guinan was
saying.

“Well, it’s true. The captain is fighting to keep them

. from investigating the crew.”

“Who exactly is ‘they’?”

Ro flipped her hand in the air. “You know—Starfleet.
The Ferengi . . .”

From behind them, security officer Potter was sudden-
ly yelling, “That’s an ignorant lie!” He got up from his
table, ignoring his friends who grabbed at his arms,
trying to keep him there. “It was the Sli who did it.
That’s why there’s a guard posted—"

“Not here, Potter.” Hassett got up and tried to stand in

* front of him. “You're talking about our orders.”
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Potter pushed him away, advancing on Ro. I don’t
think you should be spreading rumors like that.”

“Hey, mister, this is a private conversation.” Ro glared
right into his eyes. “Turn around and I'll forget it
happened.”

Potter raised his chin, his straw-colored hair catching
the light. “You have no right to talk. You’ve been
court-martialed . . .”

“Why, you—" Ro flared up, her hands clenching into
fists.

Ensign Puckee stepped up to Ro, putting her hand on
her arm. But she spoke to Potter. “You’re out of line,
Ensign.”

“No!” he blurted out. “She is!”

“That’s enough.” Guinan moved from behind the:

counter to insert herself between them. Her tunic swirled
around her, but she didn’t move a muscle.

“Give it a rest,” Ensign Puckee added firmly.

Ro and Potter glared at each other. But just when
Tarses thought they would start fighting again, they both
backed away shightly.

“That’s better,” the hostess said, lowering her hands.
“I'm surprised at both of you. You’ll never lack for
enemies fighting over gossip.”

Guinan knew Ensign Potter would subside quickly, so

it was Ro she kept her eyes on.

“You’re right,” Ro finally admitted. She who used to

hold a grudge for days backed down quickly enough
under Guinan’s penetrating gaze. Ro nodded to Potter,
who sheepishly shrugged and returned to his friends.

“What’s going on around here?”’ Puckee asked, as Ro
left the lounge in a huff.

“I believe Potter was posted guard duty on the Sli.”
Guinan turned back to the bar. “Well, Simon—"’

Tarses’ chair was empty, his burgundy fizz only half
finished. Clasping her hands thoughtfully in front of
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‘her waist, Guinan glaxiced around the room. He was
gone.

“Would you like anything else?”” she asked Puckee as
she made her way to the replicator. Meanwhile, she
dialed up a synthehol for Potter, certain he would ask for
another any moment now.

“You cannot be serious.”

. Deanna drew back. Worf was staring at her so hard,
'she had to remind herself that he was in complete control
of himself. “It’s Captain’s orders, Worf.”

“] cannot believe the captain suspects one of the
crew.”

“Maybe not, but he’s attempting to get Mon Hartog to
cooperate with us. If a perfunctory investigation of our
crew helps calm the Sli, then what can it hurt?”

Worf looked offended. “It is bad for morale!”

“It's a closed investigation, Worf. The crew won’t
know about it.”

Worf clenched his teeth, and turned away toward the
view windows. The Prospector was drifting just behind
and above them, its hull plates worn and old compared
to the shiny warp nacelle of the Enterprise.

Deanna had brought Worf into the lounge to give him
the captain’s updated orders, and now she was glad she’d
had the foresight. This was not the type of conversation
she wanted to have in front of everyone on the bridge.

“That Ferengi is responsible for this,” Worf muttered.

“I don’t trust him either, Worf.”” Deanna sighed. “But
we don’t have any choice. I empathically interviewed the
people from the Prospector that the computer search
came up with—six passengers and one crewman. None
of them was hiding anything about this. We’ve sent
messages to all the planets on the tour, looking for
anyone who filed a complaint against the Sli, but that will
take time. What would you suggest?”
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“Investigate the Ferengi!”

“Fine. Do that. But when I gave the captain my report, ,
he instructed us to run a routine check on the people on:
board the Enterprise as well. It will placate Mon Hartog, ,
and perhaps—" She broke off when Worf growled low ini
his throat. “Worf—”

“I will follow the captain’s orders, Counselor.” Hiss
face was impassive once more.

Deanna took a deep breath. It had been a long:
day—starting far too early with the explosion on board!
the Prospector. But she’d avoided this discussion longer:
than a ship’s counselor should have. Not only were:
Worf’s emotions difficult to decipher, but her common:
bond with the Klingon was through Alexander, and he’d !
been resisting her input in that area for months.

“Worf, you seem to be on edge lately,” she started in a:
diplomatic tone. “Perhaps it would help if we talked |
about it.”

“That would not help.” ‘

“Let’s just say it would help me—and everyone else— -
to know what’s been bothering you.”

“Nothing, Counselor,” Worf insisted in a flat voice.

“Nothing?”” Deanna shook her head. “Worf, we aren’t
blind. You’ve issued more reprimands in this quarter -
than you have in the past year. Talk about problems with
morale! And now you’ve put the Sli under a triple ring of
guards, and mobilized the ship as if we’re under attack.”’

Worf seemed to snap to attention. “As security chief, I
am entrusted with the safety of the Enterprise. Security '
must not be compromised.”

“Compromised?” Deanna paused, calming herself as :
she tried to defuse the tension between them. “Enterprise
security has never been better. If you feel you have to be
strict to maintain that standard—well, it’s not for me to '
dispute that. But you never see your son—"

“I must not become soft.”

“Soft?” Deanna was frustrated in the face of his
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implacability. “No one would ever consider you soft,
Worf. You have an excellent record.” She stopped herself
when she remembered that the only blemish on his
record was his murder of K’Ehleyr’s assassin.

Apparently Worf remembered, too. He shifted irrita-
bly. “My responsibilities as security chief require my
attention.”

Deanna sighed, hesitating to say more. It was easy to
overdo it with Worf. “Well then, tell me, are you being
bothered by the emanations from the Sli?”

“No!” Worf quickly denied. He realized she was
waiting for more, and he reluctantly admitted, “Howev-
er, I can feel their attempts to control my mind.”

“Worf, our findings are conclusive at this point. The
Sli aren’t mind controllers—they manipulate emo-
tions.”

“The result is the same.”

The door slid aside before she could try to explain
further. At first she couldn’t see who it was because of the
strong light from the bridge shining behind him.

Then she sensed an oddly elusive anxiety, like a
sneaking fear that the man was trying to conceal.

“Simon!” she exclaimed, when she recognized the
medical technician.

“You do not have access to the bridge,” Worf informed
Tarses. “You must leave immediately.”

“Wait,” Tarses protested. “I—1I have to talk . . . to tell
you. I didn’t mean to do it.”

“What did you do?” Worf asked suspiciously.

“It wasn’t my fault.” He swallowed. “It just . . . went
up in smoke before I could do anything. I tried to stop it,
really I did.”

Deanna shook her head. “‘Simon, what are you talking
about?”

“The Sli,” he said, as if she should know. “I didn’t
mean to make it burn up.”

“QOh,” Deanna said, finally understanding. She turned
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to Worf. “Dr. Crusher told me that the dead Sli disinte-
grated when they removed it from the transport tank.
The other Sli apparently weren’t happy about it.”

“They’re mad at me,” Tarses told them. “But I didn’t
sabotage the P-Prospector.”

“This is of no importance,” Worf said dismissively.
“And you do not have clearance for the bridge.” He
moved forward as if to usher Tarses out, but Deanna
stopped him.

“Can’t you see, Worf? It’s the Sli doing this to him.”
She went to Tarses’ side, placing her hand gently on his
arm. “You’re overreacting, Simon.”

“But I—1I heard.” He glanced uneasily at Worf. “You
think someone on the Enterprise did it. I thought since it
was my fault about that SIi . . .”

Worf’s head suddenly went up, his eyes hooded in
typical Klingon defense posture. “Counselor, you said
this would be a closed investigation!”

“It 1s.” Startled, she faced Tarses. “How did you find
out about our investigation?”

Tarses nervously looked from her to Worf, He backed
up a step, rubbing his paims against his trousers.
e, ..

“Simon,” Deanna said firmly. “Who told you?”

“I ... everyone’s talking about it.”

“Who?” she insisted.

Worf hadn’t taken his eyes off Tarses. “He knows more
than he should.”

“I don’t!” Simon insisted, his forehead wrinkled up.
“N-Nobody trusts me.”

Worf didn’t even bother to reply. He continued to stare
at Tarses like a predatory creature, waiting for the
technician to answer.

“Please, Worf,” Deanna said, taken aback by his
intensity. The whole situation had become almost fright-
ening.
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“He will talk,” Worf insisted. “Or I will summon
security.”

“Simon,” Deanna said, trying to sound as reasonable
as she could. “Just tell us how you found out about our
investigation.”

Tarses was opening and closing his mouth, obviously
stunned by Worf’s threat. “Ensign Ro!” he finally man-
aged to blurt out. “It was her. In Ten-Forward.”

“Ensign Ro?” Worf confirmed.

“You have to b-believe me,” Tarses pleaded. “Don’t
call security.”

“Don’t worry, we won’t,” Deanna tried to assure him.
But Worf had an odd gleam in his eye.

“No need,” Worf muttered, as if to himself. Moving
quickly, he put one hand around Tarses’ arm. Tarses
cried out, struggling a little until Worf gave him a hard
shake, almost jolting him off his feet. He forcibly began
dragging Tarses toward the door.

“Worf!” Deanna exclaimed. “Calm down!” She ran
after them. “He’s leaving. You don’t have to do that—”

Deanna broke off as the door opened onto the bridge.
Worf was not going to let Tarses go, and that was bad
enough without her screaming after them.

Riker stood up when they entered. Most of the other
bridge officers were watching as well, as if they had been
waiting for Tarses to reappear.

Tarses let himself be pulled past the aft science sta-
tions. Lieutenant Chryso drew back out of Worf’s way.
Deanna hurried after them, not liking the way Tarses
stumbled along as if he were in shock.

The turbolift opened in front of Worf, and he thrust
Tarses inside. “You will be on report. Return to your
quarters immediately.”

Tarses was hunched over, leaning against one wall.
Deanna didn’t trust herself to look at Worf as he turned
and brushed past her. Instead, she stepped into the
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doorway of the lift, her voice low. “This isn’t your fault,
Simon. The Sli must be focusing on you because you’ve
had close contact with them.” Tarses looked up, as if
grasping a lifeline with desperate hope. “Go back to your
quarters and relax. And don’t give in to these feelings.
You’re being influenced.”

She gave him a reassuring nod, then stepped back out
on the bridge. The door shut between them. Tarses didn’t
look as haunted as he had a moment ago, but it wasn’t a
good situation. She would probably have to send Beverly
to give him a light sedative. With any luck, the Sli would
calm down and Tarses would be better by morning.

She turned around and found that everyone was
staring at her. Crew members just didn’t violate the
sanctity of the bridge.

She lifted her chin slightly, bracing her defenses. First
she nodded to Riker, acknowledging to the commanding
officer that the situation had ended. Then with a deter-
mined stride, she went straight to Worf and said in a tone
audible to everyone, “We aren’t finished, Lieutenant
Worf.”

Worf looked like he wanted to spit. His anger slapped
into her, then sharply recoiled as he struggled to get hold
of himself. With a brief, stilted acknowledgment, he
turned and went toward the lounge. It reminded her of
the way Alexander had stalked away from the Sli earlier
in the day. And that reminded her that she still had to tell
Worf about Alexander’s visit to the Sli.

The way things were going, it was definitely going to be
a chocolate evening.

Worf left the bridge in a black mood. Talk, talk,
talk—that’s all Counselor Troi ever wanted to do. Their
course of action seemed clear enough to him. Make a
show of investigating the Enterprise crew while focusing
their attention on the Sli and their Ferengi keeper. He
had wanted his next stop to be Ensign Ro. Security leaks
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were always revealing. But Troi wanted to approach the
ensign on her own since she could empathically sense
any nuances in regard to their investigation. He had
reluctantly agreed.

Then Counselor Troi had insisted on keeping him in
the lounge to discuss his handling of Tarses. She re-
quested that Tarses not be held responsible for his
infraction. When she blamed the Sli, Worf had pointed
out that this proved the creatures were a threat to the
crew. But Troi had refused to argue that point and
instead pursued the source of Worf’s own reaction to the
medical technician, claiming that the Sli were affecting
him as well.

Worf had been hard-pressed to avoid her probes. It
wasn’t that he thought the technician was capable of
sabotage—the idea was absurd. It may have seemed a
bold move to intrude on the bridge, but Worf recognized
a weak and unstable character in Tarses. It reminded him
of the way Alexander sometimes behaved—erratic
bursts of rebellion, followed by defensive wordplay.
After all, Tarses was of mixed heritage just like Alexan-
der, and the tech was obviously uneasy about his
Romulan ancestry. It made Worf think down lines he
didn’t want to explore, and how could he explain that to
Troi?

However, he finally did inform her that he disliked
being reminded of his participation in Admiral Satie’s
treason hearings. It had not been an honorable thing for
anyone involved, except perhaps Captain Picard. Worf
had managed to avoid Tarses since then, believing it was
none of his concern that Tarses had lied on his Starfleet
application and been put on probation.

Worf reached his quarters on Deck 5, having not said a
word to anyone en route. Apparently the crew recognized
when their security chief was in a sour mood, and stayed
out of his way. Worf didn’t mind.

Alexander wasn’t home from organized play yet. Worf
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went to his desk and busied himself with checking
routine reports filed by his duty officers, but he knew his
mind wasn’t on his work. That irritated him. He also
didn’t like it that Alexander had been to see the Sli. He
would be forced to censure his son for that disobedient
visit.

Finally he hit the button to close the operations file.
Sitting there steaming for a few moments did nothing to
relieve the pressure building inside of him.

He found himself opening the slide drawer before he
was aware of what he was doing. It was an induigence he
rarely allowed himself. But today, after that disturbing
encounter with the Romulan technician . . .

Worf pulled out a small holographic projection base
and set it on the polished black surface of his desk. He
hesitated, almost reluctant to touch it. His eyes were
fierce, even hateful, but he finally reached out and
activated the holograph.

A miniature image of K’Ehleyr appeared, with a much
younger Alexander holding on to one of her legs. She
moved, placing a hand on her son’s head as she gave
Worf one of her classic, wry smiles directly into his eyes.
It was as if she’d planned it that way, knowing he would
set the holograph on a table to view it.

It went like a knife through his heart. K’Ehleyr was so
supremely sure of herself, so glowing and confident.

Worf clenched his hands into fists, throwing his head
back and straining the muscles in his neck. The barest
hint of a low cry escaped his throat.

Panting harshly, he lowered his head, staring at the
projection. K’Ehleyr had taken the holograph and given
it to him shortly before she was killed. He remembered
how she’d slid it across this very desk, her mocking
words so sweetly provocative in his ears. “Here you are,
Worf. A little something you can growl at when I’m not
around.”

He searched the image of her face again, those know-
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ing eyes, then looked down at the boy. Alexander was
‘wearing a blue romper, and seemed so small and defense-
less next to his mother. But even the transparency of the
holograph couldn’t hide his son’s steady gaze and his
small, serious mouth. If K’Ehleyr were here, he knew he
would not be having these problems. K’Ehleyr would
have known exactly what to do and say to help Alexander
accept both his Klingon and human blood, just as she
had done so brilliantly for herself, garnering the best
from both worlds.

He groped out to disengage the image. As it flickered
and vanished, his shoulders sagged forward. He was
fighting a far different fight than he had ever faced before.
He knew how to battle the flesh. He knew the steps to
take to be master over his desires. He could bring his
emotions under control, and response was always dic-
tated by tradition. But none of that mattered now. He
didn’t have K’Ehleyr—

Worf sat very still. Control was what he sought. A
trickle of sweat ran down the side of his face. Control
and calm.

He slowly reached out and picked up the disk with the
security reports. He jammed it toward the slot, but it
went in crooked, sticking. He pulled it out and was
reinserting it when he remembered how his brother had
said in his last message, “I would not place my trust in
one who is not of us.”

Worf slammed the disk down. He began to beat it into
the plasteel surface of the desk, striking it down again
and again as chips and splinters of the disk flashed and
darted off all around him.

When he finally stopped he was panting and his teeth
were clenched. Only then did his blind fury begin to
recede. He dropped the destroyed disk, turning his fist to
look at a pair of meaty slashes in the side of his palm.
Blood welled up, running darkly down to his wrist. Thick
droplets of violet splattered heavily on the desktop.
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The computer signaled a message coming throughi
Worf quickly looked up, gratefully seizing on somethiny
outside himself.

“Worf, this is La Forge. I need you down in Engineer;
ing right away.”

“On my way.” His voice was hoarse, but Worf wai
heading through the door before he’d finished his replyy
His hand would have to wait.
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Chapter Thirteen

GEORDI WAS NOT HAPPY. In fact, everything seemed to be
going wrong.

~ He hadn’t had much luck establishing a forcefield
around the Sli. Just as Counselor Troi had predicted, the
wave frequency was too low to be able to block the
resonances. He tried atomic rays with tiny, staticlike
wavelengths, then he tried synchronizing the Sl emana-
tions with larger waves and redirecting them. Since
sensors were unreliable with regard to telepathy and
mpathy, Counselor Troi was the only cne who could tell
im if he was accomplishing anything, but she was busy
investigating the Prospector crew and passengers. Every
ime he had been ready to test his fields, he had to call her

ck to the shuttlebay.

He would have still been up there working on the Sli,
xcept his duty engineers seemed to be doing everything
hey could to botch up the routine change-out of the
impulse reaction chamber. He had finally come down to
ngineering to oversee the final stages of replacing the
inner lining. It had seemed like the perfect opportunity
o do the change-out while the Enterprise was at full stop
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near the disabled Prospector, but apparently his engi
neers had other ideas. They were making mistakes in t
most rudimentary procedures.

Sitting in his chief engineer’s office, Geordi pulled of
his VISOR, letting out a sigh as he rubbed the ski
around the contact nodes at his temples. An irritab
headache seemed to pulse within his forehead. He won
dered if the pain was caused by that glimpse he’d caught
of the planet’s atmosphere. He knew he should go doww
to sickbay and get a hypospray, but he had been so busy
he hadn’t had time to get to it.

Geordi stood up, clicking his VISOR back into place
He tock a couple of steps closer to the duty engineer’r
console. “I’'m going to sickbay. Just monitor the change
out rate and we’ll be done with this in no time.”

“Aye, sir,” the ensign said.

Geordi hadn’t made it past the master systems display
when Data appeared in the doorway, followed by Jacot
Walch. Captain Walch was looking a little more cheerful
than the last time Geordi had seen him.

Geordi smiled and nodded at Data and the burly man
but he stopped when he saw more than two dozen people
filing in behind them. Most of them were wearing o
baggy clothing in bright colors and carried miniature
optical recording sensors.

“What’s going on, Data?” Geordi asked. -

“This is the tour I informed you about,” stated Data
“These are some of the former passengers of the Pros:
pector.”

Captain Walch was ushering everyone forward, wavi
to the pulsing core and calling out loudly, “Everyone;
this here’s the warp reactor core! The living heart of t
Enterprise. That light you see there is the reaction
patterns inside the core.” |

Data gently corrected, “The reinforced optical win=
dow allows visual access to the matter-antimatter reac-
tion assembly.”
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" The tourists edged forward, murmuring among them-
elves.
 “Data,” Geordi warned, feeling the stabbing at his
mples. He had completely forgotten that Data had told
im he was going to bring some of Captain Walch’s
urists down.
- “Yes, Geordi?”
| Geordi didn’t want to bluntly throw them all out, but
e didn’t want them in Engineering right now, either.
Things had been going wrong all day—it would only
nake matters worse if something else developed a glitch
rhile there were a bunch of tourists in his way.
Data was still looking at him, politely waiting for him
o say what was on his mind.
. Before he could, Walch called out, “Your captain was
inig,hty helpful! Gave me a whole list of nonrestricted
reas I could show my folks around.” He jerked a thumb
eir way. “This here gentleman has already showed us
e arboretum and science labs.” Then Walch gathered
[‘he attention of the tourists with one sweeping look as if
e were letting them in on a secret. “Well, folks, what
l'tarﬂeet won’t tell you about this here ship is, she’s an
%&periment. Pure and simple. They didn’t quite know
‘ hat they was doing when they built her, and had to run
)n guesswork many a time.”
Data was standing next to Geordi at the outer edge of
e group. As Walch paused for a breath, Data informed
iim, “That is not quite correct, Captain Walch. The
rimary design and fabrication specifications were veri-
ed in the production of the U.S.S. Galaxy and the
.S.S. Yamato at the Utopia Planitia Fleet Yards.”
“You see? It’s one of the first.”” Walch was nodding,
rawing their eyes back to him. “And it was the warp
ngine—what you see here—that caused the most prob-
ms. They couldn’t even get the materials to hold
p—kept sorta collapsing in on itself.”

131



Susan Wright

Data added, “The materials failures were common tg|
all three Galaxy starships in production.”

“See there?” Walch asked again, checking for nods
from the crowd. “And they were having to do warp testt
without the coils in place. I can’t show you them—we’¢|
have to suit up like real spacemen to do that.”

“The warp nacelles—"

“That’s enough, Data!” Geordi pressed his lips togeth:
er, not trusting himself to say more. They were driving
him crazy. He didn’t want to undermine the last vestiges:
of Captain Walch’s authority, and he felt bad for the man
losing his ship and all, but enough was enough.

The tourists were listening to Walch again, and Datay
turned to Geordi, keeping his voice low. “Captain Walchi
is not always correct; however, I find his style of deliveryy
quite intriguing.”

Geordi closed his eyes, wishing he could take off hisﬂ
VISOR again. “Listen, Data, I think tomorrow would be(
a better time for your tour.”

“I have already scheduled a tour with Captain Walch#
for this hour tomorrow.” .

“No, you haven’t,”” Geordi suddenly said, grimly mov~
ing forward. The tourists weren’t paying any attention,
following Captain Walch around the core. “Hey, people;:
nice to have you here, but the tour’s ov—"" '

“Commander!” Walch called out. “Come tell us about
this thingy here.” '

Data obediently went to his side, telling him, “That is¢
the housing for the dilithium crystal articulation frame.”’

Geordi flung his hands out in frustration. Why should¢
he have to deal with this? He turned his back on them, )|
tapping his communicator. “Worf, this is La Forge. I |
need you down in Engineering right away.”

Data was explaining the matter-antimatter reaction|
assembly to the tourists when Worf interrupted him
midsentence.
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“Engineering is off limits to tourists until further
notice,” Worf announced to the group. “Please leave the
area.”

Walch appeared to be so pleased by Worf’s appearance
that he instantly cut off his tour. He waved his hands at
his passengers, telling them, “Get along, folks, get along.
We’ve taken up too much of these boys’ time. We’ll see
other parts of the ship tomorrow.”

“When will a schedule be posted?”” one pink-skinned
man asked.

“Tomorrow, main lounge,” Walch assured them. “Go
on, now.” He grabbed hold of Worf’s arm, smiling and
nodding at the tourists as they slowly filed away. When

the last one rounded the corner, he started after them,
- drawing Worf along. “Glad you happened along, son!

Let’s grab a bite to eat and talk about the home folks.
' Say, where’s that son of yours? Let’s get him—" Worf
and Captain Walch disappeared into the corridor, with
the captain obviously leading Worf.

When Data turned, Geordi was gone.

The situation was very odd. Data was unable to come
' to a conclusion when he attempted to analyze the
| situation. Geordi had agreed to allow tourists access to
Engineering at this hour. Why had he changed his mind?

Data decided to log the incident in his daily report. He

| also intended to inform Dr. Crusher about the injury he

had noticed on Worf’s hand. From his angle, it had

appeared there were two cuts on the side of his right
palm, with signs of smeared and drying blood. There
were dozens of possible causes for Worf’s wounds, but
upon further analysis of the position and depth of the
cuts, Data narrowed it down to two probabilities. Either
the injury had been caused while Worf was in a defensive
posture or the damage was self-inflicted.

Jake had urged that they all go to Ten-Forward, but
Worf refused, citing the Sli’s presence on the ship as
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reason to be cautious. Worf took him back to his own
quarters.

Alexander was there waiting for his father. His face lit
up when he saw Jake, and he enthusiastically gave the big
man a hug when the captain asked for one. During
dinner, Jake managed to center the talk around Alexan-
der, finding out about places the Enterprise had been and
what the boy had seen and learned. Jake also told
Alexander what was happening with his old friends back
on Earth. One of Jake’s grandchildren had broken his leg
with a new antigravity game, and another had won the
decathlon in the local school meet. Alexander liked
hearing about people he knew, but when Jake started
talking about old times with Worf—barbecues he and
Miriah used to have, trips the two families had taken—
Alexander started to get restless.

Then the door chimed.

Alexander jumped up, throwing down his napkin.
“That’s Timnia. You said she could come over tonight,
Father.”

“We have another guest tonight, son.”

Alexander was stopped halfway to the door. “But I
already told her. You said I could day before yesterday.”

“You may see her tomorrow evening,” Worf said
firmly.

“But she can’t come tomorrow!”

Jake shifted comfortably in his seat. “Let the boy play
with his friend, Worf. Young folk don’t want to sit here
listening to us gabbing on.”

Worf drew in a slow breath, ready to insist, when the
door chimed again more impatiently.

Alexander ran the rest of the way, opening the door.
“Hi, Timnia. Did you bring your shield?”

“Yeth.” It was a slender human with brown hair
hanging in bangs over her large eyes. Her mouth and chin
were tiny. She was holding a round, embossed shield.

Alexander turned to his father with pleading eyes.
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“We're going to play samurai soldiers. See,” he said,
pulling a folded piece of cloth out of his pocket. “This is
the ceremonial headgear. My teacher helped me make it
for our history lesson today.”

Worf was pleased that Alexander liked his samurai
miskazi enough to find out more about it. “Very well,
Alexander. Despite the fact that you went to the
shuttlebay today.” His voice became firmer as Alexan-
der’s face fell. “However, we will discuss that at a later
time. Now you may play with your friend for one hour.”

“Thank you, Father.” Alexander grabbed Timnia’s
hand and pulled her into his room. “Come on.”

Walch got up from the table with a grunt of satisfac-
tion. He stretched, then made his way to the couch,
relaxing back.

“Just like his father,” he said of Alexander.

“Um,” Worf said, noncommittally. He joined Jake. “I
received a call from my parents this morning. They are
worried about you.”

“No need to worry anymore,” Jake said with a smile.

“Indeed?”” Worf asked, thinking it was typical of Jake
Walch to recover so quickly. The man was irrepressible.

“Oh, I'll miss the old girl, don’t get me wrong,” Jake
assured him. “But she was ’bout ready to put to pasture
anyways. Insurance—Miriah always insisted on that,
you know. That’ll get me another ship. I'll be back out on
‘the tour before you know it.”

“My parents will be pleased to hear that,” Worf said.

“Even my passengers.” He gave Worf a wink. “Half of
them are ready to sue, but insurance will take care of
that, too.”

“Does the Ferengi have any claim on you?”

“Hartog? Nah,” Walch drawled. “We had a consign-
ment deal—he worked for me. And with their contracts,
none of my crew can say boo. I'll get them back to Earth,
and then if my new ship comes through quick enough, I'll
just rehire the lot of them. Excepting the Sli.”
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Worf seized on that. ““You no longer trust the Sli?”

“I tell you, I was mighty eager to take them on.” Walch
nodded to himself, staring at the floor. “Miriah made:
sure we tested and found out they had a limited range,,
being only five in all. Now four.” He shrugged, pursing;
his lips. “But your counselor says they’re causing prob--
lems for you people. I don’t like the sound of that. It!
reminded me of the time I gave those diplomats a ride to;
Starbase 81. The passengers started getting edgy. The:
Ferengi said then the Sli were upset *cause of the Starfleet :
people, but I didn’t take him too serious. Now, well,,
looks like he may be right, eh?”

“Is that the only time you had a problem with the S1i?">’
Worf asked insistently.

“Only that once.” He stabbed a thick finger down.
“Mostly I didn’t know they was down there. The tourii !
would use them all the time. They went nuts over ’em.”’

“The Federation believes the Sli are sentient.” Worf/
couldn’t manage to make his tone more neutral, indicat--
ing how much he disbelieved that theory.

“Wulp,” he exclaimed thoughtfully, “they always:
seem more like animals than people, you ask me. I got!
nothing against them, but the whole lot of ’em could have :
got wiped—it’s better than one of the paying customers
getting it.” Walch suddenly grinned, running his hand|
through his long beard. “That’s why I’m showing the:
tourii round the Enterprise. Can’t complain if they get!
more than the brochure said, now can they?”

Worf cautioned, “Engineering is now off limits to your -
tourists.”

Walch’s mouth twisted wryly. “See what you can do:
about that, Worf, will you? Engineering’s one of the best |
parts.” !

“The chief engineer would not restrict access without |
good reason.” ,

Suddenly a shrill scream echoed out from Alexander’s i
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room. Worf and Captain Walch were instantly on their
feet as the young girl ran through the door. Alexander
was right on her heels, brandishing the samurai sword
over his head and yelling at the top of his lungs. In the
boy’s hands, the short sword looked enormous.

“Alexander!” Worf bellowed, cutting through the din.

Timnia continued to scream, darting into Worf’s
room. The shield she was holding caught the light with a
brief blinding glare.

But Alexander skidded to a halt in front of his father,
realizing that he’d done something wrong.

“Alexander,” Worf repeated, quietly incensed. “What
are you doing with that sword?”

“We’re . . .” Alexander started, then he looked at it in
~ his hand. “We’re just playing samurai warriors.”

Worf reached down and took the sword from Alexan-
~ der. He had to restrain himself from being too rough.
. The small human girl was peeking around the corner,
~ afraid to come out.

Worf stepped forward, addressing her. “Are you in-
| jured?”

She drew back, her mouth puckered into a silent O.

Worf quickly scanned the child. She appeared to be
unharmed and was exhibiting no signs of pain.

He returned his attention to his son with redoubled
. anger. ““You could have hurt your friend, Alexander—or
. yourself!”
 Alexander rubbed his arm where his father had
. gripped it pulling away the sword. “It’s how [ do it on the

holodeck.”

. “This is not the holodeck.” Worf held up the knife.

“This is a deadly weapon, Alexander, not a toy. From

now on, you will only use it in holograph training
simulations.”

| Alexander looked at his sword in his father’s hands.

: “But you gave it to me.”
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“Go get the scabbard, Alexander.” Worf waited as his
son reluctantly went into his room and returned with the
scabbard. He slid the short sword into it and placed it on
top of the high table next to his Klingon bast. “Say good
night to your friend.”

“But we still have haif an—”

“Say good night, Alexander.”

His son tightened his lips, glaring at him. For a
moment, Worf thought he would openly defy him.
“Alexander,” he said in warning. “Now.”

Alexander let out a frustrated sound, then stomped
over to Worf’s room to get his friend. “Come on, Timnia.
My father says you have to go.” He grabbed her hand and
pulled her toward the door. She dragged her feet, staring
wide-eyed at Worf the entire time. “I’ll see you tomor-
row.”

“Bye, Alekthander,” she called out as the door slid
shut behind her.

“Go to your room,” Worf told his son. He didn’t trust
himself to administer the proper punishment at this
time. “I will discuss this with you tomorrow.”

Alexander broke and ran to his room. Worf thought his
son was more angry than upset.

Suddenly the communicator alerted him to a page.
“Lieutenant Worf, this is Dr. Crusher.”

Worf snapped, “What is it, Doctor?”

There was a slight pause, then Dr. Crusher said, “I
understand you need medical treatment.”

“I do not.” Worf clenched his teeth together, then
made an effort to sound calm. “I am currently occupied,
Doctor. Worf out.”

Worf held his breath until it was clear the doctor
wasn’t going to call right back. He stared for a moment
longer at his son’s sword lying next to his bast, his
ceremonial dagger, and the other Klingon battle accout-
rements.

“Just like his father,” Waich said from behind him. It
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sounded like he was chuckling softly. “Don’t be too hard
on the boy, Worf.”

The Klingon gripped his hands into fists. “I can deal
with Alexander.”

Walch got up and walked over. Worf tensed as the man
put a hand on his shoulder.

“Now, son,” Jake said kindly. “Don’t get all prickly
with me. Wasn’t I always the one to stick up for you? I
remember your parents fit to be tied at some of the high
jinks you pulled. But what did I tell them?”” Worf turned
to face him, shrugging off his hand. Jake just threw out
both arms. “It’s the Klingon way, I told ’em—and you
should see real Klingons. Our Worf ain’t half aggressive
compared to them, I says. Barrooin brawlers, most of ’em
are.”

Worf heard Jake through a distant roaring, as if he
were far away, yet the older man’s words had an strangely
depleting effect on him. He swayed and put out a hand to
the table.

“Your son’s fine,” Walch was saying. “You’ll see. He’ll
get what he needs before he manages to cut his own
throat. You did. We all do. Just give him his head every
now and again, or you’ll break his spirit.”

Worf forced himself to speak. “My son will be a strong
. warrior.”

Alexander suddenly appeared in the doorway of his
bedroom. He glared at both of them, yelling, “I don’t
~ want to be a warrior! I don’t want to!”

Worf snapped up straight. “Alexander, go to bed!”

His son started to protest, ‘““You told me to stay in my
room—"

Worf stared up at the ceiling, his eyes wide as he tried
to control his breathing. Alexander abruptly shut his
mouth, taking in his father’s silent fury. He must have
seen something that told him this was serious, because he
quickly disappeared without another word.

“Wulp, time for me to be getting along,” Jake said with
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a hearty smack on Worf’s arm, startling him. “Take her

easy, there, Worf. You’ve got a fine son. Night, Alexan-
der! See you tomorrow.”

“G’night,” Alexander called softly from the other
room.

Worf quickly nodded at Jake, then looked back at the
ceiling, almost humiliated at his son’s misbehavior and
the sneaking suspicion that he had overreacted. Either he
was losing control of himself or those alien Sli were
controlling his reactions. He didn’t know which possibil-
ity was worse.
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DEANNA WENT TO CHECK on the Sli again after Worf and
Simon Tarses left the lounge. Captain Picard had told her
the Federation Council considered it important to estab-
lish diplomatic ties with the Sli. She was busy with the
Prospector investigation, but she also tried to take time to
communicate with the Sli. But the Sli weren’t responding
to empathic probes or the new translator.

She went to Ten-Forward next. Ensign Ro was proba-
bly still there, and she could find out about the rumor,
relax for a while, and have that chocolate sundae all at

' the same time.

Deanna was already braced to ward off the emanations

' of the Sli, but she tightened her defenses before entering

. the lounge. Emotions were keyed higher than normal

among the crew, and in addition to Tarses’, there had
been dozens of unusual incidents reported. All were
relatively minor, though, and Deanna couldn’t fault the
Sli for being frightened and doing what came naturally to
protect themselves. If only she could communicate
Starfleet’s peaceful intentions, then the Sli would know
they were safe.
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Ten-Forward was full, and the voices and laughter:
seemed louder than usual. Guinan was silently noddings
at a Tricon crew member who was trying to tell her a
story. He kept forgetting what he wanted to say, tangling;
himself into knots by going off on punning tangents.

Deanna listened for a few minutes, amused.

“Can I do something for you, Counselor?”’ Guinan:
asked. The Tricon shrugged and turned to Ensigm
Puckee, who was smmg on the other side of him, startingy
his story all over again.

“Is Ensign Ro stiil here?”

“No,” Guinan said. “She left not long ago.”

Deanna nodded. “Maybe she’s in her quarters.” She:
continued to look at the hostess, wondering if she shouldi
talk to her about the investigation. Guinan was intuitive,,
and Deanna had nothing else to try at the moment.

“Anything else I can do for you?” Guinan asked,,
turning her head slightly.

“Yes, thank you.” Deanna liked being around Guinan. .
She emanated a warm calm that was soothing to herr
empathic senses. “I’d like a chocolate sundae and ami
answer to a question.” !

“The sundae’s coming right up. Would you like thatl
answer first?”

Deanna smiled. “Yes. Did you hear any rumors today yl
about our investigation into the explosion on the Pros--
pector?”’

Guinan nodded, folding her hands in front of her..
“Ensign Ro mentioned it. You suspect Enterprise crewy
members might somehow be involved.”

“Not really.” Deanna slid onto a stool at the counter. .
“But we have to investigate every possibility. Do yous
know how she heard about it?”

Guinan blinked. “Apparently there is a loose-lipped!
Ferengi on board.”

Deanna quickly looked up. “Mon Hartog?” She let out
her breath, shaking her head. “Worf was right.”
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“I see. It was supposed to be covert information.”
Guinan glanced around the room. “Well, you’re too late,
Counselor. Everyone in this room knows about it.”

“I figured that, since Tarses knew.”

Guinan turned to the replicator and pressed two places
on the panel. She had worked out several chocolate
sundae recipes that Deanna particularly liked. Deanna
usually let the hostess choose which one she’d get, and
she watched eagerly to see what it would be this time.

The particles swirled, seeming to take longer than
usual, until a silver dish appeared.

“Umm . ..” Deanna sighed in appreciation. Choco-
late ice cream with bittersweet chocolate syrup and white
whipped cream.

Guinan picked up the dish with both hands and set it
in front of Deanna. She watched as Deanna took the first
bite, savoring the combination of flavors. “Wonderful,
‘Guinan.”

“I’'m glad you like it.” Guinan was casually rubbing
the edge of the counter with the tips of her fingers. She
‘didn’t look up as she asked, “Tell me something, Coun-
selor. Simon Tarses was here this afternoon. How is he
doing?”

“The Sh are aggravating him, and this investigation
'reminds him too much of last time,” Deanna told the
hostess. She let her hand holding the spoon rest on the
‘counter, as she stared thoughtfully into a corner. “I don’t
‘know what to do about him, Guinan. He won’t relax.
'You’ve been very kind to him, I know. I appreciate
.that—he needs friends.”

Guinan shook her head at her thanks. “I enjoy talking
to Simon. He believes he’s faced with the impossible task
of transcending what he is.”

Deanna quickly glanced up at her. “Interesting. He’s
locked into a label he’s put on himself.”
|  “Something like that.” Guinan shrugged. “Sometimes
I'think I see what’s right in front of my eyes, but I don’t.”
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“The Sli,” she murmured, digging her spoon in again
and licking it clean.

“Yes,” Guinan agreed. “The Sli. They are an interest:
ing group of beings.”

“You know, Guinan, they’re the strongest empaths
I’ve ever encountered. They possess emotions we’vei
never even dreamed. If only I could understand them:
better, somehow talk to them. I can feel them, but themu:
intent isn’t clear.”

“Others also feel the Sli,” Guinan cautioned.

“I know. There’s no way to stop the emanations. All]
can do is warn everyone. The problem is, half the time
those being affected don’t even realize what’s happening
until it’s over. That’s because what we’re feeling it
familiar and real, yet it’s reactions we normally wouldn™
express.”

‘““Are the Sli stronger than you thought they would be?”

Deanna took another bite of her sundae. It tastec
better than usual. Slowly she said, “The Sli aren®'
stronger than I thought. But they are . . . elusive. Some:
how they can creep into your mind and manipulate youv
without your being aware of it—"

Deanna stopped, feeling something tickling at the back
of her mind. Wary, she lowered her shields to take :
quick probe.

Her spoon hit the counter with a splatter of syrup. Sha
was staring straight ahead.

“Deanna, what is it?”

“More Sli.” Deanna blinked rapidly, re-forming h
shields and bracing them as fast as she could. Withou
thinking, she turned to the bay windows across Temw
Forward to gaze into the blackness of space. “I feel them
out there. They’re coming.”

Picard told Counselor Troi to meet him in his ready
room when she called. Commander Riker was confirm
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ing that a Ferengi vessel was entering sensor range as she

arrived.

“You can feel the Sli from this distance?” Picard asked
her as soon as she entered the room. There was a tiny line
between her eyes, as if she was under some sort of strain.

“The emanations are very powerful,” Troi said.
“There must be hundreds of Sli on board that ship.”

“Then the effect will be that much stronger for the rest
of the crew.”

“I’m afraid so, Captain.”

Picard nodded, considering the situation. “Have you
had any luck determining what the Sli want?”

The counselor tightened her lips. “No, sir.”

Riker’s voice paged though, interrupting them. “Cap-
tain, we are being hailed by the Ferengi marauder, the
Tampanium.”

Picard took a deep breath as he stood up, pulling his
uniform into place. “Well, then, perhaps Mon Hartog
should be present when we greet the new arrivals.”
~ “Captain, there’s something you should know,” Troi
said, stopping him before the door to the bridge opened.
“Mon Hartog has told crew members that we suspect
someone on board sabotaged the Prospector.”
| Picard glanced sharply at her. “How does that benefit
Hartog?”

. “I'm not sure. But you know it must or he wouldn’t

bother to do it.”

[ Picard knew that was true, yet it wasn’t important
nough to pursue right now. “Perhaps Hartog is simply
ne of those Ferengi who plays every card that comes to
and, hoping that one will pay off.”

The counselor seemed satisified with that, and she

ollowed him without another word onto the bridge.
icard could feel the Sli emanations now, a tangible
orce pushing into him, opening him up and urging him

action, any action at all in order to correct the
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situation. Picard suddenly swayed, catching the back o
Data’s chair.

“Something wrong, sir?” Riker immediately asked.

“Light-headed for a moment, Number One,” Picare
said, sternly marshaling his thoughts. He wondered whau
kind of effect this was having on his crew.

The Marauder was on the screen, crossing in front o)
the Enterprise. The rust-colored, horseshoe-shaped vess
sel was distinctively Ferengi, with its two slender bows
points and heavy, curving stern where the warp gric
glowed white-hot.

“Status?” Picard asked.

“The Ferengi are still hailing us, sir,” Riker replieds
standing up. “Daimon Brund is in command.”

“Please ask Mon Hartog to come to the bridge,
Picard ordered. He faced the viewscreen, hesitating juss
long enough to quickly review his options. Communicaa
tion with the Sli was what he most desired. “Give ma
Daimon Brund.”

Almost immediately a Ferengi appeared on the large
screen. His face was very wide and his body quite bulky!
for a Ferengi. He didn’t have the ferretlike quickness ane
bright eyes of Mon Hartog, but there was a certair
shrewdness about him.

“Captain!” he said, his face lifted petulantly. “I protesd
the treatment of the Sli in your charge'”

“The Sli are not in my charge,” Picard told hims
“However, they were granted asylum on my ship wher
the starliner they were on suffered an explosion What .
would like to know, Daimon Brund, is why are you
transporting such a large number of Sli?” |

“We were taking them to a new colony on Sketti Iot:
Three.”

“You are considerably off your course,” said Picard.

Brund ignored him. “Is it true that Sl have died?”

“Did the Sli tell you this?” Picard asked quickly.

“Then it’s true.” The daimon’s upper lip pulled back
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yver the teeth on one side of his mouth. “That explains
vhy they’re so violent.”

*Since you apparently have some sort of communica-
ion with the Sli, perhaps you could suggest what we can
lo to calm them.”

“I know what my lot want.” Brund grinned into the
creen. “They want your Sli dead.”

“What?” Deanna cried out.

Daimon Brund seemed to enjoy what he had to say.
‘Kill the ones on your ship and then we can be on our
vay.”

Mon Hartog had just stepped out of the turbolift. He
curried down the ramp, shouting, “Don’t let him do it!”
Je was hunched over and gesturing with both arms. “He
-an’t kill my Shi!”

“Hartog!” the daimon sneered. “I should have known
his was your doing.”

“Only one Sli died, Daimon Brund. And you can’t
jave the others! I don’t care who you know in the
‘onsortia!”
~ “Gentlemen, pleaac’ No one will be killed on board
;he Enterprzse Picard informed them. “I can hardly

elieve you’re serious, Daimon Brund.”

r “Got any betier ideas?” Daimon Brund shrugged
pegligently. ““As soon as yours are gone, then I can take
hese on to their colony.”

| “You’re trying to make murder sound reasonable,”
Ficard pointed out.

“The coloay won’t leave as long as those four are
pset. They knew about it from almost ten sectors away.
hey’re sensitive to death—""

“Enough!” Hartog interrupted, becoming even more
gitated. “Just take the colony away from here! I’ll find
e murderer and my Sli will be fine again.”

“I’d like nothing better.” The daimon had a wounded
xpression. “I would appreciate immediate action on

is matter, Captain Picard.”
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“Again, Daimon Brund,” Picard insisted, “I reques
that you aid me in communicating with the SIi.”

“That won’t solve my problem,” Brund bluntly tolc
Picard. “But I’ll make you a deal—kill the ones on you
ship, and I’ll let you talk with my bunch. How’s that for ;.
bargain? We both get what we want.”

Picard stepped forward. “Your proposal is unacceptas
ble, Daimon Brund. Picard out,” he added, turning tc
Ensign de Groodt at Tactical and making a sharp motior
with his hand to cut the Ferengi off. Then he looked a:
Deanna. “Is Brund truly communicating with the Sli?*"

“I'm not sure, Captain. I know he’s being deceitfull
but it’s difficult to tell what exactly he’s lying about.”

Picard turned to the Ferengi. “Mon Hartog, you
dispute his assessment of what his Sli want. Why it
that?” |

“I know what my Sli want,” Hartog said in a surly!
voice, staring down at the floor. “Let me help in the
investigation, Picard. It will make the Sli feel better tcl
know that I’'m doing something to protect them. Theri
they’ll be happy.” |

Commander Riker stiffened at the suggestion, obvi-i|
ously not liking it one bit. The counselor shifted uneasi:
ly, but she didn’t protest out loud. |

Hartog saw Picard’s hesitation, and tried something
altogether new. “Please, Captain. If they think I'm doing|
something to protect them, then they might redirect thein
attention to the Sli on the Tampanium. It would gives
your crew a little relief.”

Picard fought off another wave of dizziness. He no-
ticed Lieutenant Chryso was leaning against her comm
panel, shaking her head as if she was trying to clear it.!
The situation was unacceptable.

“Very well,” Picard agreed, sitting down in his chair.!
“The information will be made available, but you must!
immediately notify the Sli that you are taking care of the
situation.”
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Hartog made his thanks, bowing and smiling his way
off the bridge. Commander Riker watched him go with a
frown. “Shouldn’t we get some distance between us and
that Ferengi ship?”

“You’d have to leave this solar system to get far enough
away,” Deanna told him.

“What about going to yellow alert, Captain?” Riker
asked.

Picard rubbed a finger across his lips. “Not immedi-
ately, Number One. Let’s see what the situation brings.
Alert Security, however, and announce to the crew that I
would prefer all nonessential personnel to remain in
their quarters tonight.”
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Chapter Fifteen

IDEANNA STAYED IN HER QUARTERS that night as the captain
had ordered, but she was restless and couldn’t settle
down to anything productive. She tried reviewing her
notes on the Sli, but she felt as if she’d read them so many
times, she could say them in her sleep. So instead, she
rearranged the next day’s schedule, knowing that if the
extra Sli continued to affect the crew, people were going
to be wanting to see her.

With that done, she changed from her uniform into a
soft spider-silk robe. She watered her plants and thought
about having more chocolate, but decided that would be
too indulgent. For a while she just sat down at her
dressing table, studying her unsmiling face in the mirror.
She thought her expression was too serious in repose.
When had that happened? It bothered her, though she
wasn’t sure why. Then she tried to forget about it, feeling .
the tickling of the Sli against her mind. They kept
sneaking up on her, and every time she sensed them, she
quickly tightened her defenses to keep their emotional
pull from affecting her. But it was like floating in an
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ocean, bobbing up and down on the waves, moving
without realizing it. Every now and again she found
herself staring blankly off into space, sighing. When she
glanced back in the mirror, there was a secret little smile
on her lips.

The door chimed, startling her.

“Come in,” she called. As she stood up, she realized
what she was wearing. The robe was made of layers of
sheer violet. She hoped it wasn’t the captain. He’d be
very uncomfortable finding her this way.

But it was Will Riker. His eyes quickly took in the
robe, and Deanna drew in her breath with a slight
trembling of her hands. It reminded her of so much—

“Purple,” Riker said, but his voice was oddly flat. He
paced into the room, frowning as he looked around.
“You like that color, don’t you?”’

Deanna actually felt her face flush. The last time her

mother had looked through Deanna’s closet, she had

teased her that most of her sensual outfits were violet.
Lwaxana had been amused, but Deanna had been em-

barrassed.

She crossed her arms, trying to ignore what she was
wearing. “Did you want something, Will?”

“I was coming off bridge duty, and I ...” He trailed
off, squinting his eyes out her view window. He seemed
uncertain of himself.

“Is something bothering you?”

Will met her eyes briefly. “It’s crazy.”

“What is?”’ Deanna took a few steps closer.

He took a deep breath, his chest expanding. Then he
let it out, trying to smile. “It’s nothing really. I think I'll
just go.”

Deanna stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Will,
Pm here to listen. If it’s something the Sli are bringing

| out, it might be better if you tell me.”

“I don’t think it’s the Sli. That’s what makes it so
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strange.” He shook his head at himself, but he didn’t go. .
“It’s about our mission.”

“You mean Lessenar?” Deanna asked, unable to keep)
the surprise out of her voice.

“Nothing’s getting done, and I don’t know what to do)
about it,” he said in a rush.

“What are you talking about?”

“I can’t stop thinking about those people down there.”’
He managed to control his voice, but Deanna could feel
his distress.

“You’ve started distributing the biofilters, haven’t
you?” She waited until he nodded. “And the relief"
supplies continue to be delivered. We’ve already accom-
plished a great deal for them.”

Riker grimaced, rubbing his hand through his beard.
“Superficially, I'd say yes. But I don’t even know the full
extent of the damage yet. Lieutenant Chryso still hasn’t
turned in her report.”

“Is there a problem? As I understood it at the meeting,
it’s an extremely complex situation.”

“She seems to be dragging her steps, being overly
meticulous. We already know it’s much worse than we
first thought. Something has to be done for their ecology
right away, or the entire planet will be a wasteland.”

Deanna listened, but it didn’t make much sense.
“Will, it’s only been one day.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” He jerked his head,
brushing off her words. “But now there’s the Ferengi
Marauder out there. With a load of Sli on board. Worf’s
security teams have broken up two fights since ten
hundred hours, and the bridge is getting reports from
every deck. Even the science teams are complaining
about their distraction, and that’s slowing things down
even more. No one can keep their mind on their work
with all those Sli out there!” He flung his hand at the
window, toward the orbiting Tampanium. “The captain
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even suggested I postpone the reception plans tomorrow.
He wants me to stay on board.”

“A reception won'’t give the inhabitants the help they
need.”

“I should be down there,” he said, frustrated. “But
then I think—what could I do if I was there? All I can do
is watch them suffer. Chryso saw it, too, but at least she
has something tangible to work on.” He stared right into
her eyes. “Can you feel it, Deanna? Their pain.”

She swallowed, stiffly nodding her head. “My barriers
are in place because of the Sli, but they’re enhancing my
sensitivity. I know what you saw down there, Will.”

He broke away, his brow furrowed. “If T could just
pilot one of the shuttles, move supplies if nothing else.
P'm...ataloss.”
~ “It will all get done.” She waited, but he didn’t

‘acknowledge her. “Will, tell me. What do you feel you’ve
lost?”

“It’s . . . not so much a feeling,” he admitted. “It’s
[something that I keep seeing in my mind. It’s me when
‘I’'m old—gray hair and all—and I feel this deadness
inside of me. A lack of resolve, as if I can’t make . . . asif
I’m drifting.”
~ “That’s the Sli, Will. You have to fight it. Don’t let
yourself be carried along by them.”

He shook his head once, frowning. “I hate feeling this
‘way, but it is me. I've . . . felt it before. But I've never
come up against a situation so endlessly hopeless. Gene-
 rations, this has been going on.”

' Deanna felt a deep sympathy for Will Riker, and
wanted nothing more than to explore his feelings of
weakness in order to understand them. But she sternly
forced herself to acknowledge that Riker wouldn’t be
reacting this way if the Sli weren’t influencing him.
Dealing with his feelings wouldn’t address the problem.

. “Believe me, you wouldn’t be reacting this way if the
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Sli weren’t here.” Deanna stepped back, straining to
make her tone cool and reasonable. “This is what the Sl
do. They open us up and bring out emotions that we lock
away inside of us. What you feel is not an appropriate:
reaction. I certainly don’t think it’s something that mustt
be dealt with right now.”

Deanna watched Riker closely, as he reacted to her
blunt dismissal of his feelings. His eyes widened a little,,
and he shook his head as if coming out of a daze. It wass
as if she had just slapped him in the face.

She tried to be expressionless. “Keep in mind that the:
Sli are enhancing your sense of . . . inadequacy. When--
ever you feel that way, remind yourself that it’s a false:
sensation. You are getting the job done.”

Deanna knew exactly when to stop with Riker. Any
more, and he’d be humiliated. He was already extremelyy
uncomfortable and self-conscious. She absently tweaked!
at her robe, arranging the folds. “If you want to help
solve the Sli problem, you’re more than welcome. We:
have to stop them from doing this to everyone.”

“I wish I could help you.” Riker gave an absent shrug, .
staring fixedly out the view window. “What about Mon
Hartog?”

“I don’t think Mon Hartog is capable of communicat--
ing with the Sli,” Deanna told him. “I don’t know about!
Daimon Brund. They both say the Sli are upset, but!
that’s nothing more than we can see ourselves. The:
question is—does Daimon Brund know what the Sli|
really want?”

“The daimon is a daimon,” Riker reminded her. He:
turned away from the window, the flush on his face:
starting to fade. “Among the Ferengi that means some- -
thing. Maybe Hartog isn’t as canny. Or his equipment !
isn’t as good.”

Deanna narrowed her eyes. “I don’t think so. Some- -
how, I think Mon Hartog is getting exactly what he:
wants.”
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Riker shrugged again, walking away from the window.
“Maybe we should lean on him harder.”

He was at the door before Deanna realized that he
intended to leave.

“Thanks, Deanna. Good night.” He apparently didn’t
notice her confusion. “I'll remember what you said
about the Sli.”

“Good night, Will,” she repeated dutifully.

When he was gone, she went and stood in front of the
mirror. Purple, he’d called it.

She stared at her reflection, slowly shaking her head
and thinking about their conversation. Who’d have
thought that Will Riker would be insecure about his
ability to accomplish something? Still, she had the

~ uneasy feeling she’d done something wrong with him.

Was that why she was standing in front of the mirror,
feeling frustrated? What had she expected from him?

. That he would have at least noticed the allure of her

robe?

Idly she tilted her head to one side. She remembered
how her mother had laughed that day, touching her on
the cheek. Lwaxana had sent her this very robe the next
time a courier ship came through. And now Deanna was
wearing it. She almost wanted to rip it off, but it looked
so nice—despite Will’s lack of appreciation.

Suddenly she looked up, realizing that Guinan was

. right—often you didn’t see what was right in front of
. your eyes. Deanna knew she wore violet when she was

1

feeling most . . . relaxed. What about the Sli? Their most
obvious feature was those swift and vivid color changes.

She slowly nodded. What if those changes weren’t a
simple chemical reaction but were a biological function
that the Sli controlled? What if it was part of their
communication?

“Computer,” she announced. “Run a continuous scan
on the Sli in Shuttlebay 3.”

“Working.”
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She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “Compare the
sequence of colors and patterns to the readout on the
translation unit. I want to know if there’s a correlation
between the two.”

“Specify frequency range,” the computer requested.

“Visible light spectrum.” Deanna paced a few steps.
“Plus infrared and ultraviolet.”

“Working.” A short pause. “There is insufficient data
for analysis at this time.”

“Continue program,” she ordered. “Let me know if a
pattern emerges.”

“Acknowledged. Scan in progress.”

Picard called a senior staff meeting before their duty
shift started the next morning.

Deanna was one of the first to arrive. She’d been
woken up eight times during the night by crew members
—some she was currently counseling. In each case, she
sent a medical technician with a sleeping hypo to them
after assuring them that this wasn’t a crisis point where
something had to be resolved immediately.

She sat down in her usual seat and accessed the
security report from the third shift. There’d been almost
two dozen more incidents that had resulted in calls to
Security.

Dr. Crusher came in next. “You’re wearing your hair
differently,” she immediately said.

Deanna nodded, resisting the impulse to touch the
coils that twisted around her head and fell across one
shoulder. *““You look tired, Beverly. Sickbay was busy last
night.”

“Busy is not the word for it.” The doctor gathered her
coat around her as she collapsed down in a seat. *“It gets
like that every once in a while, but last night was
different. I’d think everyone on board called in at least
once in the past twenty-four hours.” She narrowed her
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eyes. “Except for Worf—and Data reported that he was
injured.”

“Well, here he is,” Deanna said in a low voice.

Lieutenant Worf and Commander Riker came in to-
gether. Worf was unreadable, as usual, but Riker seemed
to be distracted and worried just as he’d been last night.
The doctor waited until Worf was seated, then she went
directly to his side, holding out her medical tricorder.
Deanna admired the deft way she had trapped the
Klingon.

“What is it, Doctor’?” Worf demanded.

“You have two abrasions on your right hand, one
almost a centimeter deep.” She raised her eyes from her
tricorder. “Let me see.”

Worf reluctantly held out his hand, slightly fisted. He
sat expressionless, staring out the window as she exam-
ined it.

“You’ll have to come to sickbay so I can bond the
skin.”

“Very well,” Worf said, pulling his hand away. He still
didn’t look at the doctor.

The others had arrived during the brief examination.
Data was Data as usual, but Geordi didn’t meet
Deanna’s eyes or say good morning. Lieutenant Chryso
gave her a hurried nod. Deanna was glad to see that
Captain Picard glanced at them all sharply, alert and in
complete control.

“I want to remind you,” Picard started right in, “that
Starfleet wishes to establish communication leading to
diplomatic ties with the Sli. Therefore, leaving this
system is not a possibility at this time.”

“We can’t leave,” Riker protested. “We’ve got a mis-
sion to complete.”

Picard held up one hand. “Yes, I'll get to that in a
moment. Counselor Troi, I understand you have infor-
mation that may help us with the Shi?”
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“Yes, Captain. I believe we can get a better indication
of what the Sli are saying by translating the shifts in their
coloration.”

“It is possible,” Data conceded, after a moment’s
pause. “But I have not had adequate exposure to the Sli
to make an analysis at this time.”

Beverly was shaking her head. “The color changes
correspond to the discharge of gases. I thought it was a
biological process.”

“Do you know how it happens?” Deanna asked.

“No, not yet.”

“Well, I just received the preliminary computer analy-
sis this morning,” Deanna said positively, glancing
around the table. “There is a correlation between the
color changes and the translation of the Sli’s emanations.
It’s extremely complicated, though. The Sli have dozens
of emotive frequencies beyond our range. The full analy-
sis will be completed and added to the translation unit
within the hour.”

“Why didn’t the computer pick this up earlier?”” Riker
asked with a frown.

Data was accessing the program on the small table
console. “The association is not arithmetic or geometri-
cal, but based on a fractal equation. A large quantity of
empirical data is necessary to complete such an analy-
sis.”

“Do you think Mon Hartog was lying?”” Beverly put in,
raising one brow. “Or was he unaware of this?”

Deanna tightened her hands in her lap. “When Mon
Hartog was on the bridge, I felt as if he was hiding
something. Particularly when Daimon Brund mentioned
the Sli’s reaction to death. Hartog immediately silenced
him.”

“Mon Hartog could have something he’s keeping from
the daimon,” Riker pointed out.

“Ferengi don’t trust anyone,” Lieutenant Chryso mur-
mured.
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“Perhaps. We’ll keep the possibility in mind in our
dealings with Mon Hartog,” Picard agreed. Then he gave
Deanna a nod. “Very good, Counselor. This may be the
key we’ve been missing.”

“Sir!” Worf leaned forward. “As security chief, I must
remind you that the presence of the Sli is endangering
the success of our mission as well as the safety of the
crew. Their emanations are random and dangerous.”

Deanna had to protest. “We just haven’t found a way
to communicate yet.”

Worf ignored her. “Mon Hartog and Daimon Brund
. are guilty of transporting dangerous life-forms within the
' Federation. There is a simple solution.”

“What is that, Lieutenant?”

“Blow the shuttlebay doors.”

“That’s what Daimon Brund wants!” Deanna ex-
' claimed, trying to keep the indignation from her voice.

“You can’t just kill them,” the doctor was just as quick
to protest.
| “They are seriously disrupting the crew.” Worf looked
only at Picard. “At least four of the infractions during
Delta shift were potentially lethal.”
“Not only that,” Riker put in, “but every hour we’re
, delayed, dozens more people die on Lessenar. The situa-
tion is becoming irreversible.”
“With my people being bombarded like this,” Chryso
' added, “I’m afraid errors could be made in the analysis.”
Worf leaned forward. “The Sli are dangerous and must
- be dealt with immediately—before the situation esca-
lates.”

Picard shook his head. “What you suggest is impossi-
ble. We’ve been instructed to establish diplomatic rela-
tions with the Sli.”

“You don’t understand, Worf.”” Deanna watched the
frustrated Klingon. “The emotional swings of the Sli
only appear erratic to us because we can’t interpret them.
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Even among humanoids, our emotional response varies:
intensely from person to person, and culture to culture.”’

Geordi was leaning back in his chair, gazing at the:
tabletop in thought. “What I don’t understand is how:
Starfleet decided the Sli were sentient if they haven’t:
been able to communicate with them.”

“Exactly!” Worf’s eyes burned.

Deanna sighed. “What do you think sentience is? It’s a:
life-form capable of receiving and responding to sensoryy
stimuli. The Sli are certainly capable of stimulating our:
senses in a very complex and powerful way. Actually, bys
that standard, the Sli are the most sentient life-formss
we’ve encountered. It’s we who are having trouble re--
sponding to their level of perception.”

“I disagree, Counselor.” Worf didn’t back down one:
bit. “The Sli are incapable of following a logical course:
when it comes to cause and effect. Their responses
provokes the crew to insubordination.”

Data swiveled his chair toward Worf. “Counselor Troi
is correct, however. Response is the determining factor:
of sentience.”

“Their sentience is unimportant,” Worf shot back..
“The Sli are attacking the crew.”

“The Sli aren’t attacking us,” Deanna insisted..
“They’re stimulating our own emotions—feelings wee
don’t usually allow ourselves to express. That’s their wayy
of communicating with us.”

“Perhaps their intent is harmless, but I don’t like what !
it’s doing to my researchers,” Chryso said. “The datay
must be precisely calculated or one of a million things ¢
could go wrong . . .”

Listening to the sound of Chryso’s voice rising and!
falling, without hearing what she said, Deanna suddenlyy
realized that the emanations had increased in strength.
She had to fight herself to resist giving in.

“It’s happening now!” Deanna forced herself to sayy
out loud. She took a deep breath. “Don’t give in to®
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whatever you’re feeling. Try to blank your minds.

Breathe deeply as if you’re entering meditation. It’s one

 of the first techniques of defensive barriers taught at
university on Betazed.”

They were silenced by her announcement. Deanna bit
the inside of her lip, trying to stay objective. “Don’t
allow yourself to react. I believe it’s during these stronger
j waves of emanations that we are most affected.”

.~ “So,” Dr. Crusher said, her mouth twitching into a

hint of a smile, “all we have to do is grit our teeth and

- bear it?”

~ Deanna raised her brows at Beverly, realizing that the

_doctor was being flippant again. But she was too busy

 fighting her own languid impulse to reach up into a long,

| hard stretch, wanting to relax into the emanations. “It’s a

’shame, really,” she found herself saying. “If we could

 allow ourselves to fully experience this sensation, it

. could be an opportunity for many members of the crew

' to open new paths of emotional awareness in them-

- selves.”

| “Too bad we have a ship to run,” Beverly put in.

- “And a diplomatic mission to accomplish. And a
planet to salvage,” Picard added. “Am I missing any-

thing?”

. Beverly laughed. “You forgot the Ferengi!”

“Never let us forget the Ferengi, Doctor.”

Deanna looked back and forth between the two, her
. mouth falling open. Then she caught Worf’s eye. He was
' glaring at her so hard that she snapped her mouth shut.
| Then he pulled his lips back, baring his teeth,
dismissively glancing in the other direction.

“Is this all we’re supposed to do?” Riker asked,
| worried. “Sit here and take it?”
. Data spoke up, sounding just like a computer giving a
| response. “Possible courses of action include: creating a
| shield around the Sli, utilizing the magnetic antimatter
' containment field—"
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“Right!” Geordi cut in. “Blame it on me!”

“Geordi,” Data said patiently. “That was not myy
intention.”

“Data, I tried using the antimatter containment.”

“Was there an attempt at synchronization?”

“It didn’t work!” Geordi practically shouted at hiss
friend. Data was watching him with curious detachment. .

“I did what I could!” Geordi insisted, hitting his fist!
against the table. “There’s no way to stop those things.”’

Picard held out his hand. “Perhaps if you and Data:
work together, you can come up with a solution.”

“Of course,” Geordi said bitterly. “Data’s alwayss
right, isn’t he? It doesn’t matter what anyone else says or:
does, just give it to Data and he’ll fix it.”

“Geordi!” Deanna exclaimed.

Geordi shoved his chair back from the table. “Appar--
ently you don’t need me. I'll be down in Engineering.”

He got up and stalked out without looking back.

Everyone was very still for a moment. Deanna felt bad |
for Data, but the android simply glanced around the:
table. “I believe Geordi is suffering from the influence of
the Shi.”

“Obviously, Data!” Beverly said, shaking her head.

“That was insubordination,” Worf declared, his tone:
deadly serious. “La Forge should be confined to quar--
ters.”

Captain Picard looked to Deanna.

It was becoming easier to think clearly. “This level of
intensity doesn’t usually last,” she told the captain.
“Geordi may continue to be irritable, but the worst!
should be passing already. Can’t you feel the difference?””"

Picard was nodding. He appeared to be invigorated by
the episode. “Issue a statement to the entire crew,
Counselor, advising them how to deal with these surges.” "

“Yes, sir.”

Chryso shuddered. “It’s terrifying, being manipulated !
like that.”
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“We’re all a little the worse for wear,” Picard said. He
looked at Data. “See what you can come up with in the
way of a deflector shield for the emanations, Mr. Data. If
possible, erect it around the Enterprise to protect us from
the Sli colony on the Tampanium.”

“Aye, Captain,” Data said evenly.

Picard broke off to look out the lounge viewports. The
Ferengi Marauder was coming toward them in its orbit
around Lessenar. For a moment they could see both the
Prospector and the pointed front of the Tampanium.
“Have you any new information on the damage to the
Prospector?” the captain asked Data.

“Reanalysis of readings taken before the explosion
reveal there were no objects in the vicinity. Yet the initial
impact was on the exterior of the hull.”

“Could it have been planted there at the starliner’s last
stop?” Beverly asked. “Some kind of time bomb?”

“Perhaps,” Data conceded. “But there is a 96.4 per-
cent possibility that the sensors of the Prospector would
have detected such a device attached to the outer hull.”

“However, there is a chance that’s what it was. Contin-
ue along that line of questioning.” Picard turned to Worf
next. “Has your investigation uncovered anything, Lieu-
tenant Worf?”

“Negative, sir.” Worf shifted stiffly. “None of the
passengers Or crew appears to possess a motive for
destroying the Prospector or the Sli. Enterprise crew
members are currently being investigated. In addition,

. we are receiving reports on the trade ships that have been

M
i

| logged in this area.”

“Very well.” Picard rubbed a finger across his lips. “I

| want you to give Mon Hartog access to the information

you’ve gathered so far.”

“Sir!” Worf sat forward so quickly, his chair bumped
into Deanna’s.

“Hartog is the legal representative of the Sli, and as
such he is entitled to view our information.” Picard
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narrowed his eyes, almost a smile. “In addition, it could
be revealing to see exactly what Mon Hartog is looking
for.”

“Yes, Captain,” Worf said reluctantly. His brow was
lowered ominously over his eyes, and he didn’t look at
anyone.

“Lastly,” Picard finished, “Number One, I understand
the distribution of the food and medical supplies has
almost been completed.”

“Yes, sir. Three of our shuttle pilots were pulled from
the rotation by sickbay, but we should be finished by this
afternoon. Unless we get additional requests.”

“Very well,” the captain acknowledged. “I know the
Advisory Council was upset by the cancellation of their
reception and are eager to reschedule. However, I'd
prefer you continue to remain on board until our situa-
tion is stabilized.” The captain waited as if he expected
Riker to protest.

“Aye, sir.” Riker hardly moved.

Picard raised his brows, but he didn’t pursue it.

Beverly turned to Deanna. “What about the inhabi-
tants? Are they being affected by the Sli?”

She shook her head, then had to brush a loose curl
from her cheek. “I believe the emanations are being
deflected by the world resonance coming from the plan-
et’s core.”

“Good. That’s the last thing we need—the whole
planet going crazy while they’re already so desperate.”
Beverly seemed to be making an effort to end things on a
positive note, but only the captain gave her a nod in
response.

“Proceed with your duties,” Picard ordered. “Let me
know when your program is completed, Counselor.”

Beverly stood up, but she lingered in the lounge as the
others started to leave. Deanna absently stayed with her,
thinking about the Sli communication program.

“I don’t think,” Beverly said thoughtfully, “I’ve ever
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everyone this frustrated after a meeting before.
at them!”
“This 1s hard on everyone. We’re being forced to deal
ith emotions we normally ignore.”
“The captain scems to be the only one unaffected,”
y commented.
“He’s a little more . . . precipitous.”
“You mean rash? I didn’t think so.”
Deanna didn’t want to argue with her friend. She also
ed uneasily if everyone could tell in what way she
being affected. She had to admit it was a little
barrassing that the emotions released inside her were
a more sensual nature, But the Sli emanations coiled

her, drawing her out and making all of her senses

with heightened awareness.

She and Beverly were walking onto the bridge when
Worf acknowledged a call at his tactical station.
~ “The Ferengi has signaled Security,” he announced.
Worf qmcklv keyed security personnel to proceed to
’s quarters, then tied in the shlp s computer. He
 up at what he’d found, his voice grim. “Medical

Tarses i1s currently in Mon Hartog’s quar-
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Chapter Sixteen

SIMON TARSES TRIED TO HIDE his nervousness as he walked |
down the corridor of Deck 35.

He had spent much of the morning trying not to look
out the viewports at the Ferengi Marauder, circling the :
planet like a shark ready to attack at the first sign of f
weakness. He hated the Marauder vessels—they seemed ||
so predatory and mean the way the bow came to two )
sharp points. And the way the ship just kept going:
around and around the planet while the Enterprise was
motionless was both compelling and frightening. |

He had reported for duty hours before his shift began, i
knowing the technicians were in urgent need of help in1
replicating and packing the medical supplies that were :
being sent down to the planet. He had felt anxious and !/
useless the entire night while confined to quarters, and he /|
fervently tried to make up for it. The quantity of supplies Y
and the number of sick and injured people they repre- '
sented were daunting. The urgency of their mission could !
be clearly read in the piles of stacked containers that
were continuously taken from the medical replication lab
to the shuttlebays.
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Yet he couldn’t forget about the Ferengi vessel. Every
time it circled the planet, swooping in close as it passed
by, it felt as if another band were looped around his
body, trapping him. He wondered if the saboteur would
be taken away on the Tampanium to suffer Ferengi
justice for the attempted killing of the Sli. He could
imagine Lieutenant Worf turning the culprit over to the
Ferengi, maybe even in restraints. Simon knew Worf
would be glad to get rid of him. Ever since the investiga-
tion that had ruined his life, Simon had known the
Klingon didn’t trust him. The episode on the bridge just
proved his instincts were right. Then the Tampanium
seemed to leer at him through the viewport as it made
another pass, and Tarses knew he had to do something.

He had handed off his replicator duties to another tech
and taken the necessary steps that had brought him down
to Deck 35. He had made a mistake going so openly to
the security chief to find out if he was a suspect, and this
time he was going to change his tactics. Subtlety was
called for. Dr. Crusher had told Medical Technician
Moodet to bring down the medical report to Mon
Hartog, but Simon had convinced Moodet to let him do
it.

A tourist with orange hair and a transparent jumper
passed by, nodding to him. Simon carefully returned his
greeting, self-conscious about being on this deck. When
he found the right quarters, he had to announce himself a
couple of times before he got an answer.

The Ferengi came right to the door and suspiciously
blocked his way. “What do you want?”

“I brought you the medical report on the Sli. Dr.
Crusher said you wanted a c-copy.”

Mon Hartog snatched the disk from his hand, retreat-
ing a few steps to bend protectively over it with his back
to Simon. He was making eager little noises. Simon
hesitated, then followed him in, letting the door shut
behind him. He’d seen his fair share of Ferengi, and this
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one was fairly scrawny even for that species. Not only
that, but Hartog’s head was shiny and his dark coverail
was wrinkled.

“Is this what you wanted?”” Simon asked.

Hartog was moving around to sit down at the desk,
inserting the disk. “Yes, yes, I suppose so. Are you sure
this is all of it?”” He shot Simon a quivering glare.

Simon nodded, even though he didn’t know what it
was the Ferengi had asked for. It didn’t matter. His
interests lay elsewhere. “D-Do you know what caused
it?”

“What?” Hartog didn’t look up.

“The explosion.” Simon felt a muscle in his neck
tighten as he asked outright. He tried to unobtrusively
shrug one shoulder to stretch out the tension.

“T've seen nothing but this!” Hartog said irritably.
“They haven’t given me the report on the damage to the
Prospector. Or the investigation results.” -

“They haven’t told you yet?” Simon asked, surprised.

Hartog glanced sharply at him, his watery eyes exam-
ining every detail until they came to rest rather obviously
on his pointed ears. “I know a hu-man didn’t do it,” the
Ferengi said, his tone conspiratorial. “This place is
crawling with hu-mans.”

“Idon’t . ..” Simon drew back. “What do you mean?”

Hartog seemed to be taking in every nervous twitch
and blink that Simon tried to subdue. He tried to keep
his hands still, but it was no use.

“You’re not Vulcan,” Hartog said with certainty.
“Romulan, then.”

“How . . .” Simon managed to get out.

“Vulcans are prissy,” Hartog sneered. “Vulcans don’t
pry. But a Romulan would. Romulans are almost worthy
of respect. They’re downright Ferengi about getting what
they want, but they’re like the galaxy itself—always
shifting and changing. It’s hard to see where the stars
really lie with them.”
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Simon had trouble swallowing, almost as if his throat
were closing up on him. Hartog had described him
perfectly! He had come here to find out if Worf consid-
ered him a suspect, and he was doing it on the sly. Not
only that, but his trip to the bridge yesterday had been
motivated by exactly the same desire—to appear so
naively innocent that no one would think him capable of
sabatoging anything. Nothing could be more manipula-
tive or treacherous on his part. Except for lying on his
Starfleet application.

“I am Romulan,” he whispered.

“Of course you’re Romulan,” Hartog told him. “And
you want something—I can see it.”

Simon quickly met his eyes, feeling completely ex-
posed.

“Tell me what you want,” Hartog told him, returning
to his conspiring wheedle. “And I'll tell you what [ want.
Let’s negotiate, Romulan.”

Simon managed to barely shake his head. “No.”

Hartog wasn’t about to give up. His loose black
coverall billowed out as he started to circle Simon. “Why
are you here? You asked about the investigation . . .” He
watched carefully as he drew out his words. Almost
deceptively casual, the Ferengi added, “Perhaps you
know something about the sabotage?”

“No!” Simon said too loudly. He couldn’t let this
Ferengi know he wasn’t supposed to be here. “I'm . . .
I’m curious is all.”

“Romulans always have a reason,” Hartog said flatly.
“You want something. Admit it. What is it you’re
hiding?”

“Nothing.” Simon wiped his hands against his pants.
He was losing control of the situation. Maybe if he left,
then the Ferengi would forget about him. He glanced at
the door and started easing that way. ““Call sickbay if you
need any additional—"

“Stay right there!” Hartog drew his lips back in an
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awful smile. “Start talking, Romulan. Or I'll tell the
security chief that you’ve been nosing around. Yes,” he
said, nodding his head. “You don’t want that, do you?”

Simon knew his expression had already betrayed him.

Hartog tilted his head back. “‘So we are in a position to
bargain! Good. You’ll find out what I need to know. I’ll
keep this a secret between the two of us.”

“No!” Simon clenched his hands into fists. “I’m not a
traitor!”

Hartog crossed the last few steps to the computer
control panel. He held his finger poised over the security
alarm. “What do they know about the explosive used?
Do they know where it came from? Tell me or I'll call,”
he threatened.

Simon took a step forward. “You can’t do this to me!”

Hartog bared his teeth. “Tell me.”

“I don’t know!” Simon shouted at him. “Honest! I
don’t have anything to do with the investigation.”

Hartog shook his head. “That’s not good enough.”

“I...Y-You don’t—"

Hartog hit the security alarm. Simon lunged for him,
but he was too late. The light flashed as the message was
passed. Hartog was immediately paged by Worf.

Instead of answering, Hartog gazed at Simon, his eyes
predatory, as he reached out for a triangular, curved
knife lying on the table beside him.

Simon felt light-headed for a moment, staring at the
knife. He was drawn forward as if mesmerized by it.

“I could do anything to you.” Hartog’s voice was
hushed. “I have almost two minutes.” He held out his
hand with the knife. “Listen to me now. You’re going to
find out what you can about the investigation, and tell
me, Romulan—or I'll tell them what you were doing
here.”

Simon stopped, swaying slightly, an arm’s length away
from Hartog. The knife was just out of reach, poised and
ready.
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Simon fixed his eyes on the knife, and Hartog realized
too late that he was moving. There was a flurry of arms as
Simon slammed the Ferengi back into the wall. They fell
apart as Simon screamed out, holding his hand to his
head as blood ran through his fingers.

Beverly Crusher strode on Worf’s heels as he rushed
into Mon Hartog’s quarters. Security officers were trying
to hold Simon Tarses against the wall, but the man was
berserk, screaming out words that made no sense. The
cords in his neck were bulging out and his face was
streaked with blood, but he continued to thrash in their
grip. The Ferengi was rolling on the floor holding his arm
and wailing even louder than Tarses.

Beverly immediately went to Tarses, pulling out her
hypo. She was carrying more than her usual doses of
tranquilizers because of the Sli. She chose benzo-
diazepine to put him under quickly. He was hurting
himself straining against the men, and she had to stop
that bleeding.

“Simon, you’re going to be fine,” she said in a soothing
voice as she pressed the hypo against his neck. She
quickly placed a large sealant pack over the left upper
quadrant of his face and scalp. The blood was absorbed
into the diffusion membrane, leaving the sealant pack
transparent. Under it, she could see a gaping horizontal
slash, extending from his left ear to just below his eye.
The tricorder indicated that there was no deep tissue
damage to his skull, yet the cartilage of his ear was
almost severed. She’d know more once she got to
sickbay.

“What about him?” Worf demanded over the sound
of Hartog’s cries. Tarses began to fight less, visibly re-
laxing.

Beverly waited until she was sure the hypo dosage was
adequate, then she went to Hartog. He was moaning and
crying out so loudly that she double-checked her
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readings—but the tricorder indicated only minor dam- -
age to his right deltoideus muscle.

“Please, calm down!” she finally ordered, as he
writhed into her, knocking her off balance. “You sound |
like a Magotu ran over you. You’re not hurt that badly.”

Troi appeared in the doorway, breathless. “The cap-
tain sent me. What’s the matter with him?”

Beverly grimaced, standing up. “Hartog? A muscle :

strain. Tarses is worse.”
“What’s going to happen to me?” Hartog whined.

“We’ll take you to sickbay. Just sit right there until

we’re ready to go.”

Troi gently pulled her away from the Ferengi. “What |

about Tarses?”” she asked in a low voice.

“Aside from a nasty knife wound to the head, he’s xl

suffering from neurasthenia, as far as I can tell.”
“Caused by emotional stress arising from inner con-
flict,” Troi said, almost to herself.
“Usually it doesn’t progress this rapidly,” Beverly
said. “But Tarses makes four that are showing all the
symptoms right now.” She clicked her tricorder shut.

Medical technicians arrived with an antigrav stretcher -
and carefully lifted Tarses onto it. Moodet and the other -

tech worked closely with Tarses, and they were clearly
upset by his condition.

As they eased the stretcher from the room, Beverly
looked back to find that Troi was standing over Hartog.
“What happened here?” the counselor was asking the
Ferengi.

“He went crazy! He came after me.” Hartog was
looking up at her, huddled on the ground. “We were

talking. He brought the medical report. Next thing I
knew, he attacked me! For no reason.”

Worf moved forward as the Ferengi was explaining.
“So you used the knife to defend yourself.”

“No!” Hartog drew his legs in, sitting up on the floor,
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hardly taller than Worf’s knees. “He grabbed the knife.
Right from that table. He attacked me, I tell you!”

“Then why does Tarses have the injury?” Troi’s arms
were crossed and her brows were raised in polite disbe-
lief.

“He did it to himself!” Hartog nodded vigorously.
“That’s what I’'m saying. He’s crazy!”

Troi looked up at Worf without a word, clearly dis-
missing what the Ferengi was saying. “He’s lying.”

Beverly was glad. That meant Tarses probably wasn’t
entirely at fault, even if he was dangerously unstable
emotionally.

“Lying? I’'m not! Who are you—"

Worf ignored Hartog. “Is the Ferengi going to
sickbay?”

“Yes.” Beverly started for Hartog. “Help me, will you,
Worf?”

Worf complied, boosting the Ferengi rather firmly to
his feet. He gave his orders to the two security officers.
“Take this man to sickbay. When he is done, he is to be
confined to these quarters under guard.”

“What!” Hartog managed to shake Worf off, straight-
ening his coverall. “What did I do? You can’t blame me
for this! Your captain promised me the investigation
report. This is what I get!”

“You will be given the information,” Worf growled.
“Take him!”

The security officers efficiently removed Hartog from
the room.

That left Worf facing Deanna. Troi still had her arms
crossed, but the Klingon towered over her. Unlike
Hartog, she betrayed no uneasiness about her position. It
made a striking impression on Beverly. She’d never seen
_ the two so openly squared off.

“This is the fault of the Sli,”” Worf told the counselor.
“It’s not being done maliciously,” Deanna countered.
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“That does not matter. Something must be done.”

Deanna narrowed her eyes. “I am doing something.”’

“Just a moment, you two,” Beverly broke in. “You've:
already had this argument. Right now we have jobs to»
do.”

Worf said, exasperated, “We accomplish nothing!”

“Beverly’s right, though,” Deanna agreed. “Our per--
sonal feelings don’t matter in this. We have to do our:
duty under these circumstances.”

Worf grunted, becoming a silent, intractable wall.

When they reached sickbay, Beverly supervised the:
sedation and preliminary medical scan of Simon Tarses. .
Several research and laboratory personnel had been:
called in to assist the nursing staff in light of the current!
situation.

When she was finished, Beverly gestured to Troi, and !
they both went to stand just inside the door of her office. .

“An isolation tank might be the best thing for him,”"
Beverly told her.

Deanna was already shaking her head. “For Ensign)
Cuthbert and that young woman, BeBe, I agree thatt
isolation would be best. Neither were near to having an
emotional crisis when the Sli came. But Tarses is differ- -
ent. This nervous breakdown is not a complete surprise :
to me.”

Beverly took a deep breath. “I knew Simon was having |
difficulty, but I didn’t know it had gotten to this point. .
He’s a superior medical technician—his instincts are *
infallible and he works very hard.”

Deanna’s eyes were steady. “That’s just it. Simon is 0 )
meticulous and conscientious that he’s been able to)
suppress his own problems, focusing instead on his !
probation. That’s put him under immense pressure for |
more than a year now.” ,

“What do you suggest? Psychotherapeutic measures? '
While the Sli are hammering away at him like this?”

“Well, at least the doubts and suppressed feelings have
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risen to the surface. There might be a way to turn his
breakdown to good use. I’ve been saying all along that
the Sli would be excellent in a therapeutic environment.”

Beverly fidgeted with her tricorder, clicking it open
and shut until she realized what she was doing. “Fine. I'll
keep him on the benzodiazepine, but I'll lower the
dosage. That way he’ll be relaxed and you can talk to
him.” She turned to leave. “As for the others—”

When she pushed open the half-closed door, Worf was
revealed on the other side. Her sudden movement start-
led him, and she realized by his flustered withdrawal that
he’d been listening to them.

“Lieutenant Worf! You were eavesdropping on a confi-
dential consultation!”” Beverly hardly knew what to
think. It was completely unlike Worf to do anything so
sneaky.

Deanna also seemed surprised. “Why, Worf? You can’t
possibly suspect Simon Tarses as a saboteur.”

Worf drew himself up stiffly. “It was unintentional.”

“But you heard us talking about Tarses?”’ Beverly
asked him.

yes.”

“What did you hear?”

Worf shifted, obviously wanting to leave. “Enough.”

Beverly looked at him with concern. “Worf, there’s
such a thing as being overzealous. You have to get hold of
yourself.”

Worf tightened his lips, his eyes burning at the reproof.

“It’s the Shi,” Troi said. “The emanations feel stronger
right now.”

“Those creatures are dangerous!” Worf stated, but he
subsided when he caught Beverly’s steady eyes.

“I dor’t want to have to relieve you from duty, Worf.”

The Klingon barely opened his lips to speak. “That
will not be necessary. I know my duty.”

Beverly gazed at him for a moment longer. “I hope
s0.”
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“My son will not suffer,” he added. Then he nodded
sharply to her, turning on his heel and striding out of
sickbay.

Beverly shook her head after him. She would have to
inform the captain that Worf was becoming unstable.
Picard would not be pleased by that.

Something else bothered her. “What was he saying
there at the end about his son?”” she asked Troi.

“I'm not sure. Something’s going on with him and

Alexander.” Troi shook her hair back from her face,
catching her lip in her teeth.

“Was he comparing Alexander to Wesley? Wesley isn’t
even on board anymore.”

Troi shrugged. “Perhaps. I'm having difficulty talking
to Worf right now.” Her voice became more thoughtful.
“Not that I don’t usually have trouble. Aggression is such
a forceful emotion. I can feel it in him, always thrusting
forward and overwhelming everything. Worf expects
resistance from people, and he relishes the battle. But my
empathic response is just the opposite—it’s embracing
and accepting.”

“You don’t fight back how he wants,” Beverly agreed.

“I think it unsettles us both.” Troi glanced down, her
fingers lightly laced together in front of her. “He’s
propelled outward, and I take it in and continually try to
direct him back on himself. It’s a struggle that feeds on
itself, like one of those mythic battles between the gods.
Only Worf and I argue over reprimands and Alexander’s
bedtime.”

It was so absurd that Beverly almost wanted to laugh,
but it was too terrible. “Worf is spinning out of control
while you’re waxing poetic about the whole thing.”

Troi blushed, suddenly and painfully red. “It’s the
Sli,” she murmured.

Beverly grinned. She couldn’t help it. “If you’re his
nemesis, then according to Worf, I'm his twin. I can’t
believe he compared Alexander to Wesley!”
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Troi nodded, looking a little puzzled.

“As if we’re anything alike. Me and Worf.” Beverly let
out a laugh. “Can’t you see the similarities? Worf’s got a
wonderful beside manner. And I’'m great when it comes
to firing photon torpedoes.”

Troi was watching her with a straight face. “Beverly,
it’s not funny.”

“No?” She laughed harder. “It makes perfect sense to
you, doesn’t it! Of course Alexander and Wesley will be
exactly alike.”

“Beverly, get hold of yourself. Fight this feeling.”

Troi sounded serious. Beverly remembered her own
warning to Worf and suddenly realized that she was
overreacting. But it was so funny!

Troi shook her head. “It’s all right. You’ll be fine in a
little while. But why don’t you wait in your office until
you get hold of yourself?”

Though his duty shift had started, Worf immediately
returned to his quarters. He told himself it was to check
on Alexander before he went to school.

First, however, he relayed the investigation results to
the terminal in Mon Hartog’s quarters. He didn’t like
giving what he considered classified material to the
Ferengi, but that was minor compared to the collapse of
the medical technician. The counselor had said it was
caused by ‘“doubts and suppressed feelings.” Those
words were vaguely reassuring to Worf, because as any
warrior knew, feelings must be properly channeled, and
doubt was something to conquer. Yet what if he couldn’t
bring Alexander to accept his dual heritage? Was that the
~ fate that lay in store for his son?

When he entered his quarters, Alexander was finishing
his breakfast. His son was watching the latest issue disk
of his comic on the holo-imagery padd. Worf glanced at
the tiny, shifting images of humans—apparently this
time the group was stranded in an underground cavern,
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complete with miniature stalagmites and the faint
sounds of dripping. It was Alexander’s favorite series,
with the main thrust being the heroes’ attempts to escape
from a time-slip that trapped them in different periods
on Earth. The counselor had assured him that it was very
educational. But when Worf viewed one episode he
thought the focus on character interaction made it dull.
He’d seen others since that looked much more interest-
ing, with space battles and personal combat between
exotic alien rivals, but Alexander didn’t like those.

“Eat your cereal,” Worf told him.

Alexander dug his spoon in without taking his eyes off
the padd. He hesitated, caught by some action, then he
slowly raised the spoon to his mouth. He chewed for a
few seconds, then stopped. Irritated, Worf watched until
Alexander finally started chewing again and swallowed,
all the while holding the spoon in midair without realiz-
ing it.

Worf restrained himself from correcting Alexander,
forcing himself to turn away. His eye was caught by a
blinking message light.

He went to his desk. He didn’t bother to ask Alexander
when the message had come in—sometimes it seemed
like the boy didn’t pay any attention to the things around
him.

The message had the official seal of Qo’noS, the
Klingon home world. Worf immediately felt the adrena-
line surge through his body.

It was from his brother. Kurn’s face was deliberately
close to the viewer, cutting off his high, ridged forehead
and lending a menacing tone to the entire message.

“Worf.” Kurn was angry, Worf could tell, by -the
negligent sneer and squint of one eye. “Your response is
unacceptable.”

Worf’s eyes widened. Blatant disrespect from a young-
er brother was not to be tolerated.

“You refuse to properly educate your son, the

178



i
i

SINS OF COMMISSION

cho’Devwl of our clan. According to our laws, I now call
you, Worf, and your son to the Dobatlh PugloD in order
to determine legitimacy of succession. Your presence is
required on Qo’noS within one jar, or cho’DIb will be
granted to my first son.”

Kurn paused as a slow smile spread over his face. “I
look forward to seeing you again. Brother.”

Worf ground his teeth together. The Dobatlh PugloD
was the test of a son’s honor to the clan, requiring both
father and son to participate. It was a disgrace simply to
be called to such a rite. If they failed, Alexander not only
would lose the right of succession, but by Klingon law he
could be taken from Worf’s custody.

“Father, is something wrong?”

Worf jerked his head toward his son, who was inno-
cently gazing up at him. Worf suddenly realized that
Alexander wouldn’t be able to pass the Dobatlh PugloD.
The boy could speak Klingon, but even now he had
trouble with the formal language patterns required dur-
ing rituals. More important, Alexander’s sense of honor
was undeveloped.

Worf clenched the edge of the desk with both hands.
By Earth standards his son was doing fine, but this threat
of the PuqloD brought back memories of Klingon tradi-
tions in all their dark splendor. On Khitomer, he and his
young friends had known a boy who had gone through
the PuqloD. It had been of vital interest as the only time
the adults had descended into their ranks and pulled one
of them into public scrutiny. The whispers, the covert
looks, the shame that had surrounded the boy . . .

“Qo’!” He heaved up the desk, grunting as he flung it
away from him. It crashed into the couch and sent the
monitor and disks flying.

“Father!” Alexander was standing by the dining table,
clutching his padd in front of him with his eyes wide.

Worf felt much better. The blood was rushing through
his veins and he was ready to fight.
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“You will have honor!” Worf told his son.

Alexander took a step back, obviously frightened and
wondering what he’d done to cause this.

“I was your age when both my parents were killed.”
Worf drew himself up, his chin high and eyes hooded,
though he kept them fixed on his son. “I struggled to
bring honor to my existence.”

“You always say that!”

“It 1s true,” Worf insisted. “I banished weakness. I

proved my worthiness. So will you!”

“Nobody else cares about that,” Alexander protested.
“Nobody talks about honor like you do.”

Worf barely moved his lips. “Klingons do!”

Alexander scowled, refusing to say anything.

“You have human blood, but you are Klingon. Just as |
am Klingon.”

“You lived on Earth.”

Worf couldn’t have said why that simple, true state-
ment infuriated him. “I am Klingon! When my parents
were killed by the Romulans, I became strong to avenge
their deaths. You do nothing to make yourself strong!”

Visibly stung, Alexander blinked rapidly. “Why
should I? Romulans didn’t kill my mother! A Klingon
killed her!”
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Chapter Seventeen

PICARD WAS STANDING at the window of his ready room,
gazing at Lessenar as it slowly revolved below. The
Enterprise was stationed off the north pole, and the
borealis was spectacular. Electron emissions were high,
making the green rings ripple in tight waves as they
spiraled from the pole down toward the equator. The
layers were so close that it reminded him of a roll of
corrugated tin his father had once brought home, intend-
ing to use it to cover an open equipment shed. Picard
could remember kneeling in the soft dirt of his family’s
vineyard and staring mesmerized into the end of the roll
of tin. He had liked the way his eyes got lost tracing the
tight undulations of the concentric circles. This phenom-
enon was remarkably similar, except for the fuzzy green
color of Lessenar’s atmosphere.

Then the Tampanium edged into view, approaching
from behind the planet and coming toward them. The
light from the primary glinted off the sharp curves of the

- Ferengi Marauder. A grim smile pulled at Picard’s
 mouth, as he felt an answering challenge rise inside of
him. Those Ferengi weren’t going to get the better of him.
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The door chimed, and Picard called out, “Come.” He:
knew who it was.

Guinan walked in. “You too, Picard?”

He glanced over at her. “Excuse me?”

“That planet,” she said patiently. “People can’t seem |
to keep their eyes off of it.”

The captain stiffly made his way to his desk. “It’s an:
exhilarating sight.”

Guinan nodded, taking a seat. “Humans are fasci--
nated by self-destruction.”

Picard hesitated as he sat down. “Oh, I don’t think so,
Guinan. That’s not it at all.”

“Well,” she said with a shrug. “Your eyes may be:
feasting on the view, but your subconscious is whispering
all sorts of subliminal warnings. It’s a taboo among your
culture to contemplate a self-imposed death. But that’s:
what makes this sight so enticing.”

“Aren’t you reading more into this than there is? After-
all, the phenomenon is particularly striking.”

“It’s pollution, Picard. Those people down there are
killing themselves and their planet. Everyone knows it.”
Her voice was matter-of-fact. “The only crew members
facing me at the bar these days are the Tricons,
Antarians, Vulcans, and our one half-Romulan. All the:
humans are queued up to the window, and they usually
don’t drool this way over a view. It’s titillating them on a1
primal level, provoking them.” |

“Now you’re talking about the Sli.” |

“No, but that’s what you want to talk about.” :

Picard silently considered her. Her serene expression i
was in sharp contrast to her startling outfit. He’d never |
seen this one before. The polished cloth tunic seemed to)
be made of liquid silver, falling in soft, reflective folds s
that caught the light in a hundred places, casting off tiny
flashing signals as she moved. Her hat was flat on top, .
creating a mirror image of his ready room when she bent |
her head.
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Picard folded his hands in his lap, leaning back in his
chair. “Do you know anything about the Sli, Guinan?”

“Nothing that you want to hear right now.”

He raised a brow. “Perhaps you’ll let me be the judge
of that.”

Guinan smiled. “Fine. It’s no use trying to reason
with the Sli. You may discover what their language is, but
that doesn’t mean you’ll be able to communicate with
them.”

“Come now, Guinan! Don’t tell me you doubt their
sentience? You sound like Worf.”

“Worf is a warrior. He may have a point in this case.
Sometimes life-forms can be so alien that their sentience
is no longer the question. Understanding is the key.”

“I agree with that.” Picard pushed back his chair,
standing up and pacing back toward the window. “I’ve
been thinking of a purely human metaphor, but it seems
apropos. You know Cyrano de Bergerac?”

“The French play? Yes.”

“Well, Cyrano didn’t know the meaning of mod-
eration—apparently just like the Sli. One physical at-
tribute was of excessive proportion, and he made it a
point to make every aspect of his life of equally heroic
measure.” Picard lifted one hand high in emphasis. “He
threw away a year’s pay on one grand gesture. He loved a
woman for fifteen years, and never breathed a word of his
heart. It was all or nothing with Cyrano.”

“As I also recall,” Guinan put in dryly, “Cyrano
challenged an entire theater of people to a duel and
sought out a fight with a hundred men at a time, dragging
a friend along with him.”

Picard stopped his pacing. “I’'m not defending the Sli.
I have reports here from Data, Dr. Crusher, and Coun-
selor Troi that prove the Sli are a much more subtle
danger than we first believed.”

“You’re right about that. As I said, you’re incapable of
understanding them.”
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He frowned down at her. “You must have reason to
believe this. Have you encountered the Sli before?”

“Not these creatures specifically.” She folded herr
hands in her lap. “But I feel their emanations and I cam:
recognize the chaos inherent in them.”

Picard returned to his desk, thoughtfully exammmg
her expression. “Guinan, is it possible that you’re beings
affected by the Sli as well?”

“I'm not,” she said flatly. “But you won’t know that!
until they leave or the crew destroys the ship.”

He slowly sat down, resting his chin in his hand. Hee
was in a quandary. He had learned to implicitly trustt
Guinan, yet this time her opinion might be swayed by thes
emanations of the Sli. He had no way to be sure.

“I have orders to establish a dialogue with the Sli. Weﬂ
can’t just leave—

The computer chimed, interrupting him, then Worf’ss
voice announced, “Incoming message from Lessenar, sir.
Council Head Wiccy.”

Picard grimaced at Guinan. “Then there’s our missiona
to aid the planet. Those people are in dire need.” Hee
glanced up briefly. “In here, Mr. Worf.”

He swiveled the monitor to face him, not at all eager tos
talk to the council head.

The image was badly broken up, but Worf had man-»
aged to improve the audio. “Captain Picard, why aren’t!
you doing anything to help us?” Wiccy demanded with-i
out a greeting. He sounded desperate.

Picard blinked. “Medical aid and relief supplies haver
been delivered to your people. Do you require addi-i
tional—”

“We need you! We need your people down here now./.
Something must be done quickly!”

Picard held up one hand. “A full complement of ship’s
scientists are currently investigating your situation. Wed
require the facilities of the Enterprise to analyze possible
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solutions. To send researchers down to you would slow
progress considerably.”

“You don’t understand. The populace is seriously
distressed. At least send Riker down for the reception.”

“I’m sure my first officer has informed you of our own
problems. As soon as we have this matter under control,
we will devote our undivided attention to Lessenar. As of
this moment, however, we are unable to do that.”

“That is not acceptable! Your arrival has been an-
nounced. People are expecting results. Perhaps you
should take over for Commander Riker.”

Picard took a deep breath. “Commander Riker is more
than capable of directing this mission, Council Head. I
assure you that his performance has nothing to do with
the current delay.”

“Maybe I should contact the Federation council . . .”
Wiccy trailed off, as if talking to himself.

Picard repeated patiently, “The relief supplies we’ve
delivered will prevent starvation for the present, and
medical aid is being dispensed.”

“Who cares about that in the cities? I’'m talking about
showing yourselves. People are doubting you’ll be able to
do anything.” '

Picard firmly pushed down a surge of disdain. That
was not a diplomatic response. But he had to say, “I'm
sure delaying diplomatic exchanges for a few days won’t
make that much difference.”

“A few days! There’s talk of recalling the council!”
Wiccy exclaimed, as if that explained it all. “We can’t
wait a few days! We need to give our people a sign that
help is coming.”

Picard glanced over at Guinan. She was smiling just

ightly.

He paused to consider his words. He wanted to make

ure he was perfectly clear. “Perhaps in the way you
an it, help is not on the way.”
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“What?” Wiccy was swaying back and forth, so agi
tated that he strayed out of the frame of the viewer:
“Why do you think we called the Federation?”

“We have gladly provided relief supplies, and once ous
situation is stabilized, we can repair the damage to youy
atmosphere.” He paused. “But we are not here to be use
as political capital.”

“Captain Picard! You have to do something!”

“Picard out.” He reached over and clicked off thm
transmission.

Guinan finally broke the silence. “Are you sure you e
not being affected by the Sli, Picard?”

“Me? Why do you say that?” |

She lifted up a fold of her tunic, sending out a shlmmeq
of light. “Don’t you think you were a little high-handes
with that poor council head?”

“High-handed!” Picard scoffed. “What, that? You
heard the man, Guinan. He’s concerned solely about hii
political future, not taking care of his people.”

Innocently she asked, “How far will you go to helj
them?”

Picard drummed his fingers on his desk. “What ar
you saying, Guinan?”

She leaned forward. “It’s practically a crime the wa
the Lessenarians have treated their planet. Sort of t
same way the Sli have behaved toward us. The Sli an
incompatible with logic-based, humanoid life-forms,
they have the upper hand because they can influence ous
reactions. That makes them more than disruptive—i4
makes them deadly.”

Picard sat back, grim. “Once we have the communi
tion problem solved, it’s likely we’ll be able to reacl
some sort of understanding with the SH.”

Guinan stood up to go, smoothing her mirrored tunics
Picard could see a reflection of himself in the cloth.

“Don’t count on it, Picard. By sentient standards, t
Sli are insane. They have no self-imposed limits. It
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deliberate indulgence at the expense of everything and
everyone else.” She nodded to him silently before she
turned and left the ready room.

Picard leaned back in his chair, thinking of emotional
provocation, the Lessenarians, and a Frenchman who
had thrown away all self-imposed limits in order to prove
he was much more than he looked.

Picard tapped his comm badge. “Lieutenant Worf, go
to yellow alert.”

“Aye, sir!”

Just as the yellow lights began flashing, Picard’s com-
municator signaled a call.

“Captain Picard! This is Counselor Troi.”

He quickly glanced up. “Yes, Counselor.”

“Please come to Shuttlebay 3, sir. The communication
program is complete.”

When Captain Picard arrived at Shuttlebay 3, Deanna
was silently wringing her hands.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she told him before he could ask.
“The Sli aren’t listening anymore.”

“I don’t understand.” He glanced through the window
of the control booth. The two security guards were
staring straight ahead. “What about the new translation
program?”

- “It’s working, sir. But the Sli are only in listening mode
during the intervals of stronger emanations.” Deanna
also turned to the window.

.~ The Sl were still in the close diamond formation
they’d held for the past two days, drifting slowly through
the orange gas. Their colors were a dark, muddled blend
of maroon, indigo, and plum, with an opalescent glow
that made them more opaque than Deanna had ever
seen.

“According to computer tracking of the activity
among the crew,” Deanna told the captain, “the emana-
tions are strongest when we are being most affected —
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that’s when the Sli are open to communicating with us.;
Their emanations become a running echo, picking ups
new feelings and enhancing them, then dropping themn
for something else. To them, it makes sense. Their neural!
synapses are moving faster than ours, and I know their:
emotional response is a thousand times more developed
than our own.”

Picard nodded. “Are we only being affected duringg
these intervals?”

“Unfortunately, no. But it’s easier to resist the mor
random emanations when they aren’t trying to commu-
nicate.”

“I'm sure this caused confusion as far as translation
goes. Could it be that the Sli are not as nonsensical as
everyone believes?”’

“I believe that’s possible, sir.” She tried to keep her
enthusiasm under control, knowing the captain would
give less weight to her report if her judgment seeme
swayed. “They’re doing what comes naturally to them
which seems disjointed when we pick up only one thin
slice of it through the translators. After all, look at their
frame of reference. The Sli live in the flows and eddies of;
a gas giant. They sail for thousands of miles, letting
emotions flow through them like the wind, carried from
one to the next. The emotions are subtly altered and
echoed along the way, but they always continue.”

“If that’s true, then the interconnecting reactions
could extend to millions of Sli,”” Picard said.

“Yes. Entire planets could be encompassed.” She tilted
her head, gesturing fluidly with one hand. “Think how
strange it must be for them to feel our crude reactions to
one another’s emotions. None of us are coordinated
together like they are, and few of us are even fully aware
of our own emotional swings. Not only that—there’s an#
end to infinity for them in the shuttlebay. It’s all sharpy
corners and straight lines.”
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“I thought they didn’t have eyes,” Picard commented.
He seemed unduly suspicious.

“The computer analysis indicates that their skin itself
is a sensory organ—absorbing both visual and emotional
waves. The translator is now programmed to flash colors
to the Sli to help them understand what our intentions
are. It’s already started. See the pink lights?”’ She pointed
to a triple row of incandescent lights that were attached
to the top of the window. “The computer decoded the
colors that the Sli display with the translation of their
thoughts. The program now judges the emotional intent
of what I say and flashes the corresponding colors.
Apparently the lighter the tones, the more contemplative
and nonaggressive the emotion is. The darker it is, the
more desire comes in, and what we would call greed. So
pink, for instance, is a sympathizing emotion, while red
seems to deal more with shame or guilt. A lime color is
melancholy, while dark green is close to despair.”

“Fascinating,” Picard murmured, examining the Sli
with a new interest. ““The Sli are almost black right now.”

“Apparently they want something very badly. See, the
dominant color right now is that slate gray. The comput-
er identifies that with pride, since it is a strange combina-
tion of reflection and greed. That seems logical enough,

- doesn’t it?”

“Have you been able to find out what they want?”

' “Here, look at this.” Deanna reran the dialogue she
' had tried to establish. From the Sli’s side, it was again
' seemingly random words and phrases strung together.
This time, however, the tone was defensive—words like
“no” and “‘stop” and the repetition of words like “pro-
tect” and “‘guilt” until it almost seemed as if they were
frustrated. Deanna had asked, “Stop what?” And while
the Sli hadn’t responded directly, there had followed a
dozen repeats of “protect,” and then “Why is this?”

“I tried,” she told Picard. “I wanted to let them know
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that we don’t mean them any harm. But I still don’t knows
if they’re picking up the emotions of the assassin, or if!
they’re just frightened out of their wits.”

“Will the lights be enough to convey our message of
goodwill?”

“There’s no possible way to replicate emotional wavess
except naturally. And while I can feel them anywhere ona
the ship, I can’t be sure they’re listening unless 'm veryy
close. Only when they’re open will I be able to direct aa
precise emotional message back.”

“How long before the next interval?”

She queried the computer, which took a few moments...
“The average is once every twenty-six minutes. But that:
ranges from intervals of sixty seconds up to one stretchi
that was four hours long without any attempts at com--
munication. Some intervals last only seconds. I felt onee
of those during this very conversation, but it was overs
before I could react.”

“Are you the only one qualified to send this emotives
message?”’

“Iam the only one who has been trained to control andd
direct my emotions. The colors are just a reflection of thec|
feelings without the nuances.”

“So you’d have to spend a good deal of time with thec
Sli, which could be detrimental to your judgment.” "
Deanna prepared herself, ready to have to try to con-i
vince him, but the captain surprised her by hghtly;l
shruggmg “Very well, then. Spend as much time as youu|
have to.”

“Th-Thank you, sir,” she managed, feeling as if she’d
somehow gotten turned around.

“Perhaps you should change your outfit,” Picard
added.

Deanna quickly looked down at herself. She was
wearing a plum-colored jumper—nothing unusual about
it. “Sir?”

190



SINS OF COMMISSION

“The color is rather dark, you know,” he told her. “I
bet our two security guards have contributed more to our
appearance of aggression with their red and black uni-
forms than the presence of a murderer on board.”

“I didn’t even think of that, sir.”

“I know,” he said, seeming to relish her reaction. He
motioned to the guards. “Go change into something
that’s a lighter color. Tell them what would be best,
Counselor.”

“Aye, sir,” she told him, blinking a little faster.

He started for the door. “And send me a copy of that
report. Colors corresponding with emotions . . . I'd cer-
ainly like to see that.”

“Aye, sir,” she repeated faintly.

Picard was halfway back to the bridge when Mon
Hartog paged him, requesting that he come to his
juarters immediately. Picard suppressed a sigh and
icknowledged.

When he got there, the Ferengi didn’t even wait for the
Joor to close behind him before he drawled out, “Soooo,
he mighty Enterprise could not do what a single Ferengi
nanages in one morning.”

“What is it, Hartog?” Picard demanded flatly.

- “Oh, you should be nicer to me, Pi-card.” Hartog’s

;vords slipped one over the other, sly and knowing. “It

an almost be considered criminal neglect, the way

rou’ve run this investigation.”

I can assure you, my security chief is handling the
vestigation more than adequately.”

E“Your security chief has purple blood, Captain!”
artog emphasized each word. “You put a Klingon in

}‘harge of discovering who murdered a Sli. Of course a

tlingon wouldn’t care who killed a Sli—a Klingon
ould be happy to see any number of Sli die.”

Picard took one step forward, feeling his temper rise
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sharply. “Do you have a specific allegation to makes
Because if you don’t, Mon Hartog, you will refrain frons
slandering my crew.”

*“Specific? Here’s specific, Picard. Why was everyons
on board the Prospector investigated—including me!—-
except for one man?” Hartog made a show of licking his
lips, his hands moving in small rubbing motions againss
each other. “Who is it, you may ask? None other than ous
friend and partner—Captain Walch.”

Picard deliberately showed no reaction. “Are you
certain the captain wasn’t included in the backgroune
checks?”

“Perhaps he was—1I find it strange myself to think hs
could have been left out. But this information waa
obviously meant to be kept hidden.”

“What information?” Picard insisted. .

Hartog met his eyes quite firmly. “It seems Captaili
Walch had a younger brother serving on board
Crockett when it was destroyed. And considering how
Starfleet blames the Sli for that, I'd say we’ve found t
perfect motive.”

“How do you know this?” It seemed unlikely t
Hartog could discover something his crew had over
looked.

“It was in your own data banks—oh, I had to m
some pretty peculiar links to, ah, ‘dig it up,” as you sa
Apparently Walch’s brother used his mother’s surname
and had been born on Talont Colony, while Captaii
Walch was born on Setti Alpha III. But the information
1s there, crystal clear. Your security chief”—Hart
sneered out the title—*“apparently isn’t capable of doi
a simple background check on his old friend. Or perhap
it was more than that.”

“What are you suggesting?” Picard asked, his t
warning.

Hartog shrugged one shoulder, slyly tilting his head t
one side. “Oh, not much, not much. But perhaps, jus:
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perhaps, your Mr. Worf knew about Walch’s brother and
decided to protect his old friend who killed the Sli.
Perhaps, just perhaps, he even helped his old friend—
after all, who better to deceive the Enterprise sensors
than your own security chief?”

“You are mistaken, Hartog. Mr. Worf would not aid an
assassination attempt.”

“Sometimes instinct wins out. Klingons will be
Klingons at times.”

Picard shifted, suddenly remembering how Worf had
killed Duras, K’Ehleyr’s murderer, in a cold-blooded
rage. But the Klingons hadn’t protested because it had
been done in complete accordance with tradition.

“No,” he told Hartog. “An anonymous missile is not
the Klingon method of assassination. Honor would
dictate they do it openly, letting the victim know who
struck the killing blow.”

Hartog raised his chin, grinning smugly. “Yes, if a
Klingon was assassinating a sentient life-form, he would
do it that way. But Klingons believe the Sli are less than
animals. Killing a Sli would be considered extermination
by them. That wouldn’t limit them quite so strictly by
dictates of honor.”

Picard couldn’t deny that, and it bothered him. Still,
ne didn’t believe Worf had anything to do with this—
sxcept perhaps for negligence while performing his in-
vestigation. Even that was a strong allegation that would
aave to be dealt with.
| “Thank you for this information, Mon Hartog. I'll talk
‘0 Lieutenant Worf—"

“Please, Captain Picard! You don’t tip off a suspect so

€ has a chance to cover his tracks. Investigate him first,
then talk to him.” Hartog’s tone became amazingly cold.
]‘If you don’t treat your security chief in the same way
/ou’d treat any suspect, I'll have to assume this entire
ituation is a Starfleet cover-up and will immediately

e the matter before the Federation Council.”
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Picard’s lips hardly moved. “Very well.”

“And that starliner captain— Walch. He’s the murder:
er. He came to me, you know. He was planning this righ
from the start. He has that shifty look to his eyes—"

“Please, Hartog!” Picard held up a hand. “Don’t star:
making assumptions. This is an investigation, not a triall
I’ll turn the information over to my second officer:
Lieutenant Commander Data. He’s been unaffected by
the Sli’s presence and is the best choice for an unbiase
opinion on this matter. Will that satisfy you?”

“The android? Certainly,” Hartog agreed, making sofi
snickering noises, almost gloating. He made a movemen
toward the door, as if he was done and now expectec:
Picard to go.

Picard stayed where he was, crossing his arms ane
gazing down at the Ferengi. “One other thing, Mo
Hartog. This is a closed investigation. You will not repeas
what we’ve discussed here to anyone. Do you under-r
stand?”

“Me? Talk?” He flapped his hand dismissively to OD(H
side. “I never talk.”

“I see. I believe otherwise. In this matter, I will knovu]
you discussed this if anyone else finds out about it.’.
Picard started for the door, feehng as if the wholél
interview had been conducted in tainted air.

\
:
:
I
:
|
|
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Chapter Eighteen

i
i
LiEUTENANT CHRYSO DUCKED into her quarters as if she
were being chased. She hugged the wall, breathing deep-
ly, as the door slid shut. She knew she was overreacting,
but she couldn’t help it. She needed to get away from the
bridge, away from the constant requests for updates from
‘Commander Riker. She’d just given him her team’s first
summation, and he was after her for the results of the
second round of inquiry. Didn’t he know she was
working as fast as she could? She hadn’t been able to
make him understand how delicate this analysis was.
" Why, just an hour ago, she had caught an incorrect
calibration estimation by Ensign Puckee. The measure-
ment was off by three degrees, but during the simulations
’of theoretical solutions, even a small variation could
an a drastic difference in the outcome.
She shuddered to think what else had slipped by her,
and was tempted to order a complete review of the
ent calculations. Remembering the sight of all those
ick and dying people huddled on the ground was a goad
0 greater caution. One mistake on her part would doom
them forever. The ecology hovered on the brink of no
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return at this moment, and it would take very little to:
completely devastate it. Those people who didn’t die:
in the last convulsions of their world would eventuallyy
end up as homeless, reluctant colonists on another:
planet, under a vastly different culture. The essence:
of life as it had developed on Lessenar would be extin-.
guished.

She blamed the Sli for interfering with her work. If a
mistake was made, it would be entirely due to their:
disruptive influence. Much as she revered life, what weres
four beings placed against the survival of an entires
world? She would tell no one her secret belief, but shee
envied Worf his ability to bluntly state that the Sli should:
be sacrificed for the safety of the ship and planet.

Still breathing shallowly, she walked toward her view--
port. Lessenar slowly turned below. Circling it like as
doomsday machine, the Tampanium silently mocked alll
of her efforts to save the planet.

Data walked into Ten-Forward, glancing at the scat--
tered patrons who were mostly positioned near the larges
viewport. Then he saw Geordi.

La Forge was slumped in his chair at a table in the fars
corner, with his back to the planet. He was running hiss
fingers slowly over his forehead as he absently stared ati
the iridescent synthehol in his glass, tilting it first ones
way, then the other, as if he couldn’t take his eyes froms
the rippling patterns.

Data quickly crossed the floor to his side. “How ares
you feeling, Geordi?” he asked courteously. He re-»
mained standing beside his friend’s table, waiting to bex
asked before he joined him. |

“What? Oh, it’s you, Data.” Geordi relaxed back in hiss
seat again. ““I suppose you came to tell me I’m relieved of !
duty. I don’t blame the captain after I walked out of thex
meeting like that.” 1

“You are mistaken.” Data paused for a second, buti
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5eordi didn’t seem to understand. “It was not deemed
secessary to relieve you of duty.”
“No? Really? Maybe I should get back to Engineering
n.” But Geordi stayed seated, fixing his eyes on his
s again.
“If you wish,” Data told him politely. When Geordi
hdn t say anything, he asked, “May I sit down?”
| Geordi nodded, sighing and pushing himself up a
ittle. “Sure. But I don’t know why you’d want to, Data. I
tmow it’s the Sli and I'm trying to fight it, but I’m Rot
‘xactly the nicest person to be around right now.’
. Data sat down, his movements precise. The soft light-
hg cast shadows around them, isolating them from the
st of the room. “I do not mind.”
' Geordi let out a soft sigh of irritation. ““You wouldn’t.”
| Data had to analyze that comment. “Ah, you intended
hat sarcastically, did you not?”
. “Data, if you’ve got something to say, then say it.”
seordi’s tone was warning. “Otherwise, I'd rather be
lone right now.”
Imperturbable, Data said, “I wish to offer my assist-
lnce on erecting a forcefield around the Sli.”
“Go to it. You don’t need my help.” Geordi held up his
s, as if toasting Data. “I gave it my best shot, but it
vasn’t good enough. Not that I see anyone else doing
mything. Counselor Troi just sits there staring at them,
'nd Worf’s got enough security guards standing around
,[—like he expects those giant squid to walk right out and
tart attacking people. Nope—nobody else is doing
nything, but I bust myself and just get grief for it.”
Qﬁ“Nevertheless,” Data said, “I would appreciate your
lp.’,
| “Not this time. Not unless the captain orders it,”
ordi said, briefly meeting Data’s eyes as he glanced
. The light from the wall lamp above him caught on the
bars of his VISOR. “You’re on your own, Data. Go
‘n—save the day. That’s your specialty, isn’t it?”
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“Geordi, I do not understand your current attitude.:
Data had never seen his friend like this before. Bus
before he could determine his next course of actioms
Guinan appeared beside their table. She was wearing:
remarkable reflective fabric of Sabratic origin.

“Would you like anything, Mr. Data?” she asked, hes
hands clasped in front of her.

“No, Data’s leaving,” Geordi answered for him.

Data tilted his head. “I am?”

“Yes.” Geordi turned to stare at the wall next to him:
slumping down farther in his seat.

Guinan shrugged, briefly meeting Data’s eyes. “No«
exactly sociable. But at the very least, Geordi’s the ons
human in here who’s not fixated on that planet.”

Geordi suddenly shifted uneasily. “It hurts.”

Guinan smiled. “I knew you were an unusually sencs:i
tive person. It’s only when we look beyond appearan
that we truly see.”

“Guinan, it hurts my head.” Geordi tapped his VI
SOR with an exaggerated gesture. “This stupid thi
makes me dizzy every time I look at the planet. I alm
fell over walking across the room, and I’d like to not hav
to do it again right now. So if you’d both just leave
alone, I'll be fine.”

Data raised one brow at Guinan. “The Sli are affecti
Geordi in 2 most unusual manner.”

Geordi let out his breath, a loud hint. “Will you ju
get out—"

“Commander Data, this is the captain.”

Data glanced away from Geordi without hesitati
replying, ““Data, here.”

“Report to my ready room, please.”

“Aye, sir.” He rose to his feet, switching effortlessl
from the matter at hand.

“Deus ex machina,” Geordi muttered under hi
breath.
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Guinan shot Geordi an amused look as she gently
drew Data away. When they were out of earshot, she told
Data, “I always knew Geordi wasn’t merely stoical.
Apparently your friend there not only endures his frus-
trations, but he controls them, channeling them into a
productive goal. I suppose that’s how he’s come so far for
one so young.”

“Are you saying Geordi’s behavior is the result of his
irritation, and normally would not be expressed in a
direct manner?”

“Isn’t that what the Sli do?”” She gazed fondly back at
their friend. “Geordi’s situation is unique, not only in
the way he sees but because his VISOR gives him so
much pain. But you never hear him complain. You’ve
experienced difficulties yourself, Data, in being different
from everyone else. Who better than you can understand
how Geordi feels?”

“But I cannot,” Data responded literally. “I can only
consider emotions from an abstract position. I cannot
apply them to myself.”

“I don’t believe that.” Guinan shook her head at him.
She seemed to be hiding something, but that wasn’t
unusual.

Data filed the contradiction for later consideration.
“Nevertheless, it was my understanding that Geordi’s
condition would stabilize between the intervals of
stronger emanations.”

“Well, resentment’s like that,” Guinan said. “It feeds
on itself. Right now Geordi’s probably upset because he
was rude to both of us—not because of anything the Sli
are doing.”

“I see. The emotional swings themselves perpetuate
his condition.”

Guinan pressed her lips together, nodding. “It’s
Geordi’s way to accept things as they are, but that takes a
certain mental effort. The Sli tap that very irritation he’s
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trymg to transform, causing it to surface again and
wiping out all his efforts. Eventually the Sli stop, but then
he’s left trying to endure the results of his own actions.
There is a timeless beauty in a struggle such as his.”

Data glanced back at his friend, fully aware that the
captain was waiting for him. “I will return as soon as
possible to speak with Geordi again.”

“You do that,” Guinan told him. “I’m sure he’ll be
here.”

Captain Picard gave Data the information on Captain
Walch that Mon Hartog had uncovered, then he left the
android to his station at Ops to verify the data.

Worf stood at Tactical, so when Data finally notified
the captain that he had completed his research, Picard
asked him to come into his ready room.

He looked up from Riker’s report on the first summa-
tion of the scientific investigation as Data came to stand
in front of his desk.

“Well, Mr. Data?”

“Mon Hartog’s information is essentially correct, sir,”
Data informed him. “Worf cross-checked the passengers
and crew for possible motives against both the Sli and
Captain Jacob Walch. He neglected to determine if there
was a direct connection between the Sli and Captain
Walch.”

“I see,” Picard said, nodding. “Worf considered both
of them the most likely targets, not suspects.”

“It would seem so, sir.” Data sounded so regretfuily
polite that Picard had a hard time believing the android
didn’t truly feel bad. “However, Captain Walch did
indeed have a younger brother, Ensign Benjamin Marley,
serving on board the Crockett at the time of its destruc-
tion.”

“Worf!” Picard said under his breath, shaking his
head.
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~ “In addition, according to their own statements, Cap-
tain Walch instigated the arrangement which led to the
i Sli performing on board the Prospector. When Mon
' Hartog subsequently demanded a higher percentage of
the gross, Captain Walch agreed to the proposed changes
' in a revised contract.”
. “Hum, that doesn’t look too good. But it’s circumstan-
' tial evidence at best.”
. “Agreed, sir. However, there are additional correla-
' tions involving Lieutenant Worf.”
“Such as?” Picard braced himself.

“Almost simultaneous to the agreement made between
vMon Hartog and Captain Walch, Worf began receiving
' subspace messages from Earth on the Prospector relay
code. He has received six such calls during the past year.

' In addition, the Prospector’s computer was instructed to
 give Captain Walch continuous updates on the location
of the Enterprise when it was in this quadrant.”
e‘ “Perhaps Worf and Captain Walch are closer friends
than we realized.”
“Perhaps,” Data conceded. “Yet, if you remember,
' Captain Walch expressed surprise when he first noticed
- Worf on the bridge, whiie the log indicates he had been
informed that the Enterprise was in this star system.
. Indeed, shortly after the computer notified him as to our
location, Captain Walch ordered the Prospector to pro-
' ceed directly to Lessenar, bypassing both the Organi III
comet and the Bolton shell star, which are usually
included in the ship’s tour.”
. “I don’t like the sound of this.” Picard tapped his
fingers against the edge of his desk. “Many would agree
| with Hartog that there are too many connections be-
| tween the two men to simply pass the situation off as
| coincidence.”
' “Sir, the subspace messages are still stored in the
| computer’s encryption/decryption data banks. The con-
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tents of the messages can be retrieved through Ops wi
your clearance, bypassing Security.”

Picard looked up quickly, not liking the implications
of that. “I won’t jump to conclusions based solely
these facts, Mr. Data. First I'm going to have Counselor
Troi probe Captain Walch—as he should have be
during the investigation.”
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E Chapter Ninefeen

]
f
. CounseLoR TROI ACKNOWLEDGED a message from sickbay
t informing her that Simon Tarses was awake and capable
' of talking to her. She told the two security guards—now
. wearing jumpers in the creamiest yellow and orange

tones she could get from the replicator—where she was

going and asked them to alert her if the new indicator
 light on the translator came on.

The captain’s call caught her almost at the door of
sickbay. She paused in an alcove to acknowledge it. “Yes,

' sir?”

“I’d like you to probe Captain Walch in relation to the
Sli, Counselor. I’ve sent the pertinent data to the termi-
nal in your office. I know I don’t have to remind you to
keep this confidential.”

~ “Aye, sir.” She hesitated. “I was just on my way to
| speak with Simon Tarses. I believe Mon Hartog was lying
| about what happened in his room, and I’d like to confirm
' that.”

There was a pause, then the captain said, “Very well, it
| could be useful information. But I want your opinion on

| Captain Walch as soon as you can get to it.”
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“I won’t be long with this,” Deanna agreed.

“Picard out.”

Deanna ordered her thoughts, wondering why the:
captain had developed a sudden interest in probing
Captain Walch. He couldn’t believe Walch had damaged:
his own ship. She distinctly remembered his deep:
anguish when he beamed aboard yesterday, the last
evacuee to arrive. He had been carrying a silver cylinder
with his ship’s logs and registration documents under:
one arm, and he had clutched it tightly to his chest thes
entire time she had spoken to him. She hadn’t seen him:
since.

She slowly made her way past the occupied beds.
Injuries were increasing in frequency as more of the crews
became disoriented by the emotional pull of the Sli..
Most of the incidents were accidental, yet there had been:
a disturbing number of fights as well, even under yellows
alert. The problem was, there was no way to forces
nonessential personnel to stay in their quarters whiles
discipline was eroding throughout the entire ship. Shes
had argued with Worf, and finally made it an order, that!
crew members be allowed to go wherever they felt thes
most comfortable. Geordi was a good example. Guinan:
had told her he’d been in Ten-Forward all day, and hes
wasn’t likely to move anytime soon.

Deanna stopped to speak to the closest patient. She felt!
guilty, as if she should be in sickbay helping these crews
members instead of waiting in the shuttlebay for the Sli|
to communicate. Many of these people were sufferinge
emotional traumas that, if properly guided, could serves
as breakthroughs in their personal lives. She couldn’t!
help lingering with each person, listening, feeling theirs
special turmoil and giving them a word or two of advicer
on which attitude would be most positive in their current !
state of mind. Her empathic senses felt heightened to as
degree she’d never experienced before, and she could!
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almost detect the source of the problem in each person
before he or she spoke.

Then she saw Alyssa, Beverly’s most trusted nurse.
The dark-haired woman was leaning over a man, his
hand clasped in hers as she looked down into his eyes.
She seemed to challenge him, and as Deanna opened her
senses, she felt the man relax under Alyssa’s gaze,
nodding up at the slender nurse as if in acceptance.

She straightened and looked directly at Deanna, her
| dark, slanted eyes more than eloquent. Then she smiled
' briefly, and went to the next bed.

Deanna swallowed, and behind her, Beverly said, “I
don’t know what I would have done without Alyssa.
She’s become a tigress, protecting everyone as if they
were her own children. I never knew she had it in her.”
| “I’m glad they’re in such good hands,” Deanna said.
' “Well, you're here to talk to Tarses, aren’t you?”
Beverly said briskly. “I'm giad. He’s in a state of com-
plete self-absorption. Worf got to him before I could,
wanting to bring Mon Hartog up on charges, but Tarses
wouldn’t speak to him. After that, I tried, but I couldn’t
seem to get through.”

. Deanna drew in her breath. Trust Worf to try to bully
[ his way through the man. Poor Simon. “Where is he?”
. “In here,” the doctor said, leading her toward a small,
'. isolated room. As she gestured Deanna in, she com-
' mented with a slight raise of a brow, “Um . . . unusual
. color for you, Deanna. A little young, but I like it.”
The doctor turned and was already striding off before
1 Deanna could explain the reason for her light pink dress.
It was a color she usually avoided—as pink as the pale
blush enamel on the inside of a seashell. To the Sli, she
would be sending a message of sympathy. Beverly proba-
bly thought it was frivolous in such a strained situation.
But then Beverly herself had certainly been acting on the
silly side ever since the Sli had arrived. Deanna thought
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that was a rather telling quality to be released by the Sli,:
and she reminded herself to point that out to the doctor
once everything was back under control again.

Still, she was glad Beverly hadn’t mentioned thes
rose-colored ribbons she’d put in her hair. It had seemed:
like the dress needed something extra, but now she:
wondered if it was too much.

Deanna abruptly shook herself —what was she doing?"
Simon Tarses was suffering in there, and all she could:
think about was her hair?

She grimly fought to get hold of herself, pressing down
on the Sli-induced euphoria. After a few deep breaths;;
she felt more under control. Whenever her shields:
slipped, their emanations crashed in on her before she:
realized it.

Straightening her shoulders, she marched inside the:
dimly lit nook.

Tarses was sitting up in bed, staring off to one side. A}
silver embossed blanket covered his legs, and the medicaly
readout glowed softly on the wall. He didn’t move as shes
approached him.

“Simon?” she said softly. “It’s me, Deanna Troi. Hows
are you feeling?”

He stirred slightly, but he didn’t look at her.

“Simon, don’t hide yourself away from me. I want tox
talk to you.” Beverly was right. Simon had withdrawn tos
a dangerous degree. She wondered what Worf had said tou
him. The last thing Simon needed was a verbal attackl
from the Klingon.

Deanna slowly reached out and let her fingers traill
along the faint line of the sealed cut on the side of his#
head. He flinched, but she maintained contact. Her voice ¢
was low. “Dr. Crusher did a good job. You can hardly see ¢
any marks.”

Tarses drew a deep breath, but he finally looked up at
her.
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“Mon Hartog tried to tell me what happened, but I
don’t believe him.” She wanted to reassure those fright-
ened eyes. No one should ever be that hurt and alone.
“Tell me, Simon, why did you insist on going there?”

“I had t-to know if I was . ..” He trailed off, glumly
staring down at his hands.

“You still thought you were a suspect? But you weren’t
—Worf and I told you that.”

He shrugged, unable to meet her eyes. “After I crashed
the bridge, I thought you might.”

“I wondered if that was why you went to Hartog,”
Deanna said, mostly to herself. “But what happened?
Hartog pulled his knife; we know that much. Why?”

“H-He wanted me to give him information. In ex-
change, he wouldn’t tell y-you I came to him.”

“What information did he want?” Deanna asked ea-
gerly, certain this would be the answer they were looking
for.

“He asked me if you knew what caused the explosion.
I—I refused to help him.”

“Did he say anything else?”

“No. Nothing. Honestly,” he said in a stronger voice,

seeing her draw back. “I didn’t tell him anything. He
called me a R-Romulan. When I said no, he got hold of
| his knife to threaten me.”
With difficulty, Deanna swallowed her disappoint-
| ment. She would have liked to have more detailed
information as to what Hartog was looking for. “How did
he manage to cut you?”

Simon twisted his hands together, his jaw clenching.
After a couple seconds, he shook his head, unable to
speak.

“Simon,” she breathed, hearing the tremor in her own
voice. “You didn’t cut yourself, did you?”

He briefly met her eyes, understanding flashing be-
tween them.
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“Oh, no.” Deanna wanted to cry. Hartog’s awful story
had been true. The Ferengi hadn’t been lying. “Simon.
Why?”

“I couldn’t stand it anymore!” he burst out. “I don’t
want to be Romulan. I thought if my ears weren’t like
this, maybe no one would know. They wouldn’t think I
was a traitor by just looking at me. Maybe then I could
have a normal life—"

“Your ears aren’t your problem,” Deanna protested.
Her temples throbbed, the effect of his intense turmoil.
“Even if you had them surgically altered, you’d still be
who you are. That’s what you have to come to terms :
with.”

Simon blinked rapidly, clenching his hands into fists as
he deliberately broke away from her eyes. “Lying here :
like this—I can see that! But I don’t want to be anything .
like a Romulan.”

Deanna thought of the Romulans she had encoun-
tered. They were all so cold and sure of themselves.
“Simon, calm down. Let’s look at this from the other
side. In what ways do you think you are like a Romulan?”

“I—1I lied on my Starfleet application. And I manipu-
late things. Even this,” he said, with a brutal gesture to
his healed ear. “I guess I was trying to hide what I am.”

“That’s just the way you are, Simon. It’s not Romulan |
and it’s not human. It’s you.”

“I know that. I do now, I think. But it was like a fit of |
madness came on me—Ilike some sort of instinctive *
cunning. I kept trying to push it away as if it weren’t |
really me thinking those thoughts or doing those things.”

Deanna nodded, understanding his withdrawal.
“That’s why you didn’t tell Worf that you cut yourself.” |

“I couldn’t admit that to him.” Simon shook his head !
at himself, pushing the blanket off his legs. “Just the *
thought of telling him paralyzed me. But ever since he
was here, I’ve been thinking and thinking about it, going !
over it in my mind. I keep fighting what [ am—and look
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' what happened! I got so crazy that I drew a knife across

- my ear.”

“Someday you’ll have to stop denying who you are.”

He squarely met her gaze. “It has to be now. I have no
place else to go. I can’t keep ignoring these impulses I
have. If I can just accept it, then maybe my Romulan part
. will only be one quarter of what I am instead of
controlling my life like it does now. It can’t get any worse
than this.”

His words danced in her ears, making a connection

' that she hadn’t seen before. Deanna slowly sat down on

F

the edge of the bed. “I’ve been telhng everyone to resist
- these feelings the Sli bring out.”

“I’ve been resisting them for a year. It hasn’t done me
any good.”

“No, it hasn’t,” she agreed.

“I still don’t feel so great right now,” Simon told her
honestly. “But I’'m not desperate anymore. And I think I
understand what’s been happening.”

“That’s all you need,” Deanna agreed, wondering—
could it be true? She’d been resisting the Sli, too, despite
her instinct to let herself go with the emotional waves.
She had suspected that instinct—believing it was a
consequence of her unleashed sensuality. But what if that

- was the key to lessening the effects of the Sli? Simon

f

h'

it ol . —

certainly seemed calmer now that he was facing his
problem and acknowiedging it.

Yet her judgment was not to be trusted right now. She
hated to admit it, but she’d been terribly wrong about
Mon Hartog. She had been sure he was lying, and hadn’t
considered the possibility that Simon had actually hurt
himself. But of course, hearing what he had to say, now it
made sense.

She managed a smile for him. “There’s a lot to admire
about Romulans, Simon. To be shrewd is not entirely
bad—and it may have actually helped you with this very
problem.”
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His eyes widened as he considered that, and a new
resolve brightened his face. “You think s0?”

“I do think so. You figured it out, didn’t you?” She
stood up, determined not to let him see her doubts. For
Simon, at least, this was the right direction. “I’ll come :
see you again soon.”

“Can’t I get out of bed?”” He swung his legs over the
side and carefully stood up. “I'm feeling much better,
and I’d rather be helping all those people out there. And |
there’re still medical supplies being sent down to the
planet.”

She hesitated, examining him closely. His medical
readings were normal and his injury was healed. Her -
empathic senses told her that he was more stable than
he’d been since she had refused his transfer request. She
could see no reason for him to stay in bed. “All right, .
Simon. But if you start to feel bad again, it could be the
Shi. I want you to contact me right away.”

“Yes, Counselor.”

“Good. Then I'll tell Dr. Crusher you can go back to
work.”

Deanna immediately returned to her office to read the -
information Captain Picard had transferred to her ter- -
minal. When she saw the implications of Worf’s negli-
gence in light of his friendship with Captain Walch, she
didn’t need to be told how important her judgment
would be in probing Walch.

After a moment, she raised her head and asked, .
“Computer, where is Captain Walch?”

“Captain Walch is in Holodeck 3.”

“Is he alone?”

“There are currently twenty-two people in Holo-
deck 3.”

“Wonderful,” Deanna murmured to herself.

She wasted no time getting to the holodeck. When she
walked in, Captain Walch was just changing the program
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' from the endless void of Tyken’s Rift to a sunset on

Earth’s Siberian steppes, complete with a vast expanse of
sky tinted flashy orange and dotted on the western
horizon with fluffy, gold-rimmed clouds.

With the ground much darker than the sky, Deanna
had to pick her way carefully through the thick grass
toward the captain. Slim black silhouettes of the tourists
rose against the sky, and she realized the erratic smudges
that darted through the dry, crisp air were bats.

One of the figures gestured broadly to a vast pit just to
the north. “...the gypsum mines were worked by
exportees from Eastern Europe as well as exiled Russians
brought out by trains—"

“Captain Walch!” Deanna called out. She felt a wash
of disappointment as the tourists shifted and turned to
see who was interrupting. She hurried closer. “Captain
Walch, it’s Counselor Troi. I need to speak with you.”

“You act like you’re in a hurry, little lady. Something I
can help you with?”

She glanced at the dim forms of people around them.
“Not here. Can you step outside with me a moment?”’

Walch hesitated, but seemed ready enough to oblige
her. “Give us a sunrise, computer.” As the west fell black
and the eastern sky began to brighten, Walch joined her.
The spicy dryness of late afternoon disappeared as the
slight breeze took on a moist tinge. “Just enjoy your-
selves, everyone. I'll be back in no time.” In a low voice
meant just for her ears, he added, “Can’t have them
stumbling around in the dark. Tourii are as bad as a litter
of puppies for getting into trouble.”

Deanna felt her stomach sink, wondering if it was true
that this exuberant man was responsible for the death of
one of the Sli, and their current situation. Then she
firmly marshaled her feelings back onto an impartial line
for questioning.

She ushered Walch through the corridor and into a
small lounge. “I just need to ask you some questions,”
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she told him, gesturing to the couch underneath the
window. ““Sit down for a minute.”

“What can I do you for?”” Walch asked, settling himself
heavily on the soft cushions and kicking his booted feet
out.

She didn’t want to put him on the defensive, making
him more difficult to read, so she decided to work up to
it. “That holodeck program you’re showing the tourists,
that’s near your home, isn’t it?”

“Near enough. That’s the Kulunda steppes, south of
Lake Chany, where my wife’s family hails from. They
have a nice spread out there.”

“That’s where Worf’s foster parents are from, too.”

“Aye,” he said, his blue eyes narrowing somewhat.
“Did you want to talk to me about Worf?”

“Well, you two are close, aren’t you?”

“You bet. I knew him while he was growing up.”

Deanna shifted slightly. “You’ve kept in contact since
then. About how often have you spoken with Worf in the
past couple years?”

Walch shrugged one shoulder, rubbing one of his eyes
as he thought. “Last time was right after the Borg came
to Earth. I was in port and gave him a hail on subspace
jus’ before Sergy and Helena came on up to see him.”

She blinked a couple of times. “Nothing since?”

“No,” Walch said, meeting her eyes. “I got to know his
son pretty well on Earth, but I don’t mess with Worf’s
business—he’s a mite touchy ’bout that. Always has
been. So, if it’d please you, I'd ruther not talk about
Worf.”

Walch was hiding something; Deanna was certain
about that. She also knew about the six messages for
Worf via Walch’s relay, proving that Walch was lying. But
she hadn’t been able to sense outright deceit in him, only
a vague reluctance. She felt as if she were trying to fly a
shuttlecraft without sensors, having to second-guess her
own intuition.
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' “I have a few questions about the Sli,” she told Walch
with a reassuring smile. “It was your idea to have them
on board your ship, wasn’t it?”

“Our main attraction,” Walch claimed, grinning right
back at her.

“But was it your idea?”’ she repeated.

“You bet it was,” he agreed.

Deanna didn’t know what to say. Walch was lying—
she could feel it beyond a doubt—but Hartog had also
said that Walch had contacted him about bringing the Sli
on board his starliner.

Feeling as if it were hopeless, she plunged right in.
“Captain Walch, you had a brother on board the Crockett
when it was destroyed, didn’t you?”

Walch sat up. “Ben;ji?”

Deanna nodded, watching carefully to see what his
reaction would be.

. “You’re talking about Benji,” Walch repeated, mostly

\saddened, yet also surprised that she would bring him
up.

“Were you close to your brother?” she pressed.

He sharply met her gaze, and she had to draw herself in
quickly. But his voice was calm and his hands were
steady. “Benji ran the Prospector with Pa and me until he
went into Starfleet Academy. Yup, we were tight.”

“Tell me about him,” she urged.
~ “Not much to tell. The three of us went everywhere
' with the Prospector. But Pa and me managed to get along
‘when he went into the Academy—it’d always been a
dream for Benji.” Walch smiled, remembering. “His first
assignment was the Intrepid. He was in Engineering ’long
with Sergy Rhoshenko, Worf’s father. That’s how I met
my wife, Miriah. Benji was on shore leave at Sergy’s
home, and they invited me and Pa to come visit.
Miriah’s an old friend of Helena’s, and she was in and
out the whole time.” Jake slowly got to his feet, pacing
along the shadows of the room.
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“That’s how your families became such good friends,”
Deanna said softly.

Walch nodded. “Later, Benji transferred to the Crock--
et and was killed along with the rest of his crew. I!
sometimes think—if he’d stayed on board the Inirepid,
he would have been alive when the ship responded to the:
Khitomer massacre. It’s likely he’d’ve adopted Worf!
instead of the Rhoshenkos. He, Pa, and I had some good !
dealing with Klingons before the Federation ever did.
Benji was always drawn to their ways.”

Deanna felt his sorrow, mellowed into resignation by
the passing of so many years. Yet his emotions were also
lightly laced by the old memory of camaraderie and!
adventure, still very special to a man who’d managed tos
see almost everything since.

She firmly brought herself back to the main subject. “I
wonder that you wanted to bring the Sli on board your-
ship. It’s said they were responsible for the destruction of |
the Crockert.”

“Oh, I get it now.” He stepped forward, letting the:
light fall square on his weathered face. His voice was:
rough, but he held himself with dignity. “I never believed |
those Sli could make people do what they didn’t have in}
them to do. Benji may have been accepting of Klingons,
but the rest of the Federation didn’t trust ’em then. Il
talked to Sergy after, and he also figured it was our own |
fears that caused those two ships to be destroyed. I think:
that’s one reason Sergy was so eager to do right by Worf!
when he had the chance.”

Deanna believed him—she sensed no animosity to--
ward the Sli. Still, she had to ask directly, “Did you have:
anything to do with the explosion that damaged your:
ship?”

His surprise slapped into her, quickly followed by
guilt. Walch tried to suppress his reaction, covering it !
with a coughing spell. “’Scuse me, gets me this way:
sometimes,” he managed to get out.
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Deanna was stunned at the sudden reversal. Captain
Walch had her believing his every word, and she was
genuinely touched by the tragedy of his story, but now he
was clearly trying to hide something. She’d caught him
off guard with that question.

Walch straightened his shirt, clearing his throat. “Sor-
ry ’bout that.” His voice got stronger. “Of course I didn’t
blow up my own ship! I was sick over the whole thing;
you know that.”

“Yes, I do,” Deanna said thoughtfully. Walch had
indeed been upset.

“I mean, well, yeah, I’'m feeling better now that we’ll be
getting another starliner. I mean, I put the past behind
me, you know? Gotta get on,” he added, a little nervous-
ly. “Hey, is this all you were wanting to ask me? I should
be getting on back to the tourii. They can get antsy if I
leave them dangling too long.”

Deanna thought it was interesting the way Walch fell
defensively back into his tour-guide mode, complete

' with folksy language and cagey grin.

She stood up. “Thank you, Captain Walch. I appreci-

| ate your cooperation.”

She silently watched him leave the little lounge. The
entire interview was a mass of contradictions, and she
didn’t know how she was going to unravel it for Captain
 Picard. She’d also have to warn him that her judgment
might not be reliable—and yet she wanted to tell every-
one on board to stop resxstmg the emotions provoked by
the Sli. But then again, remembering how the Crockett
and a Klingon vessel had fought and destroyed each
other, she just couldn’t trust that option.
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Chapter Twenty

WORF CAME TO A sToP a few steps in front of Captain:
Picard, who stood in front of his desk. Worf clasped his
hands tightly behind his back, not certain why he’d been
called to the ready room. He’d been preoccupied since:
his confrontation with Alexander in the morning. Why/
had he never considered that aspect of K’Ehleyr’s death?
When Worf had been orphaned, he’d had a clear enemy
in mind—one with pointed ears and shrewd eyes. Ani
enemy on whom to focus his anger, to defeat by right of [
his honor. What did Alexander have? His enemy had the :
same face as Worf’s. Alexander’s face had humanity in it, ,
like K’Ehleyr’s. And Duras had killed K’Ehleyr in some
pathetic bid for an honor of his own definition. What |
faith could Alexander place in honor? What was the:
PugloD to him?

With effort, Worf struggled against his own thoughts.
For the peace offered by pure concentration, for relief/
from all the doubts, he would have pledged any service.
But it was not within reach.

Picard had been watching him, his face tilted up)
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ightly, eyes steady. When he spoke, his voice was cool,
jough tinged with regret. “Lieutenant Worf, why did
neglect to consider Captain Walch a suspect in your
nvestigation?”

~ Worf broke from his stance slightly. “Sir?”

“Captain Walch. Every other person on the Prospector
s well as the Enterprise was checked for possible motives
egarding the Shi.”

Worf shook his head. “Captain Walch was the most
ogical rarget, sir. It was his vessel that was damaged.”
“He will be receiving a more than ample recompense.
other starliner, I believe.”

Worf was focused now. The captain was still remote, as
f conducting this inquiry for the record. “If I may ask,
ir?” he requested. “What is the reason for suspecting
aptain Walch?”
Picard nodded briefly. “There seems to be a strong
motive for Captain Walch to want revenge on the Sli. Do
know about the death of his younger brother?”
Worf frowned, remembering vague references to Jake's
brother Benji among the adults. He shook his head.
“He was serving on the Crockert when it was de-
stroyed,” said Picard.
For a strange moment, Worf was stuck. Despite living
50 long in the Federation, he’d always persisted in
viewing the Sli disaster from the Klingon side, sparing
little thought for those on the Starfleet vessel. “I did not
now. They did not speak of this brother often.”
“Well, Mr. Worf, perhaps it’s unfortunate that they
didn’t. This places you in a rather compromising posi-
ion. The one person you neglected to investigate ap-
pears to have a strong incentive to destroy the Sli. And
his person is an old friend of yours.”

*“Sir! You don’t believe I would subvert an investiga-
ion?”’

“At the very least, it appears to be a serious breach of
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duty. And while I can follow your reasoning, others:
might not. Mon Hartog does not. He is eager to take this:
straight to the Federation Council.”

Worf flinched under the captain’s seemingly noncha--
lant summary. The idea that he had committed a “seri--
ous breach of duty” made him grind his teeth together. "
“I cannot believe Captain Walch is responsible for thes
explosion!”

“Counselor Troi just questioned Captain Walch, and |
he is most definitely hiding something.” Picard seemed}|
to take in every flicker of Worf’s face, but his own:
expression never wavered. “You should be aware that!
there are additional connections. You have received six:
calls that are imprinted with Walch’s relay code since the:
Sli boarded the Prospector. In addition, you recently:
received a message directly from the council adjunct on*
the Klingon home world. Hartog is using this to conjure:
up a conspiracy theory, using you as the link to the:
Klingons. If you disclose the contents of these calls, that |
would allay any suspicion of your direct involvement.
We would still have to deal with the charge of negligence »
that Hartog will surely bring on you.”

“Messages!” Worf repeated, stunned. It took a mo--
ment, then he protested, “My foster parents have occa- -
sionally used Walch’s relay code since their business
acquired it.”

“I see. Then it is a simple matter of releasing these ¢
messages so that it can be proven they don’t contain any
conspiracy plans.”

Worf flashed vividly on the last message—his parents ¢
discussing Alexander’s nightmares. And others before.
Alexander wetting his bed, and the awful, stilted conver- -
sations about his son’s terrible habit of stealing. All for !
other people to look at, examine for hidden nuances,
perhaps even to discuss among themselves later. His
son . . .
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Picard was saying, “I’m sure there’s just as reasonable
an explanation for the message from the Adjunct Cham-
ber on the Klingon home planet.”

The PuqgloD. Worf threw back his head, unable to bear
the thought of that message of dishonor exposed. “I will
not allow it!”

“Worf, if you won’t cooperate, you could be charged as
a direct accessory to murder.” Picard was dead serious.
“According to the Prospector’s logs, Captain Walch has
been keeping track of the Enterprise. He broke from his
itinerary when he found we were here. It could be that
he’s planned this from the start. He might have known
you wouldn’t consider him a suspect, based on your old
friendship. Under these circumstances, it will be difficult
enough to counter the charge of negligence, which is
quite serious in itself. You can’t leave yourself open to
the possibility of direct involvement.”

Worf was trembling with barely contained fury. Fire
coursed through his veins, igniting responses he hadn’t
felt since . . . Duras. He suddenly let out a strangled cry,
| harsh as that of a bird of prey swooping down on its

victim.
' “Lieutenant Worf, what does this mean?” Picard
" demanded, his own eyes lighting with reckless gleam. He
" moved one step closer, his voice lower in warning. “You
' don’t consent to release the messages that were relayed to
you through Walch’s code?”
Worf bared his teeth, unable to control himself.
I “Never!”
' Without thinking, he backed up, crouching slightly as
| if seeking a better position for attack.
“ Captain Picard slowly raised one brow, coolly meeting
Worf’s gaze. Suddenly Worf heard how his breathing was
" loudly rasping in the confines of the small room. Picard
was in complete control, unconcerned, yet fully prepared
- to meet his challenge.

|
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Worf wavered, only now realizing how sharply hiss
Klingon instinct had risen in defiance of his captain.

“You'’re temporarily relieved of duty, Lieutenant!
Worf,” Picard ordered. “Return to your quarters imme--
diately.”

Worf’s world couldn’t have collapsed more complete--
ly. Stunned, he stayed exactly as he was, staring at the:
captain.

Picard’s voice was harder. “Do not disobey a direct!
order, Lieutenant.”

Worf had no choice. He turned and left, stalkings
blindly through the bridge, with his hands clenched into:
fists. The doors of the turbolift were closing when he saws
the captain standing on the threshold of his ready room..
The last thing he heard was the captain ordering Ensigns
de Groodt to take over as acting security chief.

Worf had not noticed how long the turbolift ride was,.
but when he stepped into the corridor, he knew by thes
shape that he was on one of the lower engineering decks..
Instinct had brought him here.

He touched an access panel. “Computer, location of!
Captain Walch.”

“Captain Walch is currently in his quarters, Deck 33.”"

In only moments, Worf was at Walch’s door.

The older man was smiling through his bushy grayy
beard as he came forward to greet Worf. His utilitariana
room was almost buried beneath a lifetime’s worth of!
accumulated objects that he must have collected froms
dozens of different planets. Round containers weree
placed on top of steel boxes, while statues, figurines,i
masks, and models were piled on every surface and filled#
every crevice. Apparently the salvage of the Prospector®
was moving along rapidly. The color, the smell, the riot4
of shapes were like an exotic explosion in the room,
unfamiliar to Worf, keeping him sharply on edge.

220



SINS OF COMMISSION

“Hold on there, son. What’s wrong?” Walch de-
manded, stopping a few steps away. The door slid quietly
closed behind Worf.

Worf lowered his head, glaring at Walch. “You have
betrayed me!”

“Worf. I wouldn’t do anything like that,” Walch said,
with something like relief as he started forward again.
“The counselor was asking about Alex, but I didn’t tell
her a thing! I swear.”

“Alexander!” Worf repeated, feeling the two things
twist inside of him—honor and betrayal—producing
Klingon impulses to destroy without control.

“She was asking all kinds of things, but you know me,
Worf!” Walch put his finger to the side of his mouth. “I
know enough to keep quiet. Believe you me, I told
Helena and Sergy enough times, you can trust me with
anything, you can. Worf’s like a son to me, I always says.”

Worf stared without seeing, fuzzy blackness taking his
vision. And in that darkness he saw his foster mother
talking to Jacob Walch—a long time ago, when Helena’s
| hair was still jet black and the flesh of her face was firmly
' pink and white. Jacob was also younger, with a darker
beard and sharp eyes that young Worf always admired.
| But his mother was telling Jacob about a fight Worf had

started, and how she was afraid for the Klingon, seeming

so pointlessly aggressive that she was sure he would be
badly hurt someday. Yet with a quiver in her voice, she
also admitted that sometimes she was afraid of her foster
' son. Worf could be so quick to anger the older he got, and
ﬂ she couldn’t help shrinking back from him when he was

in a barely controlled rage, though she did everything she
could to hide it.

Worf had overheard this, home early one afternoon
without his foster mother knowing it. He could still feel
the shock, as if someone had knocked him into the icy
winter waters of Chany lake. His mother was frightened
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of him? She was telling Captain Walch? Before he could |
recover, Jake told Helena that she wasn’t imagining
things—Klingons were naturally aggressive beings. That |
she shouldn’t try to delude herself or Worf, but give him
reasons to learn to control himself. Worf had run away, ,
unable to listen to any more. He came home after dark to
upset parents, but he couldn’t bring himself to tell them |
what he’d heard.

What was worse—after that, whenever Helena was
uneasy around Worf, she frankly told him. It had the:
effect she was looking for, though for different reasons. .
Worf couldn’t bear the humiliation of remembering how -
she’d discussed her fears with Captain Walch, and would !
rather have swallowed his spiked burning rage and suffer
silently than be reminded of that conversation when he’d |
been reduced to the level of a mindless, instinctive:
creature needing lessons on how to be civilized.

“Betrayed!” he barely whispered. He wanted to strike :
out and destroy, but all the walls and traps he’d carefully -
built to keep his aggression under control were triggered |
by this memory. He kept hearing the worry in his}
mother’s voice. “Then and now, betrayed!”

“Worf, what’s going on?” Jake was staring at him in :
concern, but he didn’t come closer. “I didn’t betray you. .
I always say even the Sli can’t make you do what’s not in |
you to do.”

Lances of white-hot pain went through Worf’s eyes. He
wanted to kill—but he wasn’t a barbarian. He made *
himself turn and staggered to the door, catching his i
shoulder against the frame.

“You used me,” he growled out. With a sudden !
movement, he slammed his hand into the steel edge. The *
skin Dr. Crusher had bonded burst open, sending 2 i
splatter of blood against the wall. He gripped his wrist |
with his other hand, the pain steadying him. ‘“‘You’ve *
destroyed my career! 1 had nothing to do with the
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explosion. The negligence is mine—but the blood is on
your hands.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw Walch reel back, his
eyes wide with shock. “Worf, I didn’t—"

Worf pushed himself through the door, leaving a smear
of purple against the smooth surface.
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Chapter Twenty-one

“THIS DELAY IS COSTING ME a great deal!” Daimon Brund¢
protested to Captain Picard. “We’ll both be stuck heret
until you get rid of those Sli.”

Commander Riker was sitting forward in his chau’,.
watching the tense exchange. Counselor Troi was stand-}
ing slightly behind Captain Picard. She crossed her armss
at the daimon’s words and gave Riker a quick glance thats
conveyed her disbelief.

She ignored Brund, addressing the captain. “Killingy
the four Sli on board would stop the boomerang effect!
between the two groups. But it would be just as effectiver
if Daimon Brund took the colonists away from thuil
system.”

“I told you, the Sli won’t let me leave,” Brund insisted, !
looking from one to the other. “Be reasonable, Captain.)
It’s better to have four Sli dead than your crew ins
danger.” His eyes narrowed. “The Sli are causing you:
problems, aren’t they? Irritating your people, maklm
them careless.”

“Since you feel such concern for our welfare, why
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don’t you help us communicate with the Sli? Perhaps
something could be worked out—"

“They’re mad at you. They won’t talk,” Brund said, as
if it were final. ““You’ve only got one choice.” He turned
to one of his officers, hissing a command in Ferengi.

The interior of the Ferengi ship melted back into the
starfield. Riker caught sight of the Tampanium, just
moving past them in its orbit. The curved stern of the
Marauder was enormous, vastly outmassing the defense-
less Prospector, which was hanging just off their port.

“I don’t believe him,” Picard was saying thoughtfully.

“I don’t either,” Counselor Troi agreed.

“But what can we do about it?” Riker asked, joining
them.

“Do?”’ Picard repeated. “‘Daimon Brund contacted us.
Apparently something is being accomplished—he’s be-
coming impatient. We will use that to our advantage.”
[He nodded to them both. “I’ll be in my ready room. You
have the bridge, Number One.”

Riker watched the captain leave, fighting back a sigh of
frustration. “More waiting,” he said under his breath.

“Try not to worry, Will,” Deanna said.

Behind them, Ensign de Groodt announced,
“Shuttlecraft Voltaire docking in the main shuttlebay.”

Lieutenant Chryso turned from her science station at
ithe news. They had discovered a glitch in one of the

eadings from the ground module a few hours ago and

had sent Ensign Puckee down to investigate. The prob-

lem had grown worse as time passed, and just before
aimon Brund called, Puckee had informed them over
he garbled communication line that she was returning to
ive them her assessment.

Riker ordered, “Tell Ensign Puckee to report to the

ridge observation lounge immediately.”

“Aye, sir.”

With a sharp gesture to Lieutenant Chryso, Riker
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turned away from Counselor Troi and strode toward the :
lounge. Inside, he hardly listened as Chryso began re-
peating an anxious summary of solutions her team had |
eliminated as possibilities. Riker already knew every--
thing she was saying, and he answered her questions in
monosyllables, knowing that she was also preoccupied !
with waiting for Ensign Puckee to arrive..

Puckee bounded into the room, her face alight with
eager confidence. “Lieutenant Chryso, I found our prob-
lem!”

“Report, Ensign,” Riker ordered.

“Sir,” she said in belated acknowledgment. She held !
up her tricorder. “I ran a Level One diagnostic on the:
ground-based relay module. A fine layer of silty dust, .
slightly magnetized, has collected around some of the:
contact points. Apparently the high-speed winds that!1
kick up around sunrise and sunset penetrated the few
ventilation sites on the module. The damage is worse in
those areas.”

“Dirt?” Riker repeated incredulously. “How can that
be?”

“Conditions are not normal down there,” Puckee"
reminded him.

Riker remembered the amount of dust and particu- -
lates in the air and the condition of the soil. “Why/
weren’t precautions taken?”’ he demanded.

“Precautions were taken,” Puckee immediately re--
plied, her tone absolutely certain without being disre- -
spectful. “The situation on Lessenar is unique. However, .
I determined that a low-level static field would screen !
most of the dust without interfering with our research.” '

“Did you consider the effects on moisture readings?”
Chryso asked.

“I’ve already thought of that,” Puckee said. “We can )
run a remote link through the static field to relay any+
information that may be affected by the disruption.”
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Chryso frowned as she considered the implications.
“This means we’ll have to rerun all our calculations.”

“Is it that serious?” Riker quickly asked.

“Every reading needn’t be discounted,” Puckee pro-
tested. “That’s unwarranted.”

“Caution in these matters 1S never unwarranted,”
Chryso insisted. “Everything we’ve collected for at least
the past eight hours must be suspect.”

“That would invalidate the first summation of the
situation,” Riker pointed out.

Chryso nodded. “Yes, it would.”

' “Isn’t that overcompensating, Lieutenant?” Riker
asked.

“I think so,” Puckee burst in. “It’s just not necessary.
Until the contact was blocked, creating that glitch we
noticed, the readings were correct. This isn’t a situation
that slowly deteriorated. Check the tricorder readings, if
you’d like.”

“There is no way to be absolutely certain of that,”

' Chryso said. “This isn’t an Academy science project,
Ensign. It’s essential that we arrive at a precise analysis,
lor we could be accessories to destroying an entire
planet.”
Chryso apparently took her decision as final. Riker
 silently considered both of them, wondering if he should
overrule the Lieutenant. It was obvious that Chryso had
become overly cautious due to the Sli, yet Ensign Puckee
could be reacting hastily. Then there was the pressure
\from the Advisory Council for results.

“Discount the readings back to the first summation,”
he ordered. “Have your team start the next series of
calculations as soon as the module is repaired.”

Chryso looked up at him, her eyes wide in surprise.
“Sir, I protest!”

“Noted.” Riker turned to Puckee. “How long will it
take to set up the static field?”

“Just as long as it takes to get a generator and get back
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down there.” Puckee clasped her hands behind her back. .
“The difficult part is cleaning the module. That will take :
at least an hour with a rarefaction unit.”

“Damn,” Riker muttered. La Forge was the man he’d |
usually send on a mission of this sort. But he was still!
down in Ten-Forward, deep in the sulks. Data had left!
not long ago to try to snap him out of it, but Riker didn’t!
want to delay the repairs. “I'll send Ensign Barclay to:
perform the rarefaction. How was your pilot? Is he still|
functional?”

“I believe so, sir.”

Riker wanted nothing more than to go with them down
to the planet, but he had his orders from the captain to;
stay on board. “You’ll leave immediately.”

“Aye, sir.” Puckee nodded to them both before rushing:
from the lounge.

Chryso rounded on Riker as soon as Puckee was gone. .
“I know you’re in charge of coordinating this mission, .
but it’s my duty to perform the scientific research. I!
cannot accept data from faulty equipment.”

“Ensign Puckee is a technician as well as a scientist.
She examined the unit. I can’t entirely discount her:
recommendation.” Riker held both hands up slightly, .
warning of what he was about to say. “You’re being:
affected by the Sli, Lieutenant. You seem to feel ai
pervasive fear that something is going to go wrong, and |
you’re overcompensating. It’s paralyzing your entire:
research team.”

Chryso drew herself up straighter, silenced for a mo- -
ment. But she gazed steadily back at Riker. “Perhaps.
But you know as well as I do that Ensign Puckee is#
reacting rather loosely and fast to this situation. Her !
judgment is not to be trusted.” Chryso’s eyes narrowed.
“I also wonder about your judgment, Commander. You |
seem to feel that any course of action is better than none.
Yet rather than commit yourself to either one of our:
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ecommendations, you’ve vacillated into a foolish com-
romise.”

“Lieutenant,” Riker said warningly, “return to your
tation, or I won’t be able to ignore that remark.”
~ She hesitated just long enough to make her point.
‘Aye, sir,” she finally said in a light, falsely deferential
one.

Riker glared after her, his fists clenched. It didn’t help
hat her shoulders were obviously drawn tight with
ension.

The noise was getting louder in Ten-Forward as crew
embers arrived at the end of first shift despite yellow
ert.
“I'm telling you, Data—go away.”
Data gazed impassively down at La Forge. He consid-
red acknowledging defeat and retreating at the stern
ebuff, but Guinan had approved when he informed her
hat he intended to resolve the matter between himself
and Geordi. Guinan was currently on the other side of
e room, tending the customers at the counter, but when
he glanced over, she was watching them. The faint smile
on her face was sympathetic but unsurprised by Geordi’s
reaction. Data deduced that the reconciliation was pro-
ceeding normally.
He sat down stiffly, pulling his chair in close to the
ble. Usually he conformed to the behavior of humans,
opying their actions depending upon the environment.
ut in his eagerness to speak with Geordi, he neglected to
ccess his most treasured files.
“I am not offended by your behavior, Geordi.”
La Forge clenched his hand around his glass. Data was
orced to quickly assess the probability that his friend
ould throw the contents at him. Under the current
nditions, it did not look favorable. He slid his chair
ack slightly.
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“’Scuse me,”” a man drawled from behind him. “Mr;
Data? You’re the second officer, ain’t you?”

Data turned to see the captain of the Prospector.
Captain Walch appeared to be disturbed, shifting back
and forth and raking his hand repeatedly through his
straggling beard.

Data shifted his attention effortlessly. “Yes, sir, I am.”

“Androids don’t have emotions, do they?” Walch
asked with narrowed eyes, as if seizing on something.

“No, sir,” Data said patiently. Geordi managed to
turn away from them both, staring into the wall.

“Good, I can talk to you,” Walch told him. “Everyone
else is crazy from the Sli. Him, too,” Walch said,
gesturing to Geordi. “Don’t make no nevermind to me. 1
know you just gotta go with the flow in these things, but:
no one else seems to understand that. You sure you’re not;
affected by them?”

“No, sir, I am not.”

“It’s all in the mind anyway,” Walch confided. “Buti
the mind is a powerful thing to tamper with.”

Data considered the possibility that Captain Walch!
was bemg influenced by the Sli, yet according to hisi
previous encounters, Walch’s behavior feil well within:
set parameters.

“Is there something you wish to discuss?”’ Data asked.!

“He’s pretty far gone,” Walch said about Geordi. Buti
he glanced from side to side, checking to see if anyones
else was near enough to hear him. He bent closer. “I got)
to tell someone. I'm in deep, but I can’t be dragging ina
good man like Worf.”

“This concerns Lieutenant Worf?”

Walch nodded, easing off on the nervous clawing of his
beard as he spoke. “Sergy and I did our part with the:
Klingons. I can’t risk anything happening to hurt Worf. I
don’t care if I don’t get my new ship—you can’t blame «
Worf. He’s an old friend, sure, but that don’t mean he«
knew.” b
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“What exactly is Lieutenant Worf unaware of?”

“That counselor of yours has been after me, asking all
kinds of questions. Now, I don’t hold no grudge against
them Sli,” Walch insisted, holding both hands up.
“Don’t get me wrong. But something’s been bothering
me about this whole thing. You see, I did sort of eject
stuff from the ship—just like I always do when I dump
the trash.”

Geordi slowly turned his head, his mouth opening.
“You’re not supposed to do that! You were in orbit.”

Walch grimaced in Geordi’s direction, defensive.
“Everyone does it! And this planet’s so bad anyways, it’s
not the worst place I could dump the stuff.”

“That’s not the point,” Geordi insisted. “You can’t
just leave your waste for others to clean up.”

“If it’s so important, why ain’t the fine bigger?”” Walch
countered. “I never heard of any harm coming from a
little trash disposal.”

“Gentlemen, if I may interrupt,” Data put in. “It is
quite possible an explosive device was planted among the
discarded refuse, thereby causing the damage to the
Prospector. If we could determine what material was
discarded,” he finished, “we could then attempt to track
the device to the being who planted it.”

“Yeah, but how do we figure that out?”” Geordi asked-
glumly.

Data thought about it a moment. “Captain, how did
you dispose of the material?” '

“An old intake airlock. What we used to bring samples
in through.”

Geordi was starting to nod. “Aren’t those the type of
cycling bins that scan the material as it’s processed?”

Walch shuffled his feet. “I, ah, sorta cut the link to the
computer logs.”

“Well,” Geordi asked, ‘“was it the core memory you
blocked or the subprocessor?”
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“Core memory,” Walch admitted. “I cut the link from
the cycling bin to the optical data network.”

Geordi smiled. “Then the memory chips in the control
panel would still have the data from the scan. All we have
to do is download the subprocessor.”

Walch nodded, his blue eyes serious. “I was afraid the
dumping had something to do with this mess. If you can
get me a pressure suit, I’ll show you which airlock I
used.”

Data stood up, tapping his communicator. “Com-
mander Data to Captain Picard. I believe we may have
the means to determine the origin of the explosion.
However, Captain Walch and I would need to beam over
to the Prospector.”

Picard’s answer was quick. “Meet me in Transporter
Room 2.”

Data acknowledged as Geordi pushed himself up from
his chair, carefully keeping his back to the view window.
“If you’re going to do a subprocessor download, you
might need my help.”

Data nodded. “Agreed.” He gestured to Walch. “Come
with us, please, Captain.”

As they passed Guinan, Geordi said under his breath,
“By the way, Data. Thanks.”

Data nodded briefly to Guinan, then turned to his
friend. “I do not wish for you to feel pain, Geordi.” His
voice was wistful. “Yet I have found the discovery of this
aspect of your character to be most . . . exhilarating.”

Deanna was sitting in the flight control booth, resting
her chin on one hand and gazing at the moving colors of
the Sli with what she knew must be a sappy smile pasted
on her face. Her other hand was stroking the silky texture
of her dress, letting the filmy fabric slip through her
fingers as she savored its cool weight. She also kept
sighing, then stretching long and hard like Data’s cat
after a warm nap.
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She wanted to resist these feelings, but she had realized
that blocking the emanations of the Sli made it harder to
tell when the intervals of communication were coming.
She had to force herself to relax and open her emotions
to them, and even then she could only partially drop her
shields. Still, she believed that the Sli were aware of what
she was doing, because the frequency with which they
were attempting to listen to her had risen sharply in the
past few hours.

She frowned thinking of that, as she watched the colors
of the Sli go through their intricate, slow-moving pat-
terns. It was odd that their intent had not become any
clearer despite their exchanges. She felt as if understand-
ing was just within reach, yet her own inability to release
the sensuality she usually restrained was somehow inter-
fering with her concentration and focus.

“Counselor Troi, this is Captain Picard. Please meet
me in Transporter Room 2.”

' Deanna’s elbow slipped out from under her and she
| thrust her hands onto the panel, just catching herself
from collapsing face-first into it. She’d been that deep in
a trance over the Sli. Scrambling to her feet, feeling as if
she had just woken up, she adjusted her dress and hair
with small, swift movements. Ensign Saart was watching
her carefully. Ensign Hassett wasn’t paying any atten-
' tion, as usual.
Picard’s voice repeated, “Counselor Troi. Please re-
? spond.”
“Yes, sir!” She gave her head a quick shake, trying to
clear it. “I'm on my way, sir.”
. As she hurried toward the transporter room, she tried
| to reassemble her shields. It was almost impossible. The
effects of the Sli seemed to form a wedge, keeping her
from completely blocking the projections.
Captain Picard was standing in front of Captain Walch
| as the man completed the last fastenings on a gray and
black low-pressure suit. Picard’s arms were crossed, and
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he was examining the older man’s reaction as he listened
to Data’s summary.

“—simple interface with the subprocessor using a
tricorder. The computer system of the Prospector is.
compatible.”

Geordi added, “Then we’d know exactly what objects .
were ejected and could compare the readings to known
explosives.”

Picard nodded in acknowledgment, then turned to
Deanna to explain. “Captain Walch has confessed to
ejecting a number of items from his ship in the form of
refuse. Data believes that the explosive may have been
among them.”

From Picard’s tone, Deanna immediately understood
the reason he had called for her. He didn’t know if he
should trust Captain Walch or not. She turned her
empathic concentration on Walch. “Why didn’t you tell
us about this earlier?”

The big man pushed his hood back as he slowly shook
his head from side to side. “Honestly, folks, I didn’t
think of it right away. We always dumped out that lock. It
weren’t till the Federation started frowning on it that Pa
cut the link to the computer logs.” His magnetic boots
clinked against the floor of the transporter room. “I only
figured it out when you asked me, Counselor, if I'd had |
anything to do with the explosion—then it sorta hit me -
all at once. I dumped the garbage jus’ after we went into
orbit, and not more ’n an hour later came the explosion.” '

Deanna nodded. She remembered Walch had been
surprised when she had asked him. Now it made sense.
“Why didn’t you say something then?”

Walch pursed his lips and shrugged, as if the answer
was obvious. “Had to think on it a bit. Starfleet’s against
dumping, you know.”

Deanna ducked her head to hide her expression. She !
wanted to remain professional. “Excuse me, Captain |
Walch, but frankly, there was something else you lied |

234



SINS OF COMMISSION

about during that conversation. When you said it was
your idea to bring the Sli on board the starliner.”

Walch squirmed a little, as if settling his suit. The delay
grew noticeable before he finally looked up, squarely
meeting her eyes. “Well, yep, Counselor. Sorry ’bout
that. Really, I am.” He struggled for a moment before
bursting out with “But it jus’ makes a better story that
way!”

“Better story than what?”

“Than the truth,” Walch admitted. Then he laughed
shortly at himself. “Truth is, Hartog came to us. Oh, it
didn’t take much to convince me. Miriah looked into
everything real good, and when she gave the go-ahead, I
had them Sli installed in the cargo hold quicker than you
can snap your fingers. Did wonders for the business. And
Hartog’s always given me the credit! He’s that way, you
know,” Walch said, as if in an aside. “Sucking-up little
frog, you ask me. But we always got along jus’ fine.”

Deanna was nodding. “So now you want to go over to
the Prospector to find out what was in the trash?”

“We can pull it from the subprocessor memory,”
Walch told her.

Picard took a step forward, and without a trace of
discomfort, directly asked, “Your opinion, Counselor?”

Deanna quickly checked Walch’s reaction, but he
[ didn’t seemed bothered by the captain’s abruptness. “I
believe Captain Walch is telling the truth, sir.”

Picard must have agreed, because he turned to Data.

- “Very well, then—make it so0.”
. Data nodded briefly and stepped onto the transporter.
Lieutenant La Forge and Captain Walch followed.
Deanna held up her hand, saying, “Wait a moment,
please.” That was probably the quickest decision she’d
ever seen the captain make. “Geordi, are you fit for an
away team?”’

She could tell Geordi didn’t like suddenly being the
center of attention, and his irritation rose sharply. But he
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just shrugged. “I don’t see why not. I haven’t been very
easy to get along with, but Data said he likes it.”

“You like it?” she asked Data, puzzied by the degree of
Geordi’s improvement.

The android’s head was turned, partly obscuring one
side of his face. “I cannot consider any emotion negative,
Counselor.”

From an android’s point of view, it certainly made
sense. Anyway, Geordi seemed satisfied, so Deanna went
ahead and nodded to the transporter chief. She silently
watched as they dematerialized.

Picard waited until he and Deanna were in the corri-
dor before speaking again. “I'll delay Mon Hartog’s
request for the release of Worf’s messages until this
matter has been resolved. I'd like you to go update
Lieutenant Worf. Determine if he can be returned to
duty.”

Deanna took a deep breath. “Yes, sir.”

The away team materialized in the Prospector’s main
transporter room. As the two men composed themselves,
Data initiated a subprogram in his memory banks. Since
this was his second visit to the Prospector, the program
would make a running comparison between his original
analysis and the data he was currently gathering. Any
deviations would be noted and immediately shunted to a
process node for action.

His tricorder reading was consistent with the first
contact, and Data repeated his earlier warning word for
word. “The fluctuations in the gravity field vary from
1.23g to 0.74g. The microgyros in your suits will com-
pensate, but there could be a delay of up to two millisec-
onds.”

Geordi grimaced at Data, then shook his head silently.
Data quickly concluded that Geordi’s reaction was devi-
ant and chose to ignore it. But he carefully filed the
incident for later study.
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“This way!” Walch called, already walking past the
fountain. “It’s on Deck 6, all the way t’ the fore.”

During the turbolift ride, Data again observed the
adverse reactions both Geordi and Captain Walch exper-
ienced due to the gravity fluctuations. However, he
refrained from comment.

The ejection port that Walch used for disposal was in a
maintenance access corridor adjacent to the bridge. The
long, narrow room was lined with racks that were filled
with equipment and spare parts in various stages of
decay. The ancient airlock was in the end wall, with a
scarred metal table in front. It was about one meter
square with molded edges that jutted from the bulkhead.

“There she is, boys.” Walch made his way through the
debris with practiced ease. “This here’s the controls.”

Geordi was none too steady yet, and he stumbled into
' a condenser unit while following Data to the airlock.

Data offered assistance, which Geordi brushed aside, so

he began performing a routine sensor sweep with his

tricorder, leaving the computer interface to Geordi.

| “Don’t access the files yet,” Geordi told Walch, pre-
paring his equipment. He inserted a remote device into
the input slot. It only took a few moments before the link
was ready. “All right. Now you can.”

Captain Walch entered the command on a small,
slanted keyboard. There was a significant pause before
the information appeared on the tiny screen.

“Recording,” Geordi announced, monitoring the

. phase tracking. “There, that should be it.”

. Suddenly Data’s tricorder picked up unusual transmis-
sion activity in the area. He established a remote link to
Geordi’s tricorder, circuitously patching himself through
to the computer subprocessor of the Prospector.

Analyzing the information, Data announced, “Junc-
tion link to the ship’s optical data network is transmit-
ting data across the subspace boundary layer.”
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“What?” Geordi quickly glanced at Walch. “I thought
you said you cut the link to the ODN.”

“I did.” Walch immediately brushed Geordi aside,
and with a hand probe he pried open the panel. “Let’s see
here . . .” With the probe, he poked inside. Data was
about to offer his assistance when Walch said, “Wait a
gosh darn—this ain’t my work! The link’s been recon-
nected. And there’s a transmitter chip here in be-
tween—"’

4
)
i

Data rapidly drew several conclusions. “To the

bridge!” he ordered.

With the ODN now connected, Data had direct access

to the ship’s computer through his tricorder. By the time

he reached the Prospector’s Ops station, he had inter- -
cepted the command series that was being rapidly trans- -
mitted to the computer. He quickly confirmed his :
findings, even as Walch and Geordi finally arrived on the

bridge, left behind him in his dash.

“Data!” Geordi exclaimed, out of breath. “What’s :

going on?”

“The accelerator/generator of the impulse engine has
been instructed to power up,” Data informed them
without looking up. “I am attempting to override.”

Geordi immediately went to the engineering station.
“We’re in trouble. Impulse reaction chambers are al-
ready powered up, providing partial energy to the ship’s
distribution net.”

b

“The initial command is write-protected. I am unable *

to override,” Data informed them. “Impulse power in
thirty-seven seconds.”

Walch was sweating, gasping for air. “Without struc-
tural integrity, the ship’ll be crushed.”

Data was already determining the status of the struc-
tural integrity field. “I am unable to establish a coherent
network of forcefield segments.” He hit his comm badge.
“Enterprise, this is Commander Data.”

The captain immediately replied, “Picard here.”
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“Sir, the Prospector’s impulse engines are set on an
automatic engage sequence. We will enter impulse pro-
pulsion in thirty-one seconds. Structural integrity is
compromised.”

Through the communicator, they heard Captain Pi-
card issue an order to the transporter chief to beam them
back on board the Enterprise.

Data was aware of what would happen if the Prospec-
tor engaged impulse power under current conditions.
Without the structural integrity field, the human body
could not withstand accelerations in excess of 3g. Im-
pulse drive would immediately take them to 500g and
beyond. His own skeletal mainframe might survive such
acceleration; however, the resulting compression explo-
sion of the Prospector would undoubtedly disintegrate
his components.

Data waited a moment, but when they didn’t
dematerialize, he checked his deduction with the com-
puter. “Irregular gravity bleed is interfering with trans-
porter functions. The Enterprise is unable to lock on.”

“We’ll never get out in time,” Walch shouted.

Geordi was still working at the engineering station.
“I'm trying to shut off the deuterium to the reaction
chambers.”

Data shook his head. “There is a sufficient pulsed
fusion shock front already built up in the reaction
chamber. High-energy plasma will be exhausted into the
accelerator in twenty-two seconds.”

Geordi hit the control panel with the palm of his hand.
“Damn! Are you sure the command can’t be overrid-
den?”

Walch quickly cleared his throat. “Computer, this is
Alpha clearance, code Peristroika Walch, 079-2867.”

The computer responded, “Voice verification con-
firmed.”

“Deactivate impuise accelerator,” Walch ordered.

“Working,” the computer said in a monotone female
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voice. “Unable to comply. Activation of impulse engine
generator in sixteen seconds.”

Geordi hit the panel again, this time harder.

“Mr. Data,” Captain Picard informed them. “The
radiation is preventing us from getting a positive trans-
porter lock. What is your status?”

*“Situation unchanged, sir. Impulse power in twelve
seconds.”

“Ive got it!” Geordi suddenly swung toward him.
“Data, initiate the secondary mode in the matter-
antimatter reaction core! That’ll begin the power-up
sequence to create a warp field.”

“Geordi, entering warp will also create intolerable
stress on the structural framework.”

“But,” Geordi said, quickly closing the few steps
between them, “warp is the default choice in the software
routines. The computer will have to shut the impulse
engines down to keep them from conflicting with warp
fields. There’s no command blocking the matter-
antimatter reaction chamber, so we’ll be able to shut that
down.”

Data understood even before Geordi had finished and

began entering the command. “Power-up sequence en-

gaged. Engine pressure in the reaction chamber is rising
to forty-five thousand kilopascals. The MRI and ARI
nozzles are open.”

“Come on,” Geordi murmured.

Data checked the countdown. “Three seconds to im-
pulse generator activation. Two seconds—"

Geordi leaned forward. Walch was holding his breath.

“Impulse accelerator/generator off-line,” Data calmly
announced. “Diverting energetic plasma to the EPS taps.
Deactivating secondary reaction mode of the warp core.”

Geordi pushed away from the control panel, reeling
back. He almost didn’t make it to a chair in time to sit
down.

As Data completed the power-down sequence of the
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warp power generation and set a lock on the impulse
accelerator/generator, he noted that both Captain Waich
and Geordi were experiencing severe reactions. Data had
observed similar agitation in humans before, following
incidents of extreme danger, and he didn’t allow their
behavior to interfere with securing the Prospector. How-
ever, he did gather a great deal of empirical data regard-
ing their physiological responses, and routed the
information to his personal files. He knew Geordi
wouldn’t mind.
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Chapter Twenty-two

DEANNA HESITATED outside Worf’s door. The dull orange
surface was exactly the same as the other doors spaced
along the corridor—but behind this one lay Worf’s
quarters. The few times she had entered, the ruddy
lamps and the rich smell of leather had always brought to
mind ancient times of flashing swords and torchlight,
despite the curved bulkheads and familiar shape of the
rooms.

She sighed out loud, knowing that she was here under
captain’s orders rather than her own decision. She’d
been avoiding a direct confrontation with Worf, but now
she had no choice.

The only thing that made her feel better was the ease
with which she’d been able to read Captain Walch in the
transporter room. That interview tended to confirm she
was much less disoriented than before.

Still, she had left the captain without telling him about
the possibility that the crew should stop resisting the
Sli. She wasn’t certain yet, and she couldn’t ask him to
trust her unless she was confident her theory was on
target. |
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Abruptly the door slid aside and Worf filled the
opening. He was glaring down at her.

She hadn’t touched the panel for access. “Worf!”

“Why do you lay in wait at my door?” he demanded.

Flustered, she gestured to the panel. “I was about to
call.” She waited, but he didn’t move aside. “May I come
in, Worf?”

Worf stepped aside, shaking his head at himself and
putting a hand briefly to the waistband of his uniform.

“Everyone’s being affected, Worf.” Deanna didn’t sit
down, because Worf made it clear he would remain
standing. “Where’s Alexander?”

“He is with a friend. I believed since I had been
relieved of duty . . .” Worf started formally, but he had
to break off. He didn’t meet her eyes, and there was a
faint sheen of sweat on his face. The muscles of his jaw
were twitching even though he was obviously trying to
remain calm.

“Worf.” Her voice was kind. *“I came to tell you that
we believe we know how the explosive was launched.
Captain Walch ¢jected refuse from the Prospector. He,
Data, and Geordi have gone over to find out if the
explosive was among the items.”

Worf drew in his breath, a long hiss. “Walch did cause
the explosion!”

Deanna quickly shook her head. “He didn’t know
what he was doing—I can tell. Someone may have
planted a bomb among the trash, but Captain Waich
didn’t have anything to do with it other than inadvert-
ently putting it into space. I’'m sure of that.”

Worf’s fist tightened and he stiffly took a few steps
away. “I cannot trust him.” Then he winced, placing his
hand to his stomach.

Deanna reached after him in concern, but he quickly
dropped his hands to his sides and straightened up.
Raising his chin with a slight jerk revealed the effort
behind his stance.
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“Worf, what’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing.” When she came right to his side, he added
insistently, “I am in control, Counselor.”

“I don’t care about control.” She noted the strain
around his eyes, the difficulty he had standing up, and
the way his eyes seemed to glaze over, then clear, as if
waves of pain were going through him. “It’s physical,
isn’t it?”

“It will pass.” He was trying not to move.

“For pity’s sake, Worf!” She distantly recognized her
words as an expression of Lwaxana’s, but they seemed
particularly apt right now. “Why didn’t you call sickbay?
You’re in pain, aren’t you? It’s from the turmoil the Sli
are causing in you.”

“Emotions!” Worf ground out, as if he were shaking off
a slime nit.

“Come lie down,” Deanna told him, trying to take his
arm.

He resisted. “I cannot give in. Response must be
controlled. Desire must be resisted. Aggression har-
nessed—"" He clenched his teeth together, silently trying
to withstand another surge of pain.

She pushed him toward the couch, using more force
when he tried to hold back. “There is a physical reason
for this pain,” she tried to tell him. When he didn’t seem
to hear, she raised her voice, pulling on him harder.
“Listen to me, Worf! It’s a medical fact that digestion is
directly linked to emotions. You’ve got spasms in your
muscles—this is not the time to tough it out! Lying down
slows your intestinal activity.”

She pushed him onto the couch, where he lay glaring
up at her. But after a few moments his face eased slightly.

She pulled up a chair. “Did you take anything for it?”

Sullenly he nodded.

“Then just relax.” She sighed and leaned back. “I’ve
told you you’re too hard on yourself. You can’t always be
in control.”
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“I struggled for my honor.” He sounded much better.

“We all have our weaknesses we grapple with.” Her
own was hanging rather vividly before her eyes right
now. It was the image of Lwaxana and the late-blooming
Betazoid sexuality. Deanna feared that she would lose all
sense of propriety and begin indulging herself as shame-
lessly as her mother when she grew older. She shook off
the thought, smiling reassuringly at Worf. “But don’t you
feel better lying down?”

She didn’t hear Worf’s reply—her own words seemed
to echo inside of her. That was the key to the Slhi. Worf
was resisting with everything he had, and it was actually
affecting him physically. Tarses had been resisting and
he’d cut his own ear—but once he dealt with what he was
feeling, he was able to start helping everyone else down
in sickbay. And Data, too. He had accepted Geordi’s
behavior and thereby allowed Geordi to accept it him-
self.

“That’s it!” She herself had been resisting the specter
of Lwaxana in herself, and that was the last bit of static
that was interfering with her understanding of the Sli.
“T've got it, Worf!”

He shook his head slightly, not understanding.

“The Sli,” she told him. “Don’t you see? We have to
stop resisting them. If we allow ourselves to feel the
emotion that their projections bring out, then it will
pass away quickly. Resisting them sets up a sort of feed-
back loop inside of us, triggering the emotion over and
over.”

Worf pushed himself up. ‘““We cannot give in to them!”

“Don’t you see, that’s the only way to beat them.”

Worf swung his legs over the couch, grimacing as he
moved. His voice was low and grim. “The barbarian will
not be released.”

“Worf.” She tried to stop him from getting up. ‘“You
have to stay lying down. You’ve got to accept that you’re
feeling this way. Own it, don’t fight it.”
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“Am I still relieved of duty?” he asked, abruptly
meeting her eyes.

She blinked a couple of times, not liking what she saw
in his closed expression. “Yes. I want you to lie back
down.”

He tightened his lips, his eyes blazing as if he were
going to challenge her authority.

Her communicator chittered, then Captain Picard’s
voice said, “Counselor Troi, please come to the lounge.
The away team has brought back evidence to suggest that
Mon Hartog was responsible for the explosion. I need
your input on breaking this to the Sli.”

Worf was on his feet, a growl rumbling deep in his
throat. “Hartog accused me!”

“Hartog!” Deanna repeated to Picard in complete
disbelief. “Are you sure?”

“We are attempting to determine that,” the captain
replied curtly.

She realized she was discussing this over the channel.
“I’ll be right there.”

“And Lieutenant Worf . . . 7 asked the captain.

“Counselor—" Worf demanded.

“Worf is still relieved of duty,” she interrupted flatly.
She glanced up at him, standing there quivering in rage
and pain. “Medical reasons.”

“Very well,” Picard acknowledged.

Worf glared at her. “Hartog attacked a crew mem-
ber—"

Deanna held out her hands. “No, Tarses cut himself
with the knife. He admitted it to me. Mon Hartog is no
longer under guard.”

Worf seemed to swell with anger. But Deanna just
pointed to the couch. “Lie down, Worf. We’ll deal with
Mon Hartog.” :

Picard signed off with the counselor, returning his
attention to Data and Geordi, who were standing just I;
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inside the doorway. Commander Riker was slumped
silently in one of the chairs, his chin near his chest and
his feet out. Picard chose to pace at the head of the table,
from the window back to Data and Geordi, as he
considered the new information.

Data held out a transmitter chip. “This chip created
the link between the subprocessor and the optical data
petwork. It also contained the command to proceed to
impulse power.”

“Origin?” Picard inquired.

“It is Ferengi hardware,” Data told him.

“And we got a record of the software command, sir,”
Geordi told him. “That also looks Ferengi, but the
computer’s not done analyzing it yet.”

Picard nodded, trying to cover every angle. “Did you
retrieve the scan of the ejected material?™

“Aye, sir,” Geordi told him, glancing down at his
tricorder. “That’s the most interesting of all. Each item
was compared to known bomb configurations—from the
empty atmospheric supply modules to half a dozen
cracked copper-yttrium hard lines. The only thing that.
could possibly have contained an explosive was a power
cell for the Sli’s life support unit.”

“The S1i?” Picard broke off his pacing. “They only use
Ferengi equipment.”

“That’s right,” Geordi told him. “And isn’t it a
coincidence that a scan of the power cell reads very
similar to a Ferengi-style explosive?” \

“Apparently all avenues of inquiry lead straight back
to Mon Hartog.”

Data nodded agreement, his brows raised. “In addi-
tion, planting an explosive device among refuse to be
illegally ejected could also be considered typical of
Ferengi practices—”

He broke off as Counselor Troi came in behind them.
She had to slip between Data and Geordi to get into the
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lounge. “So it was Mon Hartog himself who tried to kill
the Sli?”

Picard flared one hand. “There seems to be a cascade
of evidence against him.”

““Well, I don’t think Captain Walch did it.” Troi shook
back her hair. “But Hartog lives off the Sli. Why would
he want to hurt them? He has nothing to gain by causing
all this.”

“However, if Hartog is involved in something much
larger than a concert tour, that would explain a great
deal.” The current status of Federation/Sli/Ferengi inter-
relations was uppermost in Picard’s mind. “Perhaps his
true goal is to perpetuate hostilities between the Federa-
tion and the S1i.”

Geordi nodded. “The Ferengi do depend on the fuel
the Sli colonies produce. And they do believe it’s best to
hold a menopoly on the market.”

“This would explain the deceit I keep sensing in Mon
Hartog,” Troi agreed. “It could also be the reason why
he’s been spreading rumors and instigating discord
among the crew.”

“If Mon Hartog is attempting to provoke a negative
reaction on the Enterprise, he is achieving his goal,” Data
informed the captain. “Currently, eight percent of the
crew has been relieved of duty. An additional eleven
percent did not report to their duty shift.”

“That’s one fifth of my crew.”

“I wonder if it was the last diplomatic team Starfleet
sent to Qizan Qal’at that worried the Ferengi,” the
counselor put in.

“Perhaps,” the captain agreed. “The Ferengi Alliance
thought they were losing their monopoly of the Sli, so
they sent a few groups out simply in order to create as
disagreeable a situation as they could. They might have
hoped the Federation would reclassify the Sli as danger-
ous, perhaps even nonsentient, and give up attempts at
contact.”
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“The alliance would have the means to do something
on this scale,” said Geordi.

Troi glanced around the group. “If that’s true, then
Daimon Brund must also be a part of it. I’'m sure he
brought that Sli colony here deliberately, and it makes
sense if he did it just to make the situation worse for us.”

Picard looked at her sharply. “He claims that the Sh
forced him to come here.”

“I don’t believe the Ferengi can communicate with the
Sli any better than we can, sir. I’ve seen no evidence of
it.”” She shook her head to show what she felt about that.
“After working with the Sli, I find it hard to believe that
they could give Daimon Brund these coordinates and
insist on being brought here. That isn’t the way the Sli
think.”

Riker slowly sat forward, his brow furrowed. “Maybe
telling the Sli about Hartog will direct their attention
back where it belongs—on the Ferengi instead of us.”

“That’s just it,” Troi protested. “I don’t think the Sli
can direct their emanations, whether they’re angry or
not. From what I’ve seen, their projections are releasing
suppressed emotions in everyone on board—including
Mon Hartog! Only he isn’t being bothered as much
because he allows himself to express his feelings. The
crew members who are being affected the most are the
| ones who are working the hardest to deny their im-
' pulses.”

“Intriguing,” Data said. “That would explain the wide
' range of intensity in the reactions of the crew.”

Troi was nodding. “That’s also why the children aren’t
being affected like the adults—they naturally have less
control over their reactions anyway. Inner turbulence,
especially in the teenagers, is fairly natural for them.
They just absorb what the Sli are projecting, never really
noticing or fighting it.”” She took a step closer to Picard,
as if wanting to convince him. “But when we resist
certain impulses, as we’ve all learned to do, it sets up a
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boomerang effect, whipping the emotion back to the Sli, .
who amplify it and return it.”

Picard said thoughtfully, “The harder you fight, the
worse it gets.”

“The ones who aren’t resisting—like Captain Walch
—seem to be able to ride the emotional swings without
much difficuity.”

Picard took in her flushed face and ruffled hair, and he -
couldn’t help wondering if her judgment was sound. Just
as he’d wondered about Guinan—who had claimed !
there was no reasoning with the Sli.

“May I point out, sir,” Data said, almost echoing his
thoughts, “the Sli are currently affecting both yourself!
and Counselor Troi. The degree of those effects is un-
known.”

“I’'m right about this,” Troi insisted.

“If 1 am correct, Counselor,” Data demurred, “the:
area in which you are experiencing emotional imbalance *
involves the release of . . . inhibitions?”

The counselor swallowed, nervously glancing around.
Picard kept his expression quite still.

Data continued smoothly. “If so, then you would!
naturally conclude that the crew should indulge them-
selves in the emotional stimulus provided by the Shi. Is
that not true, Counselor?” ;

Troi stared at Data, not moving. All eyes were on her,
and she knew it.

The silence drew out for several heartbeats, then Troi |
drew herself up, lifting her chin to directly meet the:
captain’s gaze. “I’'m quite certain my recommendation i$
correct, sir. Data’s concern is the very reason I distrusted |
this solution, and instead suggested that we resist. But !
every indication points to acceptance as the way to cope
with the Sli’s projections.”

Geordi softly added, I can agree with that, Coun- -
selor.”

She nodded back at him. “Not just Geordi. Lock at'!
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what’s been happening. The concerts were usually a
success because the people expected to be moved by the
Sli and welcomed it. Since there were only five Sli, they
weren’t very powerful, and besides, there were mostly
pleasurable emotions on the starliner. Not until the
explosion, when the tourists and crew became fright-
ened, with their lives completely disrupted, did the Sli
react. Then they simply amplified that initial emotional
surge back to us, and our resistance made the return
wave even stronger, back and forth. The arrival of the
colonists escalated everything out of control.” Her voice
was firm. “Sir, for some people it will be very difficult to
accept the feelings the Sli have awakened in them, but it’s
our only option to try.”

Picard felt an answering accord that did more to alert
him than reassure him. He knew full well that Data’s
argument could be used for him as well. He had become
more reckless under the influence of the Sli, quicker to
take action based on intuitive feeling rather than waiting
for facts. It could be this same urge for abandon that
pressed him to agree with Troi.

But before he could respond, the computer signaled
a communication. “Captain Picard, this is Simon Tar-
ses. We have a problem down here outside of Shuttle-
bay 3.”

“What is it?”’ Picard demanded.

“Sir, Mon Hartog’s been strangled.”
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Chapter Twenty-three

WORF PACED UP AND DOWN the length of the room several
times. His anger was strong enough to supplant the pain
in his gut. Mon Hartog, assassin, left unguarded! The
idea was unendurable. Orders or no, his primary duty to
the safety of the Enterprise and her crew would not allow
him to sit idly by as a known assassin freely roamed the
ship.

“Computer, location of Mon Hartog!” ,
The impassive voice of the computer answered, “Mon
Hartog is currently in the flight control booth of

Shuttlebay 3.”

Worf snarled quietly. The Ferengi was provoking the
Sli, worsening the situation on board. He would not
allow that.

He moved through the corridors with single-minded
purpose, ignoring the chaotic activity of crew members. |
But as he approached the shuttiebay, he noticed Techni-
cian Tarses in the doorway of the access tube. The
part-Romulan nervously looked both ways before quick-"
ly ducking inside.

Tarses hadn’t seen him. Worf silently made his way to
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the access tube, alerted by the technician’s furtive man-
ner.

Inside the tube, Tarses was crouched in front of a
control interface. Worf barely had time to note that it
was the manual release of the exterior space doors as
Tarses disconnected the safety and quickly manipulated
the locking mechanism.

Worf threw himself forward.

He slammed Tarses into the side of the tube and was
jolted away. With one easy motion, Worf grabbed the
technician and flipped him away from the control panel.
Tarses let out a loud cry as he hit the floor of the tube,
twisting to get away from Worf’s reach.

Worf looked down at the panel. Only one more com-
mand was left to open the exterior doors of the
shuttlebay containing the four Sli. The annular forcefield
was disengaged, so the bay would immediately de-
pressurize.

“They have to die!”” Tarses insisted, breathless. “We’re
being destroyed!”

Blowing the doors had been Worf’s suggestion. His
hand hesitated over the panel.

“Do it!”” Tarses urged.

Worf drew his hand back, shaking. Suddenly he felt the
pain shooting through his stomach. “No. The captain
would not allow it.”

Frantic, Tarses stared up at him. “You have to! Sickbay
is in turmoil. The crew is suffering—in terrible pain.
And what about those people on the planet! They have
no hope except for us. You can’t let this continue!”

Keeping tight control of his own hands, Worf carefully
engaged the safety, clearing the command sequence from
the panel. “It is not our decision.”

With a drawn-out moan, Tarses collapsed back. Worf
rechecked the control panel, and when he was certain it
was normal, he took hold of Tarses’ arm and hauled him
along after him. “Come with me,” he ordered.
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At the round opening of the tube, Worf paused when
he heard voices. Motioning Tarses to keep quiet, he
carefully looked out.

“Please, Captain Waich, you must be mistaken.” The
Ferengi was backing away from the big captain, holding
his palms up as he whined his innocence.

“I"d shove you out an airlock, but that’s too quick for
my taste.” Walch’s tone was deadly, and he advanced on
Hartog, slowly closing the distance. “You destroyed my
pa’s ship, you little maggot. You thought to kill me, too,
rigging that impulse command! Well, vou missed. Now
you get what you deserve.”

“I don’t understand!” Hartog wailed, trying to fight off
Walch, hitting at him with his open hands and trying to
wrench away.

*Save your breath,” Walch hissed.

He snatched up the Ferengi with both hands around
his scrawny neck and lifted him until his feet kicked at
the air. Hartog let out an astonished chocking sound, his
face immediately turning red as he grabbed ineffectually
at Walch’s hands.

Worf was motionless, mesmerized by the attack. Every
instinct was in complete agreement with Walch’s actions.
Hartog had killed. Hartog had also seriously disrupted

the crew and attacked Worf’s very honor. The Ferengi
should die slowiy for his crimes . . . .]

Hartog's struggles were lessening. His eyes were
bugged out whitely and he reached forward to try to
scratch Walch’s face.

“He’s killing him!” Tarses exclaimed, peering under
Worf’s arm.

Snapped out of his fierce gratification at the sight,
Worf gave Tarses a startled look. ,

“You're letting him?” Tarses asked, his tone more]
admiring than doubtful.

Convulsions rolled through Worf’s stomach, making
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him want to double over. Sweat broke out on his palms.
He struggled deeply with his own desires.

“Stop!”

The word burst out of him, releasing him. He stum-
bled out of the access tube toward Walch.

“Die!” Walch spit at Hartog, giving him a hard shake.

“No!”” Worf ordered, grabbing hold of Walch’s wrists.
Walch wouldn’t let go. Worf had to use most of his
strength to separate the older man’s arms. Finally the
Ferengi dropped to the floor, disregarded.

Worf kept hold of Walch’s arms as the captain glared at
him. “What are you docing, Worf! Let me go!”

“You cannot kill him!”

“Watch me!” He struggled against Worf. ‘““He deserves
to die.”

“You almost did it,” Tarses said, kneeling beside the
Ferengi. But Hartog’s horrible, rasping gasps were
enough to tell Worf that he would survive.

Reluctant to let go of the incensed man, Worf told
Tarses, “Contact Captain Picard.”

Deanna was trembling. She wanted to stop, but she
knew the Sli emanations were strengthening. If she
fought it, her reaction would intensify.

. “Is he alive?” Picard demanded.

“Barely, sir.”

“Who’s there with you?” Picard asked.

“Sir,” came Tarses’s hesitant voice, “Captain Walch,
the Ferengi, and Lieutenant Worf.”

Deanna suddenly had the most terrifying thought.
Klingons preferred the hands-on method of assassina-
tion. Had Worf tried to kill Mon Hartog because of his
attempt to dishonor him? Or was it Tarses himself? For a
moment, she truly believed that under the influence of
the Sli, Tarses had become more Romulan than she’d
ever dreamed possible and had tried to kill Mon Hartog.
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Picard tilted his head. “Mr. Worf is supposed to be
confined to quarters. Did he understand that order?”

Deanna slowly nodded. “I believe so, sir.” She didn’
like 1t. Here she was recommending to the captain that
the crew accept the Sli’s emotional prodding, when the
last two people she’d advised to do so were now involved
in an attempted murder.

“Lieutenant Wortf, is your situation under control?”

There was a slight pause before Worf answered. “Aye;
sir. We will proceed to sickbay. Hartog requires immedi-
ate medical attention.”

“Very well,” Picard acknowledged. ““Picard out.”

He turned and gazed out the window to where the
Ferengi Marauder was lurking. The others silently
waited, all looking to him.

When he turned back, there was a gleam in his eye:
“That ship has to go.”

Without another word, Picard strode through his
senior officers and stepped onto the bridge. Peripherally’
he saw them scatter to their stations, while he took up ai
stance in the middle of the floor, facing the main vieweru

“Sir, I have Daimon Brund,” Ensign de Groodt an-
nounced.

Picard drew a deep breath smiling slightly without
meaning to. “On screen.’ [
“Picard!” Brund spat out, thrusting his face closer.

“Daimon Brund, we have new information regardmm
our investigation.”

Picard saw that he’d caught the Ferengi’s attention, buts
the daimon merely shrugged. “What do I care about!
investigations?”’

“I believe you will be interested in this.” Picard:
paused, knowing how it tantalized the Ferengi when!
someone else knew more than they did. It was almost a:
compulsion for them to drag out secrets.

He didn’t misjudge the daimon. The Ferengi waited au
long as he could, actually turning away at one point as hex
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took care of some task. Picard stood silently with his
hands behind his back.

Gradually the daimon let out a few impatient grum-
bles and sighs, finally demanding, ““Yes? Yes? What is it?
If you’re going to tell me, get on with it!”

Picard smiled shghtly “You appear to be agitated,
Daimon. Perhaps you’re experiencing some effects from
the Sli?”

“No!” Brund immediately denied. His head swayed,
and he licked his lips carefully. “The Sli have no reason
to be angry with us.”

“I say you are being affected.” Picard was satisfied.
The daimon’s denial had the ring of a rehearsed line.
“You claim the Sli can direct their emanations—so
perhaps they are already aware of my news.”

Brund glared at him. “What is it already!”

“It does appear more likely, however,” Picard said,
ignoring his question, “that the Sli affect everyone, the
degree being determined by how much resistance one
puts up. Wouldn’t you agree, Daimon? Perhaps you’ve
sensed the escalations of the Sli’s projections yourself?”’

The daimon didn’t want to commit himself, but his
eyes were squinting almost closed and he opened his
mouth several times as if about to speak, then closed it
again.

“Yes, Daimon Brund, I do believe you are under
pressure from the Sli.” Picard nodded to himself.

Brund was almost ready to explode. “So what! What
does it matter? Did you find out anything or not?”

As if he’d just been waiting for Brund to ask, Picard

1said smoothly, “We have discovered that the explosion
was caused by a bomb disguised as a power cell for a life
support unit. A Ferengi life support unit, made especial-
ly for the Sli. It was this explosive that homed in on the
Sli when it was ejected from the ship, causing the damage
to the Prospector.”

“Who ejected it?”” Brund quickly asked.
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Picard raised one brow. “Who ejected it? Who brought:
it on board the ship? Who had it made in the first place:
with this intent in mind?” He stepped forward. “I do
believe the last question is the most important, Daimon:
Brund.”

The daimon’s eyes suddenly began to shift back and!
forth. “Where is Mon Hartog? I want to speak to him.”

“It’s interesting that Hartog’s name should come up at
this moment.”

“He should be here!” Brund insisted.

“Even if it was he who engineered this entire situa--
tion?”

Brund was stuck for a couple of beats, then he gave a:
barking, sneering laugh. “Hartog? I think not. Let me:s
speak with him!”

“With him?” Picard repeated, catching that nuance of!
familiarity. “I’ve wondered what incentive Hartog could:
possibly have to destroy his own profit-making ensem-
ble. Yet if the Ferengi Alliance was backing him, he’d be:
amply rewarded for his efforts—”

“Baseless accusations!” Brund burst out. “I will not!
discuss this further until Mon Hartog is present!”

“That won’t be possible,” he told Brund. “Mom
Hartog has been seriously injured.”

“What?” The daimon seemed dumbstruck. “How?”

This was the question Picard had hoped to receive.
“Random violence, provoked by the Shi.”

Brund nervously licked his lips, glancing at the yellows
lights flashing over Picard. “You're all going insane over
there, aren’t you?”

Counselor Troi shifted as if to alert him. Picard held!
out a hand, silently watching Brund.

The daimon grabbed the back of a chair with one
hand, pointing the other to Picard. “I have an idea!” he:
said desperately. “Transport those four Sli to my ship.
Maybe then the Sli colony will let me go.”

Picard glanced at Troi. “Abandoning the original
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request.” His tone was speculative. ‘It appears that Mon
Hartog also preferred these Sli were destroyed rather
than fall into Starfleet’s hands. Now, why is it both of you
want that?”

“f don’t know anything about a bomb!” Brund denied.
“Or Hartog. What is he to me?” Brund looked from one
to the other before tossing them another tidbit. “You’re
right about one thing—we’re being affected as much as
you are.” A hand sneaked up to wipe the moisture from
his neck. “Be reasonable, Captain. Maybe if we unite the
Sli, we’ll both be free to leave here.”

“That’s unacceptable,” Picard told him.

“The suffering of both our crews is on your hands,
Picard.” Brund turned to one of his officers, hissing a
command in Ferengi. The view abruptly returned to the
derelict Prospector with the green-swathed planet be-
yond.

Picard immediately turned to the counselor. “I don’t
believe Brund can communicate with the Sli.”

“I don’t either, Captain.”

““Yet you’ve managed to make preliminary contact?”

“It’s just that I have to get beyond the emotions they
provoke in me. I will have to open myself completely.”

“Can you do that?”

“It’s difficult to tell where that will take me. You see,
the basis for their language isn’t made up of word-
symbols like ours, but is comparable to being dragged
along in an emotional torrent, with the mean:ngs emerg-
ing and submerging in the patterns.”

“Do you think you could convey what we discovered
about the explosion, letting them know the Ferengi may
have betrayed them?”

She looked doubtful, chewing her lip for a moment.
“They don’t operate under the law of cause and effect.
Emotions are simply emotions to them, nothing nega-
tive, nothing logical.”

Frustrated, Picard paced back to his chair, tapping the
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fingers of one hand against his thigh. Guinan had told
him it was impossible to reason with the Sli.

“What do the Sli want?”’ Riker suddenly spoke up,
sitting heavily in his chair.

“I believe they’re stimulated by us,” Troi told him.
“From what I’ve learned so far, it’s the only thing the Sh
are getting from all this. Humans seem to be a strong and
constant source of emotional fuel.”

Riker frowned. “If fresh emotional stimulus is all they
want, then the Sli on the Ferengi vessel won’t want to
leave no matter what we do.”

There was a tense pause after his words. Then Picard
slowly looked up, realizing the error in their reasoning.
“But it’s not really important what the Sli want, is it?
What matters is what the Ferengi want.”

“Sir?” Troi asked.

“Daimon Brund could leave anytime he wishes. If he
can’t communicate with the Sli, how are they keeping
him here? He’s staying here until we relinquish control of -
the Sli—either by killing them or turning them over to
him. The last thing the alliance would want is Sli left on
board the Enterprise.”

“The daimon is very worried about the situation,”
Troi said doubtfully. “He is afraid things are escalating |
out of control.”

That was exactly what he was looking for. Picard’
smacked his hands together, making both Riker and La:
Forge start at the sharp sound. “As long as Daimon |
Brund believes we’re able to talk to the Sli, that’s all we:
need. Ensign,” he said to the tactical officer, “be ready
to patch Daimon Brund into the viewer in Shuttle--
bay 3.”

“Sir?” Riker asked, standing up. “You’re going to try
to talk to the Sli?”

“The Sli are just my messengers, Number One. Right!
now it’s Daimon Brund I’'m trying to reach. That Sk’
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colony has to leave before everyone on board the Enter-
prise goes mad.”

On their way down to the shuttlebay, Deanna sug-
gested that the captain change out of his dark red and
black uniform. “It indicates intense greed or desire, Sir.
And I think the red has something to do with envy or
shame.”

Picard gave her a tight grin. “Perhaps the Ferengi are
also aware of the significance of color to the Sli, Counsel-
or. If so, then Daimon Brund will think that’s exactly the
message I'm trying to give them.”

“Captain, I thought Starfleet wanted us to establish
diplomatic ties with the Sh.”

Picard paused in front of the access door to the flight
control room, looking at her for a moment. “We’ll be
able to do that once that colony group is gone and these
four Sli are safe.”

When they walked in, Deanna could tell the security
guards were uncomfortable wearing their pastel garb in
|front of the captain. Both stared straight at the wall.

The Sli were breathtaking. She’d never seen them like
this before. The muddy smears were gone, leaving bright-
ly colored flakes swirling and tumbling across the surface
of their skin. Ruby red, glowing aqua, and sapphire
facets churned together, along with brighter yellow, rose,
‘and powder blue chips. Their tentacles were gold,
opaque and shining. Deanna wondered whether her
many attempts to reach them had somehow brought
' them to this state.

Picard gave the Sli a searching look. “What was their
reaction to the explosion?”

Deanna tightened her fingers in her skirt. “That’s just
it—they feel everything! Any emotion you can imagine,
they experience it and emanate it. Which in turn stimu-
lates that emotion inside anyone who’s susceptible to it.
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Our translator gives us the humanoid reasons we assign
to our emotional responses—we’re upset because we'lll]
miss the person that died, we’re indifferent because we*
didn’t care about that person—but there’s no real way of {
knowing why the Sli feel the way they do.” ! |

Picard pressed the point. “Are they trying to commu- -
nicate with us right now?”

“No,” she said reluctantly.

The captain raised his head slightly. “No matter.
Perhaps I'll get their attention as I go along. The strongers
emanations would serve to convince Brund.” ’

Deanna silently shook her head, not sure what the:
captain had in mind.

“Ensign de Groodt, this is Captain Picard. Put mes
through to Daimon Brund.”

“Daimon Brund, sir,” the ensign immediately an--
nounced. The small screen in the side wall flickered on..
Daimon Brund took one look at the captain and reachedi
forward as if about to disconnect the link when he saws
the Sli behind them.

“What are you doing to them?” He stared open--
mouthed, then quickly glanced down at a monitor.

“I’ve been informing the Sli of your betrayal,” Picard!
announced, sweeping an arm toward the floating aliens..

“You can’t talk to them—" Brund realized what
was saying and abruptly cut off his protest.

“You say that because you believe no one can commu-+
nicate with the Sli.”

“That’s absurd!” Brund denied. “I meant the Sli ares
mad at you people; that’s why you can’t talk to themu.r
They told me that,” he added with a righteous nod.

“He’s lying,” Deanna said, not bothering to keep hersq
voice down.

“You!” Brund sputtered. “You, shut up!

“Please, Daimon Brund. You’re speaking to the personu |
who achieved this remarkable breakthrough. Counselo
Troi has brilliantly combined her empathic abilities with
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a spectral translator programmed to respond to the Sli’s
colors.” Brund flinched at that. Picard smoothly added,
“As you know, the Sli react negatively to darker tones.”

“QOh, really,” Brund said nonchalantly. “I’ve heard
that might be possible.”

“I was in the middle of informing the Sli that their own.
partners—no, more than that—their own friends have
slaughtered one of them in the name of greed. I thought it
only fair that you hear my accusation as well.”

“You aren’t really telling them that,” Brund denied.

“It’s a sad duty I must perform, but the Sli have a right
to know.”

“What are you talking about?” Brund demanded.
“You got no proof.” He yelled directly at the Sli, “He’s
got no proof!” He gestured to the captain. “Go on, tell
them you’ve got no proof.”

“If you can communicate with them, I suggest you do
it yourself.”

Brund’s upper lip was twitching. “Did you tell them
someone tried to kill Hartog? Who do they think is going
to protect them?”

“ appreciate your concern,” Picard said softly. “Such
a short while ago, you wanted to kill these four Sli.”

Brund blinked at him, then tried to sneer. “I don’t
need to talk to you, Picard—"

Deanna suddenly realized the emanations were in-
creasing in strength. She nudged the captain. -

Picard barely acknowledged her. “That’s fine, Daimon
Brund. The Sli appreciate it when you struggle against
yourself. I'm sure you must be feeling quite battered
upon right now.” He turned to the Sli, giving them a fond
smile. “I'll just keep talking to the Sli. I'll keep telling
them different ways they could feel about this betrayal of
yours. There are dozens of possibilities. I suppose they
could be flippant about it—after all, with friends like the
Ferengi, who needs enemies? Or they could be naive,” he
said in a mocking voice. “I know you were just trying to
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help the Sli with that bomb, not hurt them. Or they
might even feel contempt for your pitiful attempt to
destroy them.”

The words echoed in Deanna’s head. It was the speech
from Cyrano de Bergerac. The captain was throwing
himself into the words, acting them, feeling what he was
saying. She followed his lead, copying his emotion and
focusing it for the Sli.

“Of course,” Picard said, tapping a finger lightly to his
chin, “the Sli could feel a bit uneasy about so many
Ferengi being around—you would like to kill them; isn’t
that what you were asking me to do?”

In the Sli, the bright colors were splintering into even
smaller fragments, whirling faster as she concentrated.

“Now, hold on, Picard!”

Picard directly addressed the Sli, ignoring the dai-
mon’s attempts to interrupt. “I"d understand it if you’re
feeling ashamed for having trusted the Ferengi all this
time. Still, you also seem to be a rather quick-tempered
lot; perhaps you’ve been thinking of retaliation. It would
be difficult to blame you for that as well. I also know you
like to brood on things, so I guess you’ll be spending a
fair amount of time worrying about whether you’ll want
to associate with the Ferengi anymore—"

“Stop it, Picard!” the daimon was shouting. “You’ll get
us all in trouble agitating them like that!”

“1?” Picard asked, rounding on the daimon, his eyes
blazing. “I am in no trouble, Daimon. However, you
are.”

The Sli flickered with brilliant color, four burning fires
coalescing into a single blaze, a vibrant inferno. Their
tentacles dangled below, ebony, dense and wet.

Picard gestured toward them with flare and drama.
“You’ve betrayed these Sli, Brund, and there are more
reactions than stars in the sky to the sort of behavior you
Ferengi have indulged in. Oh, yes! I’ve only just begun!”

The voice of Commander Riker suddenly cut in.
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“Captain Picard, should we arm photon torpedoes? 1
suggest we forcibly repel the Tampanium from our
vicinity.”

Picard lifted one brow at Brund. “An excellent idea,
Number One. Hold your fire until I finish my suggestions
to the Sli.” He turned back to the quartet as if it were
perfectly reasonable to destroy the Ferengi Marauder.
“Now, where was I? Oh, yes, hysteria is always expected
in cases of this sort—blind, uncontrolled abandonment
of all senses. Once you’re through with that, you’ll
probably be quite sad for a while.”” He frowned thought-
fully at them. “Perhaps even depressed. 1 wouldn’t
worry; the vindictiveness that follows can be quite an
enlivening experience—"

Brund leaned forward, sharply cutting off the subspace
link.

Riker requested, “Captain, shall I fire across their
bow?”

“Hold your fire.”” Picard lifted his hand. “What is the
position of the Ferengi vessel?”

There was a pause, then Data’s voice evenly an-
nounced, “The Tampanium is leaving orbit, sir, heading
03 mark 25, at warp three.”

“It worked!” Deanna exclaimed. “Brund really be-
lieved we were communicating with them.”

Picard snapped his hand shut in the air as if capturing
something. “All we needed was a little panache.”

The captain’s smile spread across his face, and she felt
herself laughing in response. He so rarely allowed him-
self to show such strong emotion, and she was caught
right up in it with him. When she realized their quartet of
Sli were still listening, she focused the good feeling right
at them, this time not holding anything back.
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CapTAIN PicarD immediately gave the order for the crew
to stop resisting the effects of the remaining Sh. As
Deanna said, “With only four Sli, the projections won’t
be nearly as strong. There may be a short burst of activity
among the crew, then things should quickly settle back
down to normal once everyone stops fighting it.”

They went to sickbay, where Dr. Crusher gave Deanna
and Captain Picard the results of her examination of
Mon Hartog. Deanna caught a glimpse of him, restrained
by a blue security forcefield. His headpiece was ripped,
revealing paler skin on the base of his skull. His neck was
red and swollen.

“According to Lieutenant Worf and Technician
Tarses,”” the doctor said, “they observed Captain Walch
strangling Mon Hartog. Worf intervened to save the
Ferengi’s life.”

“Where is Captain Walch now?” Picard kept glancing
over at Hartog’s motionless form.

“Worf called Security. He ordered the guards to escort
Walch back to his quarters and remain on duty there.”
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She pulled her coat around her more securely. “Tarses
had a strained ligament in his right arm, and Worf’s
hand was bleeding again. I bonded it, and he supervised
the erection of the forcefield around Hartog. Then he
said he was returning to his quarters. Apparently he was
supposed to be confined there.”

“And Tarses?”” Deanna asked.

“He’s helping Alyssa in the other room. He seems
jittery, but everyone’s calming down now that the
Ferengi are gone.”

Deanna suppressed a sigh. She was relieved that
peither Worf nor Tarses had anything to do with this
attempted murder.

Beverly tightened her lips. “I hate to think of that
sweet old man trying to kill someone. But I know it was
because of those Shi.”

“ agree,” Deanna said. “Captain, I’d like our inquiry
to be strictly confidential for the time being. One thing
we do know—the circumstances were extremely unusual
and provoking. Now that the Sli are gone, there’s little
chance Walch will try something like this again.”

Picard considered her suggestion for a moment.
“Agreed, Counselor. Meanwhile, I'll find out what
Starfleet’s position is regarding this situation.”

Deanna returned to check on the Sli, but was eventual-
ly called back to her office by crew members who were
feeling more normal now, but who were also wondering
what it was they’d just gone through. It was as if every-
one on board decided to have an emotional crisis at
once, and were now trying to discuss their insights with
her.

During a brief lull, Deanna sat down, putting her hand
to her head and trying to subdue the ache that seemed to
have settled there after her heightened emoticns had
drained away.
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She was almost too tired to get up again. Her office was
so serene, with its cool, pastel lighting and soft couch.
She closed her eyes for a moment, breathing in the faint,
crisp scent she programmed into the air freshener.

The door chime startled her. She called out, “Come
in,” as she struggled to get up. When she saw it was Worf,
she sat back down.

“Counselor Troi,” he said by way of greeting. He
stepped inside awkwardly, glancing around suspiciously
as he usually did. He’d once told her the delicate decor of
her office made him . . . edgy.

“Worf, what are you doing here?”

“I wish to be returned to duty. The situation on board
is not yet stabilized and I am needed at my post.”

She leaned back, folding her hands in her lap. “How
are you feeling?”

“I am well.”

“Your stomach?” she pressed.

“I am well,”” Worf insisted, clasping his hands behind
his back.

“Come on, Worf. I need more than that.” She sat
back, calmly looking up at him. “I haven’t seen a report
from you regarding Captain Walch’s attack on Mon
Hartog.”

He looked down at her with something like surprise. “I
informed Dr. Crusher and Captain Picard what hap-
pened.”

“I have Captain Walch’s statement. Based on my
earlier assessment, I believe it was due to the Sli’s
influence that he tried to kill the Ferengi.”

“I would agree.”

“There may be a full investigation, especially if Mon
Hartog files charges,” she said, carefully watching his
reaction.

There wasn’t a flicker on his face. “Hartog is an
assassin. He is not in a position to file charges.”
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Deanna shrugged uneasily. “It all makes sense to you,
doesn’t it?”

“Yes,” he said simply.

Deanna thought for a moment. “What was Tarses
doing with you on Deck 13? That’s nowhere near
sickbay.”

Worf hesitated for the first time during the interview.
His hands tightened their hold on each other behind his
back. “The Sli were affecting Tarses.”

“You mean they drew him to the shuttlebay?”

“I believe that is true.”

“So,” she said, “Tarses just happened to be there, and
you both saw Captain Walch try to strangle Hartog. Then
you stopped him.”

Worf met her eyes, his face expressmnless “That is
correct.”

Deanna stopped, stymied by his monosyllabic ap-
proach. His report lacked substance. “Is there something
you’re not telling me, Worf?”

“Do not pursue the matter,” he said evenly. “The
emanations of the Sli caused temporary insanity. No one
can be held accountable for crimes committed during
this situation.”

Deanna was tempted to pursue the matter, but the
things that happened under the Sli’s emanations were so
deeply buried that she didn’t know if she could get to it
without doing more harm than good.

After a moment, she asked, “Are you still angry with
Captain Walch?”

Worf actually relaxed. “No.”

“You’re sure?” she pressed.

“I erred when I believed he had betrayed me. Cap-
tain Walch was instrumental in the development of
my sense of honor. For that, I owe the man a great
debt.”

She put her finger to her lips, thinking fast. “Did it
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have something to do with why you’ve been upset about
Alexander lately?”

His eyes widened, but he didn’t answer.

“Come on, Worf. You know I’'m not going to return
you to duty with just that.” She almost wanted to smile,
this was so perfect. “Sit down and talk to me.”

Worf seemed about to refuse, but he dropped into the
chair she gestured toward and glared at her.

“I do not need to discuss this. I understand my error.”

“Oh, really.” She leaned forward. “That being ... ?”

Worf let out his breath almost in a growl. She had him.
“Very well. I have been proceeding under the assumption
that Alexander would not develop a sense of honor
unless he confronted his Klingon nature.”

“But Alexander’s no more aggressive than other boys
his age,” Deanna protested.

“Yes, that concerned me. I grappled with my aggres-
sive urges when I was young. I developed a creed of
honor to guide my actions.”

“Worf, your son follows a very different path to his
honor.”

He gave her a sidelong look of surprise. “That was my
conclusion.”

“Perhaps you identified with Alexander too much. His
situation is easier than yours was, Worf, in many ways.
He has you, his own father and a Klingon role model.
Don’t be so concerned with how he gets there, just be
what you want Alexander to be. Let him see what can be
his. And then let him make his own choice—to be
human or Klingon, or both.”

Again, Worf seemed uncomfortable. “It did not occur
to me until today that Alexander’s mother was killed by a
Klingon’s hand.”

“Well, that’s something you and Alexander do have in
common. You both had parents killed in Klingon plots
for power.”

“The Duras family! The curse on our clan.” Worf
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turned his head away. “But I did not know that when I
was young. I believed my enemy was Romulan. It served
to strengthen me.”

“Romulan or Klingon, what does it matter? You know
that honor isn’t gained by fighting individuals but by
taking a stand on your ideals. In that area, I have no
doubts about Alexander.”

“Kurn does.” Worf seemed to wish those words unsaid
as soon as he uttered them.

“What do you mean?”

“He has chailenged Alexander and me to the Dobatih
PugloD. A test of a son’s honor to his clan.”

“What does Kurn want?”

A simple question, but Worf considered it carefully.
“Alexander has never been to Qe’noS, the Klingon home
world. He has never met my brother.”

“Perhaps Kurn is offended by your distance and is
expressing it this way,” Deanna offered.

Worf seemed struck by her words. He frowned in
thought. “It is true that Alexander is to be the next head
of the clan. Kurn may feel . . . slighted.”

Deanna was glad to see that Worf was actuaily reflect-
ing on his problem. “Why don’t you find out what your
brother really wants?”

Worf nodded. “I will speak to Kurn. Perhaps he will
withdraw the challenge if I agree to return with Alexan-
der for a visit.” He stood up, his eyes slightly creased at
the corners. “Thank you, Counselor.” He held her gaze
for one more moment, then turned and started for the
door. When it opened he glanced back. “May I return to
duty?”

She hesitated. “You do like to work things out on your
own, don’t you, Worf?” He nodded, his faint smile gone.
She threw up her hands, a mock gesture of defeat.
She couldn’t get away from it. “Yes, you may return to
duty.”

* * *
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It was late by the time she got to Captain Picard’s
ready room. Deanna headed straight for the sofa, com-
fortably tucking one leg under her as she sat down.

The captain got up from his chair and came around to
lean against the front of his desk. “Well, Counselor?”

“Jacob Walch confessed to the assault on Mon Hartog.
Both Worf and Tarses witnessed it. Worf made the point
that under the conditions of the past two days, no one
could legally be held accountable.”

“Starfleet Command seems to agree. We’re to turn
Mon Hartog over to Starbase 81.”” He rubbed his chin. “I
believe our investigation has been more than thorough.”

“I agree. But I'm glad you’re back to being cautious
again,” she told him.

Picard straightened his uniform. “The Sli were an
exhilarating experience, I must admit. I haven’t reacted
with as much abandon in a very long while.”

“Some of the crew have requested access to Decks 9,
10, and 11 so they can experience the four Sli again.
Captain Walch put in an official request from his tour-
ists.”

“Surely you’re joking, Counselor.” Picard couldn’t
seem to believe it. “After everything that’s happened?”

“You said it yourself—it’s exhilarating.”

Picard shook his head. “Deny their requests, Counsel-
or. More study needs to be done regarding the effects of
the Sli.” He consulted his padd. “We’ve also notified the
other two commercial vessels carrying Sli ‘artists’ about
the Ferengi bombing. Scans will be performed on every
power cell for the Sli’s life support units.”

“Daimon Brund has probably alerted them to dispose
of any bombs.” Deanna shook her head. “I don’t know
which of them was worse. Brund left Hartog behind
without a second thought.”

“Starfleet won’t deal lightly with Mon Hartog. He not
only killed the Sli and destroyed the Prospector, but he
endangered everyone on board.”
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“I wouldn’t doubt it if he was hovering around the Sli
just so he could project terrible thoughts to them in those
brief moments they were actually listening. I'm sure
that’s what he was doing with Alexander in the flight
booth—provoking the boy’s emotions to disturb the
Shi.”

“Hartog always wore black,” Picard said thoughtfully.

“Well, this is exactly what the Ferengi were trying to
prevent,” Deanna said with certainty. *For the first time
the Federation has unlimited access to the Sli. Our
diplomats will finally have the chance to establish com-
munications with them.”

“Guinan still laughs when I suggest that to her.”

Deanna smiled and looked down, remembering her
own stimulated enthusiasm over the Sli. “Guinan may
be right. At best, the Sli will be difficult to understand.
But I do know they’re much more willing to listen to me
now that I’ve stopped resisting their efforts.”

“Your discovery of the fractal basis for the Sli’s
language has also been commented on. Starfleet’s diplo-
matic corps believes that may be the key they needed.”

“They have some interesting work ahead of them.”

“Whether or not they will succeed, they are eager to
start. And the Federation Council is very pleased that we
have the four Sli on board as our guests. We’re to drop
them off at Starbase 81 when we tow in the Prospector.”
Picard glanced back toward the window. “They won’t
have to wait long.”

Deanna shook her head, confused. “What about the
Lessenar mission?”

“Qur participation appears to have been terminated.”
He frowned slightly. “Commander Riker has reported a
possible violation of the Prime Directive.”

“Sir?” she asked, completely taken by surprise.

The door opened as Picard said, “Here he is now. Just
back from the capital city. Commander.”
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Riker nodded to Deanna, and she was glad to see his
old casual confidence had returned. “Sir, I didn’t see
Council Head Wiccy. The council was . . . forcibly re-
called this afternoon. Something called a ‘People’s Coali-
tion’ is now in charge.”

“That sounds like a coup, Number One.”

“It was.” Riker’s answer was dry, reminding Deanna
of his battles with Council Head Wiccy. “Apparently the
outlying populace finally caught on that the government
wasn’t doing anything about the problem. I saw the
people in the more remote regions. They were desper-
ate.”

Picard nodded thoughtfully. “The primary concern of
the council did appear superficial.”

“Yes, sir.” Riker squarely met his gaze. “I spoke with
one of the new leaders of the coalition, a man named
Reeves. Chryso and I met him while we were delivering
relief supplies. Sir, he told us that they formed the
coalition and organized the takeover with the communi-
cation tranceivers we included in the supplies. The
tranceivers were meant to help the outlying areas coordi-
nate distribution.”

“Instead, they used them to plan a coup,” Deanna
said.

“I see, Number One. You’re right—this could be
interpreted as a violation of the Prime Directive.”

“Giving the inhabitants tranceivers is standard proce-
dure in coordinating a long-term relief effort. It’s sup-
posed to prompt the inhabitants to help themselves.”
Riker couldn’t hold back the pleased light in his eyes.
“They learned quickly in this case.”

“Qur intervention caused the destruction of the very
government that requested our aid,” Picard reminded
him.

“Sir, that Advisory Council would have paid lip ser-
vice to our suggestions and gone on with exactly what
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they were doing.” Riker tried to control his anger.
“Council Head Wiccy was engaged in trade talks with
Daimon Brund when the People’s Coalition took
over.”

“Trade talks!” Deanna exclaimed.

“Yes. The agreement with the Advisory Council was
natural resources for barastatic filters and atmospheric
ion generators. A Ferengi Alliance supply ship was
scheduled to be here within hours.”

Deanna couldn’t believe it. “The Ferengi would steal
that planet breathless.”

“So we told them.” Riker flicked a glance through the
viewport. “Lieutenant Chryso was right. Their problem
is too complex for simple repairs. Their atmosphere and
water require eco-regeneration, and that takes a coordi-
nated application of dozens of procedures over the next
few generations.”

“Lieutenant Chryso believes the Ferengi measures
wouldn’t be enough?” Picard asked.

“With the research her team has done, Chryso had the
data to prove ion generators would only aggravate the
situation.” Riker shifted, the only sign of his discomfort
over his battles with the scientist. “She was very thor-
ough. She convinced the coalition, and they immediately
ordered the implementation of her recommendations.
They also rescinded their agreement with the Ferengi
and formally requested the aid of a science ship from
Starfleet to guide them through the first stage of regenera-
tion.”

Picard nodded. “We just received notification that the
Von Neumann has been assigned to this system.”

“That’s why we were late. We waited in the council
chambers for confirmation. Starfleet informed the new
government that the science ship should be here by
tomorrow to begin work on the regeneration. Now it’s up
to them.”
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“Well done, Commander,” Picard acknowledged.
“However, the use of the tranceivers to instigate the coup
is unfortunate.”

“But, sir, the needs of the inhabitants are being served
now.”

“We will never know that for certain, Number One.”
Picard’s voice was flat. “That’s the danger with violating
the Prime Directive, even if indirectly. The repercus-
sions reach far beyond what we can see.” He held up a
hand, stopping Riker from comment. “However, | won’t
recommend a change in the standard procedure. In
planetary relief efforts, the inhabitants must be an inte-
gral part of the solution.”

“ agree. I believe they took a positive step.”

Picard nodded shortly. “Very well. The planet is
stabilized pending the Von Neumann’s arrival?”

“Aye, sir. My report will be ready shortly.”

“First, see to securing the tractor beam for the Prospec-
tor. Starbase 81 is waiting for those Sli.”

“Aye, sir.”

The captain waited until Riker left, then he was drawn
toward the viewport. He gazed thoughtfully down at the
planet. “If you want to see the borealis again, you should
come look now, Counselor.”

She shook her head. “I never much liked it, sir.”

Simon Tarses paused outside the holodeck. There was
a swelling inside his chest, an anticipation that surprised
him with its sharp clarity. A hole was yearning to be
filled, an open wound ready to be bathed in a warm and
healing sight.

“Computer, begin program.”

Tarses took a deep breath as the doors hissed open.
Clouds of low-lying fog swirled up and around him as he
slowly stepped forward.

He was standing on a low dirt butte overlooking a vast
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and fertile valley. It was bounded on all sides by tall,
jagged mountains at impossible distances. The sun was
low, coolly tinting the mist at his knees. On the slopes
just in front of him was the city, a gracefully spired,
towered cluster that soared to sparkling heights.

Tarses raised both hands, smiling. Romulus.
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