A Note to Our Readers

Everything must move forward. Everything must progress. Without progress, there is
boredom and even backsliding. The New Frontier is no exception to that.

With the exception of the first chapter, After the Fall is set three years after the end of the
previous New Frontier novel, Stone and Anvil (and mere days before the events seen in Star
Trek: Nemesis). As is the case with the real world, a lot has happened in three years. The
New Frontier cast is not a collection of toys remaining exactly where you left them until you're
ready to play with them again. Many members of the Excalibur and Trident crews have gone
down unexpected paths, and you'll be very surprised to see where they've wound up.

We here at New Frontier C&C (Command and Control) wanted to make this clear to you so
that you won't go through the book waiting for the reset button. There will be no one time
traveling to a key point in the past in order to restore the status quo. There will be no
shocking revelation that we're in a parallel universe. It is not a hoax, nor a dream, nor an
imaginary tale (well, no more imaginary than any of them). What you hold in your hands is the
"current” reality of the New Frontier. We suspect if our heroes can deal with it, so can you.

So come along and see who's broken up, who's still together, who's where and who's who in
the New Frontier.

- The Management
BEFORE...i.

On the day Soleta was reasonably sure she was going to die, she found herself both
surprised and not surprised to see Ambassador Spock standing at the far end of her cell.

Every joint, every muscle, every synapse in her body seemed inflamed with pain, and yet
she still managed to sit up. She wanted to stand, to look properly formal as the occasion
might call for. Try as she might, however, she was unable to gather the strength to do so. So
she settled for sitting on the dank floor and simply staring at the tall, lean Vulcan. He, in turn,
stared at her. No words passed between them for a good long time.

It was Soleta who finally broke the silence. "Well?" she inquired. "Aren't you going to say it?"
He cocked an eyebrow as she knew he would. "What am | expected to say?"

"I believe the appropriate phrase would be, 'How the mighty have fallen.™

He pondered that for a moment, and then informed her, "That would not be logical."

"Why not?"

"You were never particularly mighty."

"No," and she slumped her head back against the cell wall. "No, | guess | wasn't."

They remained that way for a time, and then Soleta allowed a small smile.

"Do you find your present situation amusing?" asked Spock.



"Not especially. I'm simply considering the fact that, when we first met, | was in a cell. On
Thallon. Do you remember?"

"Of course,"” Spock said in a tone that indicated it was absurd to think he would forget - not
the incident itself, but anything at all that had ever happened to him in his entire life.

"It is ironic, the way in which life wraps back upon itself,” she said. "You and I, trapped in a
dungeon on Thallon, prisoners of the royal family. Then we escape, and in later years
members of that same royal family wind up on the Federation ship I'm serving on after their
family loses power. And now they are no longer a part of my life, nor | of theirs, and I'm back
in a dungeon... while from what | hear..."

"They are climbing back into power," said Spock. "Yes. That is true. A new Thallonian
regime is apparently on the rise. | estimate that in another two point three years, they will be
fully in charge. There will, however, likely be marked differences between the former
monarchy and the new paradigm. | believe the most likely structure will consist of a- "

"Mr. Spock."

Although naturally any emotion perceivable on his face was minimal, it was still obvious that
he was surprised at the interruption.

Soleta sighed. "l don't really care."
"Ah. Because, as matters stand, you will not be alive to see it."

"That's very much how the day is shaping up, yes." She gazed up at him through unfocused
eyes. "You're not going to help me, are you."

"Pardon?"

"I said you're not going to help me. Not try to find a way to get me out of here."

"I regret that it is beyond my power to do so."

She snorted disdainfully. "I don't believe that for a moment.”

"That something is beyond my power?"

"No. That you would regret anything." She leaned her head back, the cold metal of the cell
Er\f)g/ri.rlg oddly comforting against the back of her head. "Not you. You never regret anything.

"What would draw you to that conclusion?”

"Well," she almost stammered, as if the reply should be obvious, "because everything you
do, you do because it's the logical thing to do."

"So?"

"So?!" Soleta couldn't follow what he was talking about. "So if you always take the logical
path, how can you ever have any regrets over it?"



He considered it a moment. "Apparently,” he said at last, "you are confusing the logical path
with the right path."

"Aren't they the same?"

"No, Soleta. Not at all." Slowly he circled the cell, his hands draped behind his back, his long
robes sweeping around his feet. "Right' and ‘wrong' are purely subjective terms, to be left to
theologians and lawmakers. There have been any number of occasions in my life - indeed, |
would venture to say, in everyone's lives - where | have been faced not with a right and
wrong path, but instead with a variety of paths that are all undesirable. Where one person or
group of persons was made to suffer, for instance, instead of another person or persons. In
such instances, | made the logical choices, did what had to be done. Given the exact same
circumstances, | would make the exact same choice."

"So where do the regrets come from?"

"The regrets, Soleta," he said wistfully, "come from my inability to conceive of a different
path that would solve all problems in such a way that none be made to suffer."

She chuckled low in her throat. "That, Mr. Spock, is illogical."
"That, Soleta," he replied, "is precisely my point."

Before she could say anything else, there was the sound of a heavy-duty security lock being
disengaged from the door nearby.

Several Romulans entered, dressed in full armor, as was customary for guards. It seemed
ludicrous to Soleta; she was hardly in shape to pose a threat.

"Who were you talking to?" demanded the foremost guard. He was looking around the cell
suspiciously.

"No one." She realized, upon opening her mouth, that her voice was far more strained and
parched than she would have thought. It sounded totally different than it had when she'd been
talking with Spock.

She further realized that she was in far more pain than she'd thought she was. There were
marks on her from all manner of physical brutality that she had undergone. Strange. Strange
that she hadn't felt that earlier or noticed it. It was as if her mind had bifurcated for some
strange reason....

Well, not so strange at that.

"Remarkable, isn't it," she said thickly. Her lips were swollen as well; she hadn't noticed that
before either. "What the mind will do to protect itself from dealing with what the body's going
through.”

"What are you talking about?" he demanded.

"Biology. You?"

The guard who'd entered behind the first one was scouring the cell with his scowl. "Who was
she talking to?"



"She hasn't answered," said the first. "Who were you talking to?"

"That's a very large weapon," she observed. "Do you use it in order to make up for
shortcomings in other areas?"

"I'll use it on you, you murdering half-breed!" His hand hovered near the hilt.

"Now there's a threat."

"It's no threat."

"And yet,” Soleta said, "l don't see you doing it."

He started to pull his disruptor, the prospect of which didn't bother Soleta one bit, but then
the second guard put a hand on his fellow's arm, preventing the precipitous move. The first
guard took his hand away from the weapon, but then abruptly brought his foot up and

around. He slammed it into Soleta's face.

She didn't even feel it. The impact was sufficient to knock her backward, but other than that,
it didn't register. She was that numb.

Thudding onto the floor, she lay there, her arms out to either side, her legs splayed. Her
mouth moved for a moment and then spat out a glob of green blood to the side.

"Who," repeated the guard, "were you talk- ?"
"Myself," she said.
"You were talking to yourself."

"Do you see anyone else here?" she inquired, sounding remarkably calm considering her
clothes were in tatters and her body was covered with bruises and open wounds.

Clearly they did not. They'd already looked several times.

With mutual looks of exasperation, they strode forward and grabbed Soleta each by one
arm. There were several other guards in view as well, and they already had their weapons
out.

For one joyous moment, Soleta considered the notion of dropping both of the guards with a
nerve pinch. As their bodies sagged to the ground, she would use them as shields for the
few seconds it would take to yank their weapons out of their holsters and fire upon the other
guards. Once she'd taken all of them down, she would use all her Starfleet training and
stealth techniques to make her way to an airfield where she would find a vessel of some sort
and get the hell off the Romulan homeworld.

"What are you thinking?" demanded one of the guards.
She rolled her head around to fix her gaze upon him. "What an odd question."”

"Answer it."



"I was thinking," she said, "about a cunning escape plan.”

"Oh really. And are you planning to put it into effect?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Too tired..."

They were the last words she was able to get out before her head slumped forward.
i

Hiren, the Romulan Praetor, had heard much about the female half-breed who had been
apprehended, without incident, upon arrival on the homeworld. He had not encountered her
himself. An interaction at such an early stage in the interrogation would have been most
unseemly. He had people whose job it was to attend to her, and he had every confidence
they would do so with their customary efficiency.

So it was with growing surprise that he heard the continued reports, which were telling him
far less than he'd been expecting to hear. So much so that he had decided it was time to
intervene and see this creature for himself.

He was less than impressed when she was first dragged in. Two of his guards were hauling
her forward. The Praetor was seated in his great chair at the far end of the council room.
None of his counselors were present at the moment. He had instead opted for a private
conference. There was a large circular table with a partition at one end that allowed people
to be brought through so they could stand in the middle of the large O shape, and that was
what was done with the female. The guards didn't even have to throw her to the floor. They
simply stepped in opposite directions and she slumped down without so much as a murmur
of protest. They then moved back out of the table ring, leaving her lying on the floor in a
heap.

"Stand up," the Praetor said.

At first she didn't appear to hear him. But then, slowly, she arched her back and then braced
herself with her hands and feet. Her chin was outthrust, her back now straight. She was
wavering slightly, as if having difficulty remaining standing, but she didn't seem inclined to
fall. Her eyes were swollen, her nose broken several times. She was clearly not in good
shape.

Hiren's gaze shifted from the female to the guards. "I do not recall,” he said slowly,
"authorizing physical brutality in attempting to pry information from her." When he spoke, it
was with a low rumble in his broad chest. He was wearing a helmet, but his hair was gray
under it, and his black-and-gray eyebrows were overgrown and thick. There was not much in
the way of mercy in his eyes.

"The physical injuries were not as a result of the interrogation, sir,” one of the guards said.
"Over the past few days, she has been disrespectful in all that she has done and said. She
sustained her injuries during our endeavors to teach her proper respect.”

"I see." He considered that, then nodded. "All right. Yes, very well. And you," and he shifted



his attention back to the female. "Soleta. Is that not the name you bear?"

She looked as if she wanted to speak, but then winced in pain and instead settled for
nodding.

"I have heard much about you."

Still no answer. She just stared at him.

"I thought," he said after some thought, "that you would be taller.”

"I am," she told him, "when | stand on ceremony."

This drew an angry growl from one of the guards, who started toward her with the clear
intention of punishing her for her insolence. The Praetor, however, chuckled, and put a hand
out. This stopped the guard in his tracks, and he reluctantly stepped back.

"Was that," Hiren asked more politely than he needed to, "supposed to be a joke?"

"That was the plan.”

"I can see why my guards beat you."

"And where, as well."

He studied her for a long moment then, trying to take the measure of her. It was difficult for
him to decide whether she was remarkably brave, or simply so disconnected from what was
happening that she didn't know enough to be frightened. It was always difficult to determine
such things when dealing with Vulcans.

"But you're not precisely a Vulcan, are you," he said, completing the train of thought aloud.
She said nothing.

One of the guards growled, "The Praetor asked you a question, female."

"The Praetor asked me a question to which he already knows the answer,” Soleta replied.
"He doesn't need me to tell him that which he already knows."

"You are correct,” said the Praetor, leaning forward with marked curiosity. "You have
Romulan blood in you. But your Starfleet did not know it."

"No. They didn't."

"Fools," he said dismissively. "I can smell it upon you. It seeps from every pore. How could
they not know?"

She shrugged. "It was not something that revealed itself in routine physicals."
"But they finally found out.”

"YeS."



"Because something happened to you that was more traumatic than a routine physical.”
"l was very badly wounded," she said. "During a ground battle in the war."

"The war. The war with the Selelvians and Tholians on one side, and your precious
Federation on the other."

"I'm sorry if we made a lot of noise and woke you," said Soleta.

Outraged at her tone, one of the guards came up behind her and this time the Praetor made
no effort to stop him. He brought a fist around to cuff her in the back of the head.

Soleta whirled, faster than Hiren would have thought possible, and her hand clamped on the
front of the guard's face. It stopped him cold, and her fingers squeezed, tighter and tighter.
His hands dropped to his sides, his mouth opened in a voiceless scream, and even as the
other guards advanced quickly to get to them, Soleta shoved him away. He tumbled
backward and hit the floor, staring up blankly at the ceiling.

Without pause, Soleta turned back to face the Praetor, and guards were bringing up their
weapons and aiming from every direction. She was the merest pull of a finger away from
enough firepower to kill her ten times over.

Hiren was on his feet, and he raised a hand and said, "No one move!" His voice thundered
across the room, demanding complete and immediate obedience. He was not
disappointed.

Soleta was carved from ice. She literally did not look as if she cared whether she lived or
died in the next few moments.

"What did you do to him?" demanded Hiren.
"l used the Vulcan death grip."
"There's no such thing as a Vulcan death grip."

She looked at the Praetor, looked at the guard whose face was a series of green blotches,
and then looked back at the Praetor. "There is now," she said calmly.

"The Romulan blood in you no doubt inspired you."

"No doubt.”

"Praetor!" one of the guards called out. His disruptor was still leveled upon Soleta, as were
the weapons of all the other guards. Clearly he was looking for permission to annihilate the
upstart half-breed.

"Lower your weapons, Centurion," said the Praetor mildly.

"But Praetor- !"

Hiren's brow darkened. "But' and 'Praetor' are two words joined at the speaker's peril,
Centurion."



Slowly the guard lowered his weapon, as did the others. For her part, Soleta didn't react at
all. Her death could have been a second away and she wouldn't have acted any differently.
The casual viciousness she had displayed boiled in her Romulan blood, but her pure
inscrutability certainly came from her Vulcan aspect.

"You were badly wounded." He spoke as if nothing had happened in the intervening
moments between when he'd last been speaking to her and now.

"Yes."
"In the ground battle."
"Yes."

"And while they were putting you back together, the detailed tests they performed upon you
revealed your Romulan heritage."

"Yes."

"A heritage you inherited through the fact that a Romulan became involved with your Vulcan
mother."

"No," and her lips thinned. "When a Romulan named Rajari raped my Vulcan mother."

"You have only your mother's word that she was raped.”

"Only' and 'your mother's word' are four words joined at the speaker's peril, Praetor."

There were collective, barely stifled gasps from all around, and it seemed for a moment that
the guards were once more about to open fire on her. A severe glance from Hiren was
enough to keep them in place, albeit barely. "You, female, do not seem to have much regard
for what could happen to you, due to that mouth of yours."

"You can only kill me once, Praetor."

"Don't be so certain,” he told her. "We're very inventive."

She inclined her head slightly in acknowledgment of that possibility, but otherwise was
silent.

"So Starfleet confronted you about your background. And you admitted you knew of it and
deliberately kept the information from them." When she nodded, he continued, "And their
response was...?"

"The office of the Starfleet senior counselor decided | would be reduced in rank and
reassigned to a job requiring lower-level security clearance."

"And your response was...?"
"l left.”

"I see." He paused. "Your commanding officer. Did he have an opinion on this?"



"He fought the Starfleet decision. He was prepared to resign over it. He did not do so only
out of deference to my wishes."

"So he did nothing."

"No, he did something."

"What did he do?"

"Put the Starfleet senior counselor in the hospital.”

The response caught Hiren so off guard that he blurted out a laugh. Soleta, as always,
remained impassive. The Praetor calmed himself and noted that the guards kept casting
uneasy glances at the corpse of the fallen guard upon the floor. He did nothing about it. It
pleased him on some level that they were discomfited.

"Your commanding officer sounds like quite an individual.”

"He was."

"How did you become so badly injured in the firefight?"

"Saving the life of my commanding officer's wife."

"I see. Very well. And you decided, after all that, that the best thing for you was to come here,
the home of your mother's rapist."

"YeS."

llWhy?ll

"Because," she said evenly, "I am someone who needs to feel a part of something. Once, it
had been Starfleet. It no longer is. | cannot be part of the Vulcan race, for | am not one of
them. So | reasoned that it would be the best course of action to endeavor to try and be part
of the Romulan race."

"And you thought we would accept you, just like that.”

"I did not know how you would react. | presented myself to your officials."

"You presented yourself," said Hiren, allowing an edge of anger in his voice, "as partly
responsible for a bombing that resulted in the deaths of many Romulan nobles."

"That is correct.”
"A bombing you claim..." He glanced at the report in front of him. He had been looking at it
from time to time surreptitiously, but now he made a great show of consulting it. ... was

masterminded by your father, Rajari... even though he was dead at the time."

"I was his cat's-paw, yes. | had no idea of the true nature of the mechanism | was setting into
motion until | had already done so."

"Well," said the Praetor levelly, "such gullibility on your part doesn't do much to recommend



you, does it."
"No, Praetor."

"And how would you react, | wonder, upon learning that my brother was in that building when
it exploded.”

"I would extend my condolences."
"Your condolences," Hiren informed her, "will not bring him back."

"No, Praetor. A time machine or magic spell would be the only things that could do that, and
| have access to neither. My condolences are all | have to offer."

"You could offer up your life."

Soleta's gaze never flickered from his.

"You could offer up your life," he repeated, "as a sign of penance."

"I cannot do that, Praetor.”

"Because you are afraid," he said triumphantly.

"No. Because | am surrounded by armed guards who are ready to annihilate me the
moment you give permission. My life, and the disposition thereof, is not in my control, and
has not been since the moment | set foot on this planet. | can't offer up something that is not
mine to give... although, obviously, it is yours to take."

"So you admit | can take your life."

"If  make any sort of threatening move, Praetor, your people will turn me into a small pile of
gelatin. To deny that you can take my life would be insanity."

Slowly he began to walk around the table, his arms folded across his barrel chest. "You
knew that you would be given a skeptical reaction, and to exacerbate your situation, you
admitted involvement in the bombing. Why in the stars would you do such a thing?"

"Because | lived for years with a secret that | was worried would eventually come out... and it
did, to my detriment. If | am to start over again, as I'm seeking to do, | do not wish to repeat
the same mistake. | want to live with my conscience clear, not fear what will happen if the
truth of a secret suddenly becomes common knowledge. Accept me for my mistakes, or..."

"Or kill you?"

"I have nowhere else to go, Praetor," she said. "If | am rejected here... | may well decide
simply to end matters myself, rather than have to cope with the reality of being alone in the

galaxy."
"How maudlin."

"Perhaps. It is, however, how | feel."



"All right,” he said after a moment's consideration, "I admit you present certain...
possibilities. However, we have grave doubts about your loyalty to the Romulan Empire."

"Doubts."

"Grave ones," he said, nodding. "Our interrogators asked you questions about Starfleet. You
refused to answer. Questions about assignment of Starfleet forces. Crew complements in
both your ships and your deep-space stations. Possible weaknesses in planetary defense
grids..."

"I refused to answer those, yes."

"So then we began interrogating you with escalating degrees of severity. And still you
refused to cooperate."

"YeS."

"Are you, in fact, a Federation spy?"

"No, | am not."

"If you were," Hiren demanded challengingly, "would you admit to it?"

"Of course not."

"Then why should I believe you?"

"You shouldn't. If you do, you're a fool. You know nothing of me."

"I know this much," said the Praetor. "My very efficient gatherers of information have
subjected you to all manner of incentive in order to learn what you know of the Starfleet
matters | just asked you about.”

IIYeSlII

"And you told them nothing."

"I know. | was there."

"I don't understand," he said, leaning forward, his hands resting on the edge of the table.
"You were forced out of Starfleet. You owe them nothing. It is the height of absurdity to allow
yourself to be treated this way in order to protect an organization that tossed you aside.”
"They didn't toss me aside," she told him. "l was..."

For the first time she appeared to hesitate. Her attitude of almost infinite self-confidence
and glibness failed her for the moment. She looked down, licked her swollen lips, then faced
the Praetor's stare once more. "l was not candid with them when | first learned of my... my
nature. For every moment that | served with the knowledge locked within me, | was false to
them. They deserved better than that, and | was not... strong enough to give it to them. Their

actions were entirely appropriate.”

"Yet you were not so sanguine about their actions that you opted to stay."



"I had known the freedom of the galaxy on a starship, Praetor. To be bound behind a desk,
to never walk the decks of a... to never serve..."

She started to choke. Hiren was certain she was about to burst into sobs. He would not have
blamed her. He had seen far stronger individuals become slobbering wrecks after far
shorter periods of interrogation than she'd endured. But then she took a deep breath and
composed herself once more. "I... couldn't stay," she said simply. "But | can't betray them
now."

"If we continue to interrogate you as we have, you will eventually die if you don't cooperate,”
he told her. "Your mind, your body, will not be able to withstand it. One or the other will give
up. If it is your mind, then your body will be a husk, and of no use, so we will destroy it. If it is
your body, then obviously the mind is moot. Why subject yourself to that? Tell us what we
want to know."

IINO'II

"You dare say 'no' to me?"

"I have no choice in the matter."

"You do."

"Would that | did," she said with obvious sadness.

"Then | have no choice either."

He pulled a disruptor from his side. It was larger than the weaponry of his guards. His
master-at-arms swore that it was capable of putting a hole in a starship while firing from the
planet's surface. Hiren had never had the opportunity to test the veracity of this claim, but
there was no denying the power the disruptor generated. If he fired it at Soleta, what was left
of her would wind up in the next room.

"A harsh solution," she sighed.

"Or merciful, depending upon your point of view."

"Since my point of view is your weapon's muzzle..."

"Yes," agreed the Praetor, "and it will be your last point of view. Tell my people what they
wish to know. Tell us everything you can about Starfleet, and | will be merciful.”

"I can't do that."
"Then you will die."
"That | can do."

He held the weapon steady, pointed at her face. Any guard who was remotely within range
of the blast area backed out of the way.

"Cooperate," he urged her.



“"No."

"Dammit, female!" he thundered, and the air of affability he'd displayed so well dissolved.
"Enough games! Enough banter! You may tell me all you wish that you care not whether you
live or die, but know you now that your death is imminent! Imminent and woefully
unnecessary! Cooperate with my interrogators and you will be permitted to live. Not only live,
but live well." His tone altered slightly to a blend of cajoling and threatening. "You desire to
take up residence on this world? That can be arranged. You will live, not like a lord, but well.
Quite well. And comfortably. An honored guest, if you wish, for the rest of your long life."
Then his voice hardened and there was clearly no bargaining with it. "But this is your only
opportunity to take advantage of that offer. It has a life span of exactly twenty seconds. After
that, | will save both my interrogators and you much wasted time. Twenty seconds, female.
Nineteen... eight- "

She raised a hand. "You don't need to do that."
A thin smile appeared on his face. "So you submit?"

"No. It's just that | have a fairly accurate time sense, and so know when twenty seconds are
up. If you would like, I can simply inform you when the time's elapsed.”

He stared at her, incredulous. This slip of a female, unblinking, uncaring, retaining loyalty to
an organization that had displayed no loyalty to her. In the face of certain death, her attitude
was madness... suicide...

"That's twenty," she said matter-of-factly. Her gaze never wavered. It wasn't as if she were
daring him to shoot her. She wasn't that crazy. She had simply made up her mind and was
willing to live, or die, with the consequences.

"You're a fool."

"Then | will die as | have lived."

For a long moment, so long that it seemed as if time itself had slowed to a crawl, nothing
happened.

And then the Praetor slowly lowered his weapon. If the guards looked surprised, or
disgusted, or if they disapproved, they were wise enough not to show it.

"In addition to being a fool, Soleta... you are also very loyal.”
"Yes."

"Had you told me all you knew of Starfleet, once you were done, | would have killed you
since you would have been of no further use to me."

"I suspected that might be the case,” she admitted. "But either way, my suspicions had no
bearing on my actions."

"I did not think so. So tell me, Soleta... if | were to find a use for you... would | warrant that
same brand of loyalty?"



"No matter how long | were in your employ, | would still never answer the sort of questions
you demanded about Starfleet...."

"To hell with Starfleet,” he said contemptuously. "Do you seriously believe Starfleet has any
true secrets from us? We know what they are up to, they know what we are up to. There's no
knowledge that a former Starfleet lieutenant would have possessed that we do not already
have. | am asking if the situation were reversed, could you be trusted to sustain the same
degree of discretion for any... assignments... that | might dispense to you."

"Yes, Praetor."

"Even if those assignments ran contrary to Starfleet interests?"

That brought her up short. As unlikely as it seemed, apparently she had not considered that.
She gave it some thought. Hiren waited. Finally she said, "My loyalty to Starfleet, Praetor,
extends to all that has gone before... but not all that is to come. If | am to be part of
something else... then | cannot do it in half-measures. | won't betray my old life... but my new
life would start now, if you would have me."

"Is that the Romulan within you talking? Or the Vulcan?"

"The Vulcan, most definitely."

"How do you know?"

"Because," she said, "I do not know the rightness or the wrongness of it... but it is most
definitely the logical thing to do."

AFTER...New Thallon
i.
Prime Minister Si Cwan could feel it in his bones: This was going to be a good day.

At that moment he was busy stretching not only his bones, but his muscles. It was the first
thing he always did when he awoke each morning. He was very much the creature of habit,
most methodical. First he would simply lie there a moment, staring up at the ceiling. At that
point he was already fully awake; if someone were coming at him with a knife, he would be
up and out of bed in a heartbeat, ready to take on and destroy his assailant. Barring such an
extraordinary need for alacrity, however, he was content to allow the reality of a new day to
creep upon him rather than reaching out, seizing it, and strangling it.

After lying there silently for a time, he would work his muscles. He began with his feet,
turning them at the ankles, then drew his legs up and down, flexing his knees. Eventually he
worked his way up to his arms, where he would bring his palms together and push them
against each other, working the muscles until he was satisfied they were good and loose.
Then he would rotate his head, freeing up his neck.

After that, he would make love to his wife.

Not always. But more often than not.

Making love to her was always the first confirmation for him that the day was going to be as



good a day as he hoped.

Thoroughly relaxed, his muscles tingling as the blood flowed through them, he reached over
to his wife's naked back. He never failed to be impressed by how clearly delineated her
spine was; he could see practically every bone. It was probably because she was so
slender. His red hand was a stark contrast to the paleness of her own skin. He rested one
finger at the top of her spine, just below her hair, and started to run it down her back. She
trembled slightly at the touch, indicating her first signs of wakefulness, and his hand made its
way toward the top of her bare buttocks.

At which point, to Si Cwan's surprise, she reached back and batted his hand away.

He looked at his own hand in surprise, as if it had let him down somehow. His wife,
meantime, was fighting her way toward wakefulness. She gazed at him through bleary eyes,
as if trying to remember who she was, who he was, and what the hell they were doing in bed
together.

"Oh," she said finally. "Right. Of course not."

He stared at her. "What?"

"I'm... sorry." She blinked owlishly, then brought up her arm to shield it from the rays of the
morning sun filtering in through the large window nearby. "Just... finishing a conversation..."

"What conversation?"
"Having it... in a dream."

"That makes sense," said Si Cwan. He looked at her a bit accusingly. "You slapped my
hand away."

"Did I?" She glanced at his hand. "Sorry. | just... you startled me awake, that's all.”
"You usually like it when I-"

"I know, I know. I just..." She reached over and patted his shoulder consolingly. "I didn't sleep
well. Had a lot of bad dreams."

"About what?"

"It doesn't matter."

"It does to me, Robin," and he propped himself up on one elbow. "Among my people,
dreams can be indicators of pre-science. They should be studied for the slightest hint of
what they may reveal about the future.”

"Cwan..." Robin Lefler was shaking her head. "You're overreacting...."

"l am reacting just precisely as much as is required. Now tell me your dream."”

"All right," she said. "You were explaining to me how you were going to far prefer being a

woman from now on, and then Mackenzie Calhoun - nattily attired in a black tuxedo which
nicely complemented your chiffon evening gown - swept you away across a ballroom while



his late son, Xyon, led the orchestra in a rousing polka."

Si Cwan briefly considered this, and then said, "Then again, there are times when dreams
should simply be dismissed as the mute ravings of a demented mind."

"That's probably for the best," she agreed.

Once more he reached over toward her, clearly intending to cup her breasts, and yet again
she pulled away. "Robin- !"

"I have a headache, Cwan! | know it sounds cliché, but | do. That happens when | don't get
much sleep. I'm just... I'm not in the mood right now. Okay? It's not that | don't love you, or that
I'm not attracted to you. You know I'm still attracted, right?"

"Of course | do. What woman in her right mind wouldn't be?" he asked matter-of-factly.

"Right. Okay. So just... ease off, all right?"

"All right," he agreed. He paused and then said, "You know... you might just want to take the
day off."

"Oh, really. And what would | do on my 'day off*?"

"I had that holosuite built for you. You could do whatever you wanted. Go wherever you
wanted."

"I know, | know," she sighed. "Maybe | will. | don't know. Just... look, don't hate me just
because I'm in a bad mood...."

"Of course | don't hate you," he said, sounding surprised. "What an absurd thing to say."
"Thanks. | appreciate it."

He watched her slide out of the bed and admired her naked body for as long as it took her
to slip a robe on. He began to ask her if she would be joining him for breakfast, but all too
quickly she made her way across their large bedroom chamber and into the bathroom.
Moments later he heard the hydro shower come on.

Si Cwan flopped back onto the bed, allowing his head to sink into the pillow.

It appeared this day, for which he had such high hopes, was already off to a less promising
start than he'd anticipated.

The news that the Priatians had arrived was initially brought to Robin Lefler. It was brought to
her because none of the aides on Si Cwan's staff wanted to deal with the prospect of
bringing it directly to Si Cwan himself.

This quickly became evident to Robin as she looked up from her work when Ankar delivered
the news. Ankar was one of the senior aides, and he was very careful not to simply barge
into Robin's small but efficiently organized office. As Si Cwan's wife, she could have had the
largest office in the Protectorate manor. But her position as Starfleet liaison entitled her to



something far more modest, and she had opted for conservative appearances over
ostentation.

"Come," she had called upon hearing the door chime, and the door slid aside to reveal a
clearly agitated Ankar. From his face, one would never have known he was concerned about
anything, for his inscrutability was legendary. But Robin had learned to read him well, and
could tell there was something up from the aimless way in which his hands moved about.

"What's the problem, Ankar?" she asked, turning aside the computer screen upon which she
had been studying recent updates from Starfleet on known hostile races.

"It was felt you should know," said Ankar, "that a group of Priatians have arrived.”

She stared blankly at him. "Have they?"

"Yes."

"And you felt it necessary to tell me."

"Yes."

"Should | know who the Priatians are?" she inquired.

"There is no reason for you to, ma'am," Ankar assured her. "They have had no interaction
with ei't'her you or the Prime Minister since you and he were intimately bonded over a year

ago....

She rubbed the bridge of her nose. "I cannot emphasize to you how much | prefer the term
'married.”

""Married'?"

"Wedded' would suffice. ‘Joined in bonds of holy matrimony' even works. But ‘intimately
bonded'... | mean, God, it sounds like something out of a romance novel."

"Married." He rolled the word around on his tongue experimentally, then nodded in
apparent satisfaction and continued, "The Priatians have not really been heard from since
you and Si Cwan were... married. With so much going on, between the wars, the rebuilding
of the empire into the Protectorate... it is easy to understand how they may have escaped
your notice. That you wouldn't know who they are.”

"Okay," she said uneasily. "I appreciate your letting me off the hook in that respect. But that
still leaves the question on the table as to why you'd tell me that a delegation... | assume it's
a delegation?" He nodded. "A delegation,” she continued, "of Priatians has arrived. | mean,
are they here to see me?"

"Not as such, no," Ankar admitted.

"Meaning they want to see Si Cwan."

"Yes."

"And not me."



"That's correct."

"But you - meaning you and the other aides - are trying to fob them off on me."

"I would not use the term 'fob off," he corrected her cautiously.

"Well, | sure hope you're not gonna be going with ‘intimately bonded," because..." Her voice
trailed off and her lips thinned. Understanding began to dawn. "I may not be familiar with
these Priatians... but Si Cwan is."

"Yes," said Ankar. His shoulders sagged in what appeared to be relief.
"And for whatever reason, he's not going to be happy to see them."
"Yes."

"And you didn't want to have to deal with his reaction, so you figured that if | brought them to
Si Cwan, his reaction would be far more restrained."

He crisscrossed his arms and bowed to her. "Madame is wise beyond her gender and
station."”

"And you are gutless beyond your years."
"Thank you, madame," and he bowed again. "Shall I...?"

"Bring them in?" Robin leaned back in her chair and gestured expansively. "Why the hell
not?"

For a third time he bowed as he backed out of the room. Minutes later there was another
chime at her door, and it slid open to reveal what she immediately took to be the Priatian
delegation.

There were three of them. They did not, at first glance, seem particularly impressive.
Subsequent glances did little to improve the initial impression.

Actually, they reminded her a bit of squids.

Their heads were soft, fleshy and elongated, with two silvery black eyes fixed upon her
unblinkingly. Two tentacles were protruding from either side of their copious robes,
somewhere right around the middle, about where their waist would have been had they been
human. When they moved forward, it was with a soft sound that was a combination of
popping and sucking, very faint but constant. It made her wonder just exactly what their
means of locomotion was, and then she decided that she'd really prefer not to find out.

The lead Priatian spoke, and he didn't seem to be opening anything resembling a mouth.
She quickly realized that the angles of his head served to hide a remarkably narrow jawline
and that there was indeed a mouth hidden somewhere beneath there. She made no
endeavor to try and figure out where their organs for smelling and hearing were, suspecting
she might not be too thrilled with the answer.

"Greetings, Ambassador Cwan Mate," said the Priatian in a warbling voice. "l am Keesala.



These are my associates, Pembark and Marzan."

"Actually, I'm not technically an ambassador, since I'm still attached to the Office of
Interplanetary Affairs, a division of Starfleet. Due to the specific circumstances of my
situation and the volatile history of the region, I'm here in more of an advisory capacity and
guarding Starfleet's interests. So the best way to address me would be as Lieutenant
Commander Lefler."

"Oh," said Keesala. "Very well. Lieutenant Commander Lefler, | bring you greetings from- "

Just to satisfy her curiosity, and sensing that the introduction might last some moments, she
mumbled a unique code word, which shut off, for four seconds, the universal translator
embedded in her ear. Just as she thought, the result was a series of clicks and what
sounded like slurps coming from the Priatian's mouth. Seconds later, the universal translator
kicked back in.

"- and our ancestors going back six generations," finished Keesala. His face was hardly the
most expressive thing she'd ever seen, but he seemed pleased that he had accomplished
the introduction. She gestured for him to take a seat. Not surprisingly, he and the others
remained standing. "We have come here seeking an audience with Prime Minister Cwan
and the advisory council of the Thallonian Protectorate.”

"I see." Even though nothing had been discussed, Robin had the strangest feeling that she
was seriously about to put her foot into a hornets' nest. Certainly if Ankar had been so
determined to avoid Si Cwan's reaction, it wasn't going to be anything good. "And would
they know what this is in regards to?"

"I suspect they will, yes," Keesala said gravely.

"Would you care to tell me?" she asked.

"Would it benefit us?"

She gave that a moment's consideration. "l don't see how it could hurt," she said. "I mean,
I'm getting the distinct feeling - just a hunch, mind you - that you think you're not going to get
a fair hearing."

"Your hunch," said Pembark, speaking up for the first time, "is most canny." Marzan glanced
at Pembark but remained silent.

"So, that being the case," Robin said, "it's all to your advantage to garner my alliance. | can
get you heard where ordinarily you might not be."

"Very well," said Keesala who, when one came right down to it, hadn't been all that difficult
to convince. "We have come here over a matter of some territory."

"I see. Whose?"
"Ours."
"All right." Lefler was with them so far. "So where is this territory?"

"It is beneath your feet."



Robin's eyebrows knit as she stared downward. "You mean it's subterranean?"
"No. It is the planet upon which you are currently dwelling."

She leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers. "You're saying this world that's now
called 'New Thallon' was once your world."

"That is not correct.”
"It's not?"
"We are saying," Pembark spoke up, "that all the planets are ours. All of them."

"In the Milky Way galaxy?" As claims went, she was having a good deal of trouble buying
into it.

"Of course not," said Keesala.

"Well, that's a re- "

"Merely all the planets in Thallonian space."”

"- lief," finished Robin, feeling suddenly a lot older. She shifted uneasily in her chair. "So
you're saying... what? That you're planning to conquer Thallonian space? Is that what this is?
A threat?"

"Not at all," Keesala assured her. Pembark and the still mute Marzan made some odd
gesture that appeared to be nodding in agreement, although Robin couldn't be one hundred
percent certain.

"So you're not threatening us."

IINOIII

"Then I don't understand.”

Although Keesala's face continued to convey little in terms of expression, she was positive
he was regarding her pityingly. "How tragic that an appeal to compassion, to justice, to
rightness... these things are incomprehensible to you. That all you understand are threats."
"That is not fair!" Robin protested. "No one's said anything about compassion or rightness. |
have a very highly defined sense of justice, thank you very much, and the United Federation
of Planets, which | represent, shares that sense. The problem is that you still haven't made
clear to me exactly what the nature of your cause or complaint is."

"We have told you. We desire the return of our planets."

"Okay, here's the thing,” Robin said, getting to her feet and deciding that now might not be a
bad time to usher them out of her office.

And suddenly Marzan spoke up.



As opposed to the higher-register, quavering sound of the other Priatians’ voices, Marzan's
voice was deep and powerful. Robin almost felt as if the walls around her were vibrating
slightly in response. Marzan glided forward a few feet. When he orated, it was with such
authority that Robin sat back down without even realizing she had done so.

"In the days of our ancestors," Marzan intoned, "we were as many in number as the stars in
the night sky. The Many Worlds were ours, for they had always been ours. Other races, other
species developed on them as well, with their own societies and beliefs. But all of them
acknowledged that we were first among equals, and deferred to us in all things. We were
the children of the founders of life, and all these worlds had been bequeathed us. Our
population stretched from one end of this stellar territory to the other. And the founders of
life, whom we called ‘the Wanderers,' looked upon the population that they had placed upon
the Many Worlds, and found it good. At which point, they opted to continue their
Wanderings, so as to place more of their seed in other realms. 'Wait for us here, our
children,’ they said unto us, ‘for eventually, we shall return from our wanderings when our
work is done, and we will settle here and reside with our children on the Many Worlds. We
will bring with us the final great peace and the final great prosperity."™

Robin started to ask a question, but Marzan kept right on talking. Quickly she closed her
mouth, not wanting to appear rude... and at the same time dreading the prospect of having
to provide a report of this incident to Starfleet. The other Priatians, in the meantime, barely
seemed aware of their surroundings. They had been caught up in Marzan's narrative,
bowing back and forth slightly and continually murmuring under their breath what could only
be described as prayers.

"And then," continued Marzan, "long after the departure of the Wanderers, the New Ones
arrived. They came to the Many Worlds seeking refuge, claiming their own environment had
become inhospitable to them. We allowed the New Ones sanctuary in the Many Worlds. We
did not understand that these New Ones were not the last. Not remotely. They were the
vanguard, and more New Ones arrived, and more. We, the children of the Wanderers, were
a peaceful folk. We did not realize the threat the New Ones presented until they had so
insinuated themselves into our society that it was too late. We gave them entire worlds, for
we felt it would be selfish for us to deny them residence in the Many Worlds. That the
Wanderers had left us such a bounty, it would be sinful to prevent others from sharing in it.
We were wrong. Wrong and foolish, for however much we gave the New Ones, they
demanded more. And more."

"And more," intoned the others.
"And more," said Marzan.
llAnd_ n

"I get it!"" Robin blurted out. They looked most surprised at the interruption, and for a moment
Robin felt badly, but only for a moment. Then she took a breath, let it out slowly, and
repeated more softly, "l get it. The point is made. They kept wanting more. The situation isn't
incomprehensible to me. Believe it or not, it's not even unprecedented in human history.
So... what you're saying is that these New Ones, these are the ancestors of what we would
now refer to as the Thallonians?"

"That is correct," said Keesala. Marzan, as if responding to an unspoken cue, stepped back
so that he was in line with Pembark. "Over many years, they kept at us, wearing us down in
many ways. First we met them with compromise, and then we eventually met them with



force. But they had many ways to undermine us, and were far craftier than we."

"Some believe," Pembark spoke up, "that the Wanderers sent them as a test... a test that
we failed.”

Keesala fired him what appeared to be, even with his fairly inscrutable mien, a warning
glance. "Others, such as myself, do not believe that,” Keesala said cautiously. "In fact, most
of us do not. We believe we treated the New Ones as the Wanderers would have wanted us
to - with trust and compassion. And that we were betrayed as a people. And that the
Wanderers will avenge this inequity upon their return."”

Abruptly they lapsed into silence, and Robin felt the need to try and fill that silence. "Look,"
she said, rapping her fingers on the desk, "there's no doubt your people got something of a
raw deal. But by your own admission, it was a long time ago. History is not like a starship.
You can't change the course of it simply through willpower."

"With respect, madam," replied Keesala, "that is the only way one can change it."

"All right, fair enough," she allowed with a small smile. "But what I'm saying is that, even if it
all played out exactly the way you describe it... there are people on those worlds now.
Whereas all of you are on... what? One?"

"One," confirmed Keesala.

"Right, exactly. That's what | thought. Let's say, just for laughs- "

The Priatians promptly emitted a high-pitched noise so annoying that she clapped her
hands to her ears. "What the hell are you doing?"

"We are laughing," Keesala explained. "We thought it was what you desired."

She moaned inwardly. "Let us just say," she began again, cautious to avoid any flippant
idioms, “that everyone living on those worlds cleared out tomorrow. Which won't happen, but
let's say it did. It's not as if your people would be able to turn around and make use of all
those worlds. Your population is too small.”

"That," Keesala said, "would be our concern, not yours."

"Yes, | suppose it would be. But, let's face it... either way, it's not going to happen."

"Then we cannot be held responsible for what will occur.”

"What will occur... when?" she asked cautiously.

"When the Wanderers return and cause all those residing in what is now called Thallonian
space to depart.”

"I see," she said, once more tapping her fingers. "And when, uh... do you perceive this
happenstance will, uh... happen?"

"Soon," Keesala said, and Pembark added, "Very soon."

"You know what?" sighed Robin Lefler. "I had a feeling you were going to say exactly that.”
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The only thing that could make this day worse would be if the Priatians showed up.

The Grand Chamber of the New Thallonian Protectorate was designed in a series of
concentric circles of tables arranged in stadium-seating style. There had been much debate
about exactly how to set up who would be sitting at what level. Ultimately they had settled on
the simplest, most nondiscriminatory way possible: geography. The worlds whose orbits
brought them closest to the world of New Thallon were the closest to the twin tables of the
prime minister and prime arbiter, the facing tables at which sat Si Cwan and his opposite
number, the prime arbiter, Fhermus of the House of Fhermus (as was customary in that
House, the head of the House changed his name from whatever it had been to the House
name upon his ascension).

Fhermus was a Nelkarite, hairless and gold-skinned like the rest of his race, although tall
and powerfully built. The Nelkarites had had their share of political uprisings in the past.
Partly because of that, and partly in spite of it, the Nelkarites had been among the first to
embrace the notion of the New Thallonian Protectorate. Furthermore, Fhermus himself had
been a major supporter of the notion that such a protectorate simply would not work unless
Si Cwan himself were a part of it in a major way.

It was not a concept that Si Cwan had readily embraced, since he'd been rather badly
burned during a similar endeavor undertaken by another race several years earlier. Indeed,
Si Cwan had come to the conclusion that he simply could not work within any sort of
governmental system. What he knew, what he understood, was the way of the monarchy. He
was no politician. He was a member of the ruling class. It had been his family and those who
had come before who had built up the Thallonian Empire into a mighty body of worlds. Who
had kept peace through tyranny in the section of space the Federation bloodlessly referred
to as Sector 221-G. And when the Thallonian Empire had collapsed, the entire sector had
dissolved into chaos as old rivalries, long repressed, broke out anew.

The Federation had dispatched the U.S.S. Excalibur, under the command of Mackenzie
Calhoun... supplemented later on by the Trident, captained by Calhoun's wife, Elizabeth
Shelby... to help maintain order in the escalating disarray. Si Cwan had signed on (although
"stowed away" was the more accurate term) to serve as a sort of roving guide and
ambassador, since there were still many who had the greatest respect for him and what his
family represented. He had even managed to find and rescue his younger sister, Kalinda,
long feared to be dead.

During his time of service, he had cherished the notion of a new Thallonian Empire that
would bring unity and glory back to Sector 221-G. A neighboring race, the Danteri, had
offered him just that opportunity, but it had gone horribly awry. So when a coalition of worlds
in the former Thallonian Empire sought him out, he'd been understandably hesitant.

As he worked with Fhermus, however, and representatives from other worlds as well, a
workable government model had evolved. Si Cwan, as the elected prime minister, was
effectively the ruling head of the Protectorate. Fhermus, as prime arbiter, was the elected
Voice of the People. What typically frustrated Si Cwan the most was the notion of having to
deal with dozens of different voices and trying to accommodate all of them, when he'd much
rather just hack off their heads and be done with them. Fhermus was the go-between,
dealing with the representatives of the fifty-seven different races in Thallonian space, sifting
through their concerns, establishing priorities, smoothing over difficulties when it was



possible. He was also their advocate when it came to convincing Si Cwan of actions to be
authorized and taken.

All discussions between Fhermus and Si Cwan were open and public, held right there on
the floor of the Grand Chamber. Some of the arguments and debates between Si Cwan and
Fhermus bordered on the epic, with nuanced disagreements giving way to heated shouting
matches. The bottom line, however, was that Si Cwan and Fhermus shared a deep and
abiding respect for each other's character and intellect. One or the other could give in and
neither would ultimately feel threatened by it.

It was a delicate balance, but one that the two men had successfully transformed into - if not
the perfect form of government - certainly something far superior to the borderline anarchy
that had previously characterized the region.

Unfortunately, it now seemed as if that balance was being threatened, and for possibly the
most ludicrous reason of all... at least insofar as Si Cwan was concerned.

As opposed to the usual situation where Si Cwan and Fhermus were arguing with each
other, a special session had been called and the two regular adversaries were both being
grilled by the other representatives.

It was predictable that the most vocal voice of protest was the representative from Boragi lll.
The Boragi were notorious for stirring things up until a conflict arose, manipulating all sides
while staying carefully neutral, and then coming in and picking up the pieces. Knowing their
history as a race, Si Cwan had kept a wary eye on their reps, certain it was only a matter of
time before they tried one of their typical maneuvers. All things considered, they'd actually
waited longer than Si Cwan would have credited them with being willing to wait.

The Boragi's delegate, Tusari Gyn, was on his feet. His skin was sallow, the bone ridge of
his forehead protruding, as he spoke with that faintly unctuous air so typical of his race. His
eyes were in constant motion, which was one of the most disconcerting Boragi traits.

"Certainly the esteemed adversaries must see," said Tusari Gyn, "that it is that very
adversarial nature to which our government owes so much."

"That is not in dispute here, delegate,” Fhermus informed him. "However, what irritates me
is your insinuation that this turn of events is somehow going to impact on the ability of either
me or my counterpart here," and he indicated Si Cwan, "to carry out our designated duty."

"Oh, but we have insinuated no such thing," Tusari Gyn assured him, employing the imperial
prefix of "we," as he usually did. It was a common Boragi tendency. It implied that the
entirety of the race thought with one mind and was therefore unanimous in its views.
Strength in numbers and all that.

"Flark!" snapped back Si Cwan, earning an annoyed glance from Fhermus for the language.
He could not have cared less. "That happens to be exactly what you are insinuating, and | for
one could not be more offended.”

"We intended to give no offense...."

"And yet you've given it anyway." Si Cwan rose from his seat and circled the floor of the
Great Chamber.



"We cannot help it if you have taken that which was not intended...”
"And we cannot help it if you do not stand behind your clear intent."

Fhermus put up his hands as if trying to ward off more hostility. "This is getting us nowhere,"
he said, making no attempt to keep the annoyance from his voice.

"The Boragi bring up a fair point,” commented the representative from Mandylor V. "This
situation represents a clear conflict of interest. Call this whatever you wish, but these
developments are nothing less than an alliance between the House of Fhermus and the line
of Cwan."

"Our point exactly," said the Boragi, before sitting down to let the Mandylor representative
carry the argument. This, Si Cwan mused, is typical. Be at the forefront of the protest and
then fade back and let others carry the ball.

"This is not an alliance,” Fhermus protested. "This is... is happenstance! Nothing more!"

"How can you say that?" It was the delegate from Respler IV-A. Si Cwan wasn't all that
surprised that the Mandylor and Respler delegates were among the first to cry foul. Both
worlds had had revolts against the royal family suppressed with rather violent means, back
in the day. If anyone was going to be quick to criticize, it was they. "This is as classic an
alliance scenario as it gets! Marriage is the traditional means of joining two powerful
groups...."

"And | suppose,” Si Cwan said, "that my marriage represented a joining of my family to the
Federation? Is that how that works?"

"Well, your spouse's priorities are a matter of some concer- "

The Resplerian's voice trailed off as a chill wafted through the air of the council. Si Cwan
stood there for a long moment and then, step by slow step, walked up the stairway of the
chamber until he was standing less than five feet away from the representative, who was
visibly shaking.

"Were you," Si Cwan asked with exaggerated calm, "casting aspersions upon my wife?"
"In all fairness, Prime Minister," he said, rallying for strength, "you brought her up."

"l am not interested in 'all fairness.™ Si Cwan's voice was flat and even. His expression
could have been carved from stone. "I am interested only in what you are saying about my
wife."

The Mandylor ambassador chose that moment to step in, doubtless to preserve the alliance
his people had with the Resplerians. "Prime Minister," he said, "my colleague is no doubt
referring to the expressed concerns that your wife is acting as the eyes and ears of the
Federation..."

"The activities of this council are broadcast on the ether!" Si Cwan pointed out to him.
"There are no secrets here! That was part of the point of conducting our business in this
manner. The eyes and ears of the Federation? Let the Federation look and let the
Federation listen! Is there anyone here who has something he feels needs to be hidden?
Some business that cannot be subjected to Federation scrutiny? Unless, of course, the



implication goes deeper than that. Unless someone here desires to imply that my wife is
some sort of security threat. A traitor, perhaps, who will stab me in my bed or find a way to
sell us out to a hostile race. Is anyone saying that?" His gaze swept the chamber like a
phaser beam. "Anyone at all? Anyone challenging my wife's honor?"

A silence fell, shroudlike, upon the proceedings. Si Cwan was pleased. He had a sense that
no one believed he was actually going to fall upon anyone who did challenge his wife's
honor. On the other hand, clearly, no one was ruling out the possibility either, and so were
keeping civil tongues in their heads. That suited Si Cwan just fine. He might be the new and
improved people's Si Cwan, but there was certainly no harm at all in keeping some small bit
of fear instilled within them.

Fhermus inserted himself into the silence of the chamber. This was exactly the sort of
situation that Fhermus thrived upon: an instance where, through force of personality and
implied threat, Si Cwan had thrust himself into a delicate predicament. Fhermus, with his
melodic vocal tones and mellifluous manner, was going to endeavor to quell it. Si Cwan,
when he had walked around the base of the Grand Chamber, had done so in a clockwise
manner. Naturally Fhermus moved counterclockwise, which Si Cwan could only note with
guiet amusement. The sleeves of Fhermus's garment were wide at the ends, and he
inserted one hand into each opposite end. He had once told Si Cwan he did that
deliberately so that no one would be watching his hands or any other part of his body
language, but instead attend only to the seductive singsong of his voice.

"My colleagues," said Fhermus, "I am perfectly aware that the very nature of this discussion -
the fact that the Prime Minister and | are acting as allies to address this matter, rather than in
our typical adversarial relationship - would almost, by definition, seem to lend credence to
your concerns. But we have been going back and forth about this, both publicly and privately,
for nearly a week now and | have yet to hear a single one of you offer an opinion as to what
we should have done differently.” Someone started to speak up, but Fhermus spoke right
over him. "We are, after all, discussing affairs of the heart here. In those matters, the
concerns of elders rarely have a say."

"They do on our world,"” the Mandylor representative spoke up. He slapped the back of one
hand into the open palm of the other. "Marriages are arranged! They are the province of the
parents! The youth have no say in such matters, none. If they tried to pick their own mates, it
would be an outrage!"

"If that works for you," Si Cwan spoke up, "then so much the better for you. But we
Thallonians, although we have been known to employ similar practices, do not do so
exclusively. And it is, to my understanding, unknown in the Nelkarite society,” and he
glanced at Fhermus for confirmation. Fhermus inclined his head slightly, indicating the
correctness of Si Cwan's words. Cwan continued, "So tell me, delegate: If two of your young
people told you in no uncertain terms that you should be compelled to conduct your business
in the way, not of your race, but of ours... how would you react to that, eh? Enlighten me."

The Mandylorian looked uncomfortable. Pursing his lips a moment, he then admitted, "I
would be less than enthused."

"Less than enthused," yes, precisely,” said Si Cwan. "And our young people would be no
less so 'less than enthused,’ don't you think?"

"But we are not speaking of just any young people,” the Resplerian now said. Si Cwan felt
as if they were double-teaming him. At least he had to deal only with the two for the moment,



although he did keep hearing mumbles and murmurs of assent from the others. Let them
mutter all they wished. It was those who actually had the nerve to address him directly that
concerned him. "We are speaking," continued the Resplerian, "of your sister, Prime
Minister, and your son, Prime Arbiter. Certainly they must understand that they are held to a
different, higher standard than other young people."

"In point of fact,” said Fhermus, "no. Not only do they not understand it, but they would be the
first to say that such a double standard would be completely unfair. And anyone here who
has youngsters of their own knows how readily the cries of '‘But that's unfair!" can come to
their lips."

This actually seemed to prompt acknowledging smiles from some delegates. It was the first
ray of hope that Si Cwan had encountered since the whole miserable affair began.

The truth was, he could have strangled his sister, Kally, for putting him in this position. But
one would never have been able to tell that from the conviction with which he spoke. "The
grim fact, my friends," he said, "is that whatever powers of persuasion you might think that
my respected adversary and | bring to these chambers in our deliberations... they are of
absolutely no relevance when it comes to governing the impulses and directions of our own
youthful relatives. My sister, Kalinda, met Tiraud, the son of Fhermus. They took to each
other instantly. He courted her, although | would have to say that her courting of him was
equally as aggressive. Time passed, the relationship flowered, and now Kalinda and Tiraud
desire to be life-mates. What would you have us say to them? Seriously? Would you have us
say, "Your feelings are all well and good, but we have to elevate the sensibilities of the
fifty-seven delegates above yours?' How many of you are holding us to a standard that you
would never think of applying to yourselves? How many of you would truly be willing to make
the best interests of your family secondary to political considerations?"

He saw one or two hands hesitantly begin to raise, but just as quickly lowered again. "
thought as much," he said.

"The prime minister's point," said Fhermus, "although a bit more belligerent than | would
have liked, is well taken. He and | have willingly placed ourselves into positions that require
us to prioritize others above ourselves in almost all things. Our families have not. Cwan's
sister, my son, they came by their relationship honestly. They are in love. But | assure you,
the prime minister and | are most definitely not in love.” This drew a genuine laugh from
almost the entirety of the chamber. "And simply because family members are joined as
mates will not prevent us from conducting business as usual.”

"And if the union falls apart?" demanded the Mandylorian. "Have you given thought to that?
Excessive hostility can be just as much a hindrance as excessive cronyism."

"Considering how the two young ones dote on one another," said Si Cwan, "that is not a
major concern for me. But | feel comfortable in saying that, were negative circumstances to
arise, they would have no more impact on our ability to fulfill our responsibilities than the
positive circumstances."

"And now," Fhermus said, "I believe | speak for the prime minister as well in saying that this
subject has been a focus of this chamber for entirely too long, and | think our time and our
constituents would be far better served if we moved on to another topic... indeed, virtually
any other topic."

This sentiment seemed to generate nods of approval. Si Cwan cast a glance at the Boragi.



Tusari Gyn's face was inscrutable. Si Cwan had no clue whether Gyn was happy with the
outcome or disappointed. Or perhaps he didn't really give a damn either way, and
considered this nothing more than a mental exercise.

"Excuse me."

It was Robin's voice. Uh-oh, thought Si Cwan, and he had no idea why he thought that up
until he saw her standing on the outer rim of the chamber with three members of what were
clearly the Priatian race standing behind her.

How did | know? Si Cwan sighed inwardly. He seemed to have some vague recollection that
today was supposed to be a good day. But that notion seemed very, very far in the past.

Deep Space
"Do you ever think about her, Xyon?"

Xyon was lying naked on his bed, his arm tucked behind his head, the sheets scattered
around. Lyla was next to him, idly fingering the long blond hair that was cascading around
his shoulders. When he didn't immediately reply, her hand wandered to his smooth chest,
rubbing it in slow circles, which she knew he liked. She didn't say anything immediately,
letting the quiet continue. Indeed, it was very quiet in Xyon's ship, a small one-man cruiser
that was, at that moment, going nowhere. It simply hung in space, and since space was not
exactly the noisiest of places, naturally the ship was deathly silent. It was almost like being in
a floating coffin, although Xyon rarely chose to think of it that way.

Her head was resting on his right shoulder. Idly he stroked the top of her head, cupping the
bald skin. "What 'her' would that be, Lyla?" Actually, he more or less knew who she was
referring to, but was hoping against hope that he was wrong so he wouldn't have to deal with
it.

His hope turned out to be futile. "Kalinda. That is who | am referring to, Xyon."

"Yes, | kind of figured that," he admitted. "Why are you asking?"

"Well... because, for one thing, I look just like her."

"Okay, fine," he said. He sat up so abruptly that her head almost thudded to the floor, but she
corrected her position instantly so that she remained level. Naked, he walked across to the
control console of his ship, which was also called the Lyla, and demanded, "Do you want me
to change your holobody? | can do that for you."

"That won't be necessary, Xyon," she assured him.

But he shook his head. "No, no, you're right. Looking at you now," and his eyes drank in her
red skin, her smooth head, the familiar curves of her face, "I can see that maybe | made you
look a bit too much like her."

"I'm identical, Xyon."

"All right, then, exactly like her. Designing a holobody... it's like writing. You know what they
say about writing?"



"Reading maketh a full man, conference a ready man, and writing an exact man'?"
He stared at her blankly. "Uhm... okay... but that wasn't what | was..."
"Of all those arts in which the wise excel, Nature's chief masterpiece is writing well'?"

"That's not exactly what | had in mind eith- "

"Writing is like getting married. One should never...
"Write what you know!" he blurted out in exasperation.
That brought her up short and she stared at him blankly. "I'm sorry?"

Xyon calmed himself, reminding himself that Lyla was only an artificial intelligence. Perhaps
one of the most advanced forms of artificial intelligence in the known galaxy, granted, with
roots in what had once been a genuine living brain. But what was powering the ship now
was a manufactured creature, and she had her limits. All she was trying to do was
understand, and it was fruitless and ridiculous to get upset about her.

"When you write something - a book, a story, whatever," he said, with far more calm in his
tone than he'd displayed earlier, "you're supposed to base it in that which you have a degree
of familiarity. That way you know what you're talking about. It has a feeling of... of..."

"Authenticity?"

"Yes!" he said, pointing at her. "Exactly right. Authenticity. If it rings true for you yourself, it will
likewise ring true for your audience. So when | acquired the holotechnology that would
enable me to provide you a body of physical substance, | designed a form for you that was
the female with which | was the most familiar. That helped make you more 'real’ to me. In this
case, | selected Kalinda's form."

"I would have thought you would be the most familiar with the form of your mother,” she
pointed out.

Xyon stared at her. "You can't even begin to understand why that would present a problem,
can you."

Lyla paused and considered that. As was always the case when she was thinking, her face
became expressionless. That was because her mind, part of the ship, was working. So her
face, rather than becoming "thoughtful,” simply went blank as if she were in a holding
pattern. Usually a question would get less than a second's hesitation, nothing even really
noticeable. Then her expression cleared and she fixed her gaze upon him once more.
"Does it have something to do with that which is referred to as the Oedipal complex?"

Xyon stared at her blankly. "The what?"

"The Oedipal complex. An ancient Earth psychoanalytic term, derived from a tale involving
the slaying of one's father and having intercourse with one's mother."

For a long moment, Xyon didn't react. Then the edges of his mouth twitched, his eyes
crinkled, and he let out a long and sustained laugh. Lyla tilted her head slightly, watching him
with rapt curiosity. "Is that amusing to you, Xyon?"



"A little," he admitted, wiping the tears from his eyes. "I mean... I'm not my father's biggest
fan, but even | wouldn't go so far as to kill him just so | could try to have sex with my mother...
even if she were still alive." He shook his head. "Humans. Trust them to come up with some
of the most demented notions."

"So your point,” said Lyla, returning with machinelike precision to the original subject of the
discussion, "was that you patterned me on Kalinda because she was the female whom you
knew the best and most desired to engage in intercourse with."

"Something like that," he said.
"When you are with me, do you pretend | am her?"

He didn't answer immediately. Sensing his hesitation, Lyla said gently, "I will not be
disturbed if you answer in the affirmative. | can't actually take offense at such things. If what |
am - my form, my design - pleases you for whatever reason, that is sufficient for me. If it did
not, then | would desire to possess that which does. It is just that simple."

"Lyla," he sighed, "you would be amazed at the number of things in this galaxy that are ‘just
that simple,’ except they aren't.”

"Really?" She sounded intrigued. "What would that number be?"
Before he could think of a response, the ship's proximity alarm went off.

Lyla immediately vanished. The ship's power cells, while efficient, were not infinite. If there
was any sort of emergency situation that might require either fight or flight, it was imperative
that energy be conserved. The drain Lyla's hologram manifestation required was simply not
a necessary one in a potential emergency.

Xyon lunged for his pants, which were draped over his control chair, missed them,
staggered and regained his footing, then grabbed them and yanked them on as fast as he
could. Too fast, as it turned out, for he toppled backward and landed hard on the floor. Lyla's
voice came from all around him. "Are you injured, Xyon?"

"My pride, mostly," he grunted as he scrambled to his feet, snatched up his shirt from the
floor, and yanked it on over his head. He was at his console, checking his readings, and
glanced at the monitor to confirm visually what his instruments were already telling him.

Space itself was wavering before him and then, barely a hundred thousand kilometers away,
a Romulan vessel shimmered into existence.

It was many times larger than his own ship, and he knew it instantly as a new type of ship
called the Spectre class. Naturally it had a cloaking device, but there was an additional
modification to the engines that was a brilliant throw-back to technology long abandoned.

Even with a cloaking device, the typical Romulan ship left a minuscule particle trail that
Federation starships could lock on to with a bit of patience and luck. The Spectre class,
however, wasn't typical. Romulan scientists had hit upon the notion of installing an ion glide,
which was a delicately crafted foil that ran between the winglike nacelles of the ship. The ion
glide served as what ancient star voyagers referred to as a "solar sail,” allowing the ship to
be pushed along on the ions of solar winds. It wasn't effective for system-to-system travel,



since it was too slow to be practical. But in passing through heavily populated regions of
space, or entering an area where a battle was anticipated, the ion glide was ideal, because
it left no trail of particles - ion, tachyon, or otherwise - but instead was simply buffeted along.
Any trace ions were indistinguishable from standard background radiation. In effect, the ship
was silent and completely undetectable. A ghost. A spectre. There were only five like it in the
fleet.

The only reason the Lyla's alarms had gone off was because the ship was decloaking near
them. Had the Spectre not done so, it could have rammed Xyon's ship if it was so inclined,
and Xyon wouldn't have realized it until he was floating in space surrounded by fragments of
his vessel.

"Weapons systems online," he snapped. Immediately his onboard weaponry came on, his
pulse cannons targeting the starboard engines of the Spectre.

This prompted an instant hail from the Romulan ship. "Let them hang a few seconds," Xyon
instructed, and for long moments the insistent beeping of the hail was the only sound in his
ship. "All right," he said at last, "put them on."

A sharp female voice came through his com system. "Stand down your weapons right now,"
she said without preamble.

"Are you going to make me?" he demanded.

There was a pause, and then the Romulan - sounding extremely peeved - said, "What are
you, twelve years old? What the hell do you think you're playing at?"

"Just being sure to send a message that I'm not a pushover," he replied.

"Xyon, knock it off. Honestly. | have better things to do than listen to you engage in the kind
of macho posturing that, frankly, your father did far more convincingly and with much more

style."

His face flushed red at that, which she undoubtedly would have figured it would. "You know, |
have half a mind to- "

"Yes, you've made that abundantly clear,” she interrupted. "Now stand down your weapons.
If you do, I'll come over there and we'll do business. If you don't, I'll beam you directly into our
brig."

Xyon sighed in frustration and then said, "Lyla, stand down weapons systems."

"Yes, Xyon." The targeting systems switched off and the pulse cannons powered down.
Xyon told himself that he really hadn't lost anything. Even if he'd fired on the Romulan ship
with its shields down, the cannons wouldn't have managed to inflict any incapacitating
damage before the Romulan disruptors turned him into space debris anyway. It was all for
show. But it assuaged his ego, which was considerable.

Moments later, he heard the telltale hum of a transporter beam resonate through his bridge.
He leaned back against his control console in a carefully manufactured casual posture. A
slender figure appeared in outline a few feet away from him and then fully coalesced in a
shower of sparkles.



She stood there, attired in Romulan armor that suited her rank, and glowered at him. "Don't
screw around with me, Xyon," she admonished him. “I'm not in the mood."

"You take life too seriously, Soleta.”

"I take it just seriously enough. | certainly take it seriously when some idiot points weapons
at my ship during an agreed-upon rendezvous."

"Your ship snuck up on mine."

"It's a stealth vessel, Xyon," Soleta pointed out with a world-weary sigh. "Sneaking is what it
does. Do you have it?"

nlt?ll
"It_"

"Do | have it," he echoed. "You know," and he strolled in a circle around her, his hands
draped behind his back, "you could be polite. Sociable. Make small talk. Ask how | am,
discuss current events, exchange gossip.”

"Yes, | could,” Soleta agreed, her immaobility a stark contrast to Xyon's casual air. "On the
other hand, | could beam back to my ship, we could turn around and leave, and we could
take the gold-pressed latinum we brought along as payment for you and instead buy
ourselves a damned good time at Wrigley's Pleasure Planet. You have five seconds to
deci... You know, wait, on second thought, I'll decide for you." Pulling her com unit off her
belt, she barked into it, "One to beam- "

"All right, all right!" He put up his hands in a surrendering fashion. "Fine. I've got it right here.

"Stand by," she said into the com unit as Xyon walked into the back room that served as his
private chamber. She watched him go through narrowed eyes. "You must really be starved
for attention, to have to resort to such idiotic tricks as this."

"I find my amusements where | can,” Xyon replied from the next room. He reemerged
holding a data chip. Soleta unslung a data reader from around her shoulder and extended
an expectant hand to him, palm up. He made a great show of hesitating before placing the
chip into her hand. She shook her head in mute disapproval of his antics as she inserted the
chip and studied the details that came up.

"This is it," she said finally. "Detailed plans for the new weapons system the Orions are
developing.”

"Yes, | know. It's what you wanted."

"It presents a threat to Federation security."

He put up his hands. "Oh, grozit, spare me. The Romulans don't give a damn about
Federation security. The Romulans care about their own security. You have no intention of

sharing this information with the Federation at all."

"The Praetor assures me that he intends to be forthcoming with the Federation in such
matters."



"You need a little work on that one, Soleta, if you're going to sound remotely convincing."
She scowled at Xyon, but he didn't especially care. "I'm sure that when and if the Praetor is
forthcoming, it's going to be very much on his timetable, not the Federation's. A timetable
that includes not only finding the weaknesses in the weapons system, but developing an
equivalent system for the Romulans. A system to use against... who? The Orions? The
Federation? What's going on in the minds of the Romulans, Soleta?"

"Things that do not concern you, Xyon."

"I'm not concerned. I'm just curious."

"Yes, as was the cat. And we know what curiosity did for him."

Xyon stared at her blankly for a moment, and then looked annoyed. "All right, is this another
Earth thing I'm supposed to know about? Because if it is, it's the second one today, and I'm
getting tired of it."

"Second one today?" She made no effort to hide her bewilderment.

"Yeah. First there was something about some mythic figure named 'Oedipus’ and his
mother..."

"I will add two bars of gold-pressed latinum to your payment,” she said, "if you drop this
entire line of conversation and promise me you will never bring it up again.”

"Deal," he said.

She nodded and spoke once more into the comlink. "Subcommander,” she said, "beam
seven bars of gold-pressed latinum to these coordinates immediately."

"Yes, Commander."

Seconds later, the bars of latinum, packed in individual containers, appeared on the floor.
As Xyon knelt to inspect them, Soleta said, "Were there any difficulties involved in obtaining
this information?"

"Nothing worth mentioning."

"Did you have to kill anyone?"

His gaze flickered up to her and his eyes were hard as diamonds. "No one worth
mentioning," he said.

"l see."
"Do you?" Xyon was still kneeling down, his voice low and annoyed. "You sent me on this
assignment because you knew I'd get it done, and that | wouldn't care what was involved,

and you didn't care to know. Are you now condemning my methods for accomplishing it?"

"No," she said quietly. "I've said nothing of the sort. But | find it interesting that you react as if
| had.”



"Stay out of my head, Soleta.”
"lam.”

"Someone with the level of issues that you have with the Romulans, with the Vulcans, with
Starfleet, with the entirety of your life until now, doesn't get to lecture me."

"I wasn't intending to lecture you, Xyon," she said with a touch of annoyance. "However, for
what it's worth, | am strongly considering beating the crap out of you."

"You can try," he said challengingly.
"Not today."

"Why? Too much effort?"

"No. Too much crap.”

At that moment, Lyla's holographic form appeared. "Xyon," she said, "since energy systems
have been routed away from the weapons, do you wish me to resume my physical form?"

Soleta gaped at her and then at Xyon. He shifted uncomfortably, suddenly feeling very
exposed. "That won't be necessary right now, Lyla...."

"Oh, that's funny,” said Soleta, clearly trying to avoid snickering.
"What is?" Lyla inquired, wide-eyed.
"You can go now, Lyla, and Soleta, it's not funny and it's none of your business."

"None of my business, perhaps, but if you don't see the humor, you're just not looking," she
snorted.

"Stop laughing at me!" he said angrily, and took a step toward her to get right in her face
about it.

Her hands were lightning quick, and before he knew what was happening, he was on the
floor, looking up in surprise. Soleta had a disruptor in her hand and it was pointed squarely
at him.

"Twitch and you're dead," she told him.

Xyon didn't twitch. Lyla, either not having heard Xyon or - more likely - judiciously choosing
to ignore him, continued to remain where she was and look with interest from Xyon to Soleta
and back to Xyon.

"You're pathetic," continued Soleta. "With your posturing and boastful words and
meticulously manufactured insouciance. And all the time, you're still pining after a romance
from years ago that you're so weak-kneed about, you manufacture holographic play-toys
while remaining too afraid to let the actual girl know that you're even alive."

"We've been over this," he retorted. "If people think I'm dead, it makes it that much easier for
me to operate."



"If people think you're dead, it makes it that much easier for you never to have to confront the
way you feel about them, or they about you."

He said nothing for a moment and then, with a glower, demanded, "Are you going to kill me
or are you just going to stand there?"

"Killing you would almost be doing you a favor," she told him. "Better no life than a half-life."

"Interesting. You were never so contemptuous of me all the times you've hired me to do your
dirty work."

"Actually,” Soleta corrected him, "l was. | just never let it show. | may not be quite as
inscrutable as a Vulcan... but I'm no slouch, either."

She stepped back, holstered her disruptor, and then said, "l suppose she's moot anyway."

"What are you talking about?" He slowly got to his feet but made no sudden moves toward
Soleta, although he did rub the small of his back to ease out the pain he was feeling.

"She. Kalinda."

He tried to comprehend what she was saying, and then a slow dread grew in the pit of his
stomach. "She... she's dying? Dead?"

"Just as good: She's engaged. To the son of some high muck-a-muck in the Thallonian
Empire... I'm sorry. The New Thallonian Protectorate." She said the words with barely
masked derision.

"Kalinda's engaged.”

"That's right. So you might as well enjoy yourself with your imaginary friend,” and she
nodded toward Lyla, "because that's the best you're going to get." She touched a finger to
her forehead and tossed off an ironic salute. "A pleasure as always, Xyon. Enjoy the latinum.
Don't spend it all in one place. Subcommander,” she spoke into the link, "beam me
aboard."

She blurred out of existence, leaving Xyon alone in the cabin. Alone except for the holograph
of Lyla, who was gazing at him with limpid eyes. She waited for him to speak, but he said
nothing. Finally she asked, "Xyon? Is there something | can...?"

"Find another form," he said brusquely.

"What other form would be pleasing to you, Xyon?"

He thought about it and then said, "It doesn't matter. An Orion slave girl."

"Like the one you killed while getting the disk?"

"She tried to kill me first, Lyla."

"All right,” she said, her calm voice never wavering. A moment later she was a scantily clad,
green-skinned female with blazing eyes and thick, lustrous hair. "How's this?"



"Fine," he assured her without looking as he watched the Romulan ship vanish from sight,
and speculated about other things in the universe that could just disappear no matter how
closely you kept an eye on them.

Space Station Bravo

Captain Kat Mueller strode into the office of Bravo's chief administrator and snapped off a
highly military salute. The chief administrator looked up at the blond, somewhat glacial
Starfleet captain from behind the desk and shook her head, an amused smile on her lips.
"What the hell are you doing? This isn't the twenty-first-century army. Since when do we
salute in Starfleet?"

"I'm actually mounting a one-woman campaign to restore it," Kat informed her, her chin
outthrust defiantly. "I think it displays an old-world sense of respect for the chain of
command.”

"See, whereas | think that the term "Yes, sir' or 'Yes, ma'am' pretty much accomplishes the
same thing." The administrator was standing now, and she came around her desk, her arms
open wide. Kat hesitated only a moment, since she wasn't really all that much for hugging,
but then sighed and gave in to the inevitable. She accepted the embrace, and the two
women patted each other's backs for a moment. "It's good to see you, Kat. Command
agrees with you."

Mueller stepped back and replied, "I didn't actually think it would, Admiral. Your confidence
in me was an inspiration."

"Kat, it's just the two of us here. You can call me 'Elizabeth.™

"If you say so, Admiral Shelby."

Elizabeth Paula Shelby shook her head as she leaned back against her desk, half-sitting on
the edge. She gestured for Mueller to take a seat, and Mueller did so. "How is the Trident

crew?" she asked.

"The usual. Mutiny. Chaos. We've had to court-martial forty-seven officers and crewmen. It's
an all-time Starfleet high, so naturally we're all very proud.”

Shelby gazed at Mueller's impassive face. "Is your sense of humor characteristic to your
elevated rank, or to you in specific?"

"Me in specific. | am wholly original.”

"You are wholly strange."

"And yet | make it work."

"That's still open to debate," Shelby informed her, shaking her head with an exaggerated air
of tolerance. "I mean, how many Starfleet officers insist on walking around with a Heidelberg

fencing scar on their face?"

Mueller reflexively touched the mark on her cheek and smiled grimly. "Anyone who acquired
one would. That's another trend I'm hoping to spark."



"Kat," Shelby said, "let me assure you that, all things being equal, | could sit around all day
and listen to you explain how your trend-setting is going to revolutionize the look and conduct
of Starfleet for generations to come."

"And yet...?"

"And yet, as always, all things aren't equal. | have things to do and, tragically, so do you."
Dropping all trace of banter, she said - all business- "How badly banged up is the Trident?
Will the facilities here at Bravo be sufficient for repairs?"

"I believe so, yes."
"Because | could order you back to drydock for a full refit..."

Mueller firmly shook her head. "Absolutely not necessary, Admiral. We took some hits, yes.
But the Selelvian renegade took far worse."

"Your report said you destroyed her."

"Yes, that would fall under the category of 'far worse,™ Mueller deadpanned. "My people
assure me that the damage we sustained is under control. In fact, they told me we could
likely have handled it completely on our own. It was my decision to put in here at Bravo to
make it easier on them, and to avail ourselves of your diagnostic facilities on the off chance
there was something we missed that could become a danger later."

"Take care of the big problems when they're small problems." Shelby nodded in approval.
"You made the right decision, Kat. Whatever you need in terms of station personnel, it's
yours."

"Thank you, Captain.”

Shelby sighed and she rapped her knuckles on the desk as she stood up and walked
around it. She didn't sit but instead continued to pace. "It's like the Selelvians don't realize
the war is over and they lost."

"There's only scattered resistance, Admiral,” Mueller assured her. "Being offered by
independent, terrorist cells who refuse to acknowledge their government's surrender. It's
nothing that Starfleet can't handle.”

"I know. Still... | mean, we had a Selelvian officer on our ship, Kat. Lieutenant Commander
Gleau." Her voice was tinged with regret. It was hardly the first time she'd pondered the lost
opportunities, doubted herself insofar as how she'd handled the entire ugly business with
Gleau. "If we had realized the threat his people represented... if somehow he could have
wound up serving as a go-between representing Federation interests, instead of..."

"Instead of being murdered?" Mueller shrugged. "Second- guessing is pointless, Admiral,
especially when it comes to matters over which you had no control.”

"You're right, of course. Still..." Shelby seemed about to pursue the train of thought, but then
she let it drop. Instead she tapped her computer screen and said, "Since you're here, there's
something | need to discuss with you."



"All right.” Mueller, seated with her back stiff, crossed her legs in a careful, precise manner
and waited.

Shelby studied the computer screen for a long moment, clearly wanting to make sure what
she said was accurate. Finally she turned back to Mueller.

"Sector 221-G," she began.

Mueller promptly laughed. It was an unusual sound, almost startling since she did it so rarely.
Sort of a smug grunting noise more than anything else. "Don't you mean the Thallonian
Protectorate?"

"I suppose | do, yes."

"Somehow," said Mueller, as if reexperiencing a tale of woe that she reflected upon with
great regret, "it always comes back to Sector 221-G. So what's happening there now? Has
Si Cwan's great experiment finally collapsed upon itself?"

"Kat," Shelby said scoldingly, "I have no patience with that sort of negative attitude."

"Admiral, there's a pool going as to the exact stardate the entire Protectorate will come
unraveled."

"Yes, | know, but..."
"A pool, | might add, that was your idea."

"To be fair,” Shelby said, raising a finger, "there were mitigating circumstances as | may
have been... quite inebriated at the time...."

"And you're still running the pool.”

"These things take on a life of their own...."

"And you're holding all the credits in a secure account.”

"All right!"

Mueller lapsed into amused silence while Shelby impatiently blew air between her teeth.
"The point is that the business in 221-G has nothing to do with anything that Si Cwan is up
to."

"Oh." Kat sounded faintly disappointed.

Shelby indicated the computer screen and Mueller leaned forward to see what she was
pointing at. "We picked up something during a routine unmanned scientific probe a week

ago."

"Unmanned scientific probe'?" Mueller said, one tapered eyebrow arching ever so slightly.
"Once upon a time, that was a euphemism for 'spy probe.™

"That may very well be, Kat, but nowadays it's a euphemism for nothing and an accurate
label for a routine unmanned scientific probe."



"Really. And tell me, Admiral... were that not the case, would you tell me?"

Shelby stared at her levelly for a long moment, and then said in a voice devoid of tone, "If
you'll permit me to continue, Captain.”

Mueller, who knew an unspoken answer when she didn't hear one, nodded and kept her
gaze fixed on the monitor screen.

"Now then... the probe picked up some rather disturbing emissions emanating from within
the sector. We weren't able to localize them or determine the point of origin since they were
free-floating. However, given the drift time and amount of decay, and after running some
estimates, we were able to nail it down to a general area spanning subsectors 18-J through
27-L."

"Quite a bit of area to cover."

"Yes," agreed Shelby, "but it's the best our people could do, given the circumstances.”
"And just exactly what are these emissions that have our scientific-probe folks so worried?"
"Funny you should ask," Shelby said in a manner that indicated it wasn't actually funny at all.
"They are emissions strikingly similar to those generated by a transwarp conduit... the
means of transportation generally favored by the Borg."

"How strikingly similar?"

"A ninety-eight-percent match."

Mueller leaned back in the chair, her fingers interlaced. "Hunh" was all she muttered at first,
and then she continued after a few moments, "And that two percent could be chalked up to
either scientific error, or an improvement or change in the technology by the Borg

themselves."

"Or," Shelby pointed out, "it could also indicate that we're dealing with some other race
entirely. Something that's popping into and out of 221-G without wanting to be noticed.”

"Which could mean a potential threat."

Shelby looked a bit saddened. "I loathe thinking of it that way. The mission of Starfleet is
exploration. To seek out new life and new civilizations. Not to be paranoid that the
aforementioned new civilizations are going to make attacking us their top priority."

"An open hand can disguise a dangerous mind," Mueller said. "My father always said that.
Very little that I've encountered in my life has done anything to make me think he was even
the slightest bit incorrect.”

"Be that as it may," Shelby said firmly, "if nothing else, we should be working to cover Si
Cwan's back. If someone is sneaking into the Thallonian Protectorate for the purpose of an
attack..."

"Or as a potential ally for Si Cwan so he could attack us."



Shelby looked at her askance. "I don't see him doing that.”

"What better reason to do something besides it being something that others don't see
coming."

"I'm sorry, no. After everything we went through, after all the Federation has done for him, |
don't see him conspiring to attack us simply because we're not expecting him to."

Mueller shrugged. "Expect nothing. Anticipate everything."

Shelby blinked a moment and then smiled. "So you quote Mac too, do you?"

"Did Mackenzie Calhoun say that?" Mueller frowned a moment, trying to remember, and
then nodded. "Oh. Yes, he did. Funny. | thought I'd always believed that on my own, but
you're right. | got it from him."

"That'll happen,"” said Shelby, and there was a wistfulness in her voice that she couldn't quite
hide. Then quickly, loudly, she cleared her throat and told Mueller, "Starfleet wants you to
take the Trident into 221-G, see if you can discover the exact nature and origin of the
emissions, and determine the precise nature of what it is we can look forward to."

"And once we've determined it?"

"Report back to me. Oh... also, keep Robin Lefler in the loop. She's still connected to
Starfleet, however tangentially, and 221-G is her backyard. If there's something going on
there that she should know about..."

"You think she can be trusted?" asked Mueller.

Shelby's eyes narrowed. "Are you saying her marriage to Si Cwan renders her untrustworthy
somehow?"

“I'm saying if it turns out that Si Cwan is indeed up to something or allying himself with
someone who presents a danger, Robin Lefler could find herself with a severe case of
divided loyalties. And | couldn't say for sure exactly on which side she'll fall. Then again," she
shrugged once more, "you know her better than I."

"Robin Lefler," Shelby assured her, "is a Starfleet officer."

"So was Soleta.”

A pall fell upon the office at that moment. Kat Mueller had always been someone who was
very confident in her opinions and never doubted the inherent rightness of what she had to
say. Yet for the first time in a very long time, she wished she could have taken back what she
had just said.

"My apologies, Admiral,” Mueller began.

But, surprisingly, Shelby waved it off. "No. No, you're right. You should never apologize for
being right. | walked right into that one. Caught me fair and square."

"l wasn't trying to 'catch’ you at anything, Admiral.”



"I know that, Kat. | really do. Soleta was..." She tried to find the words and only partly
succeeded. "Soleta was... an accident waiting to happen, | suppose. And then it happened,
and there was nothing any of us could do but pick up the pieces. She made her decisions,
we made ours, and that's how it goes. Still... Soleta notwithstanding... | don't think we need
to worry about Robin Lefler abandoning us or turning against us unexpectedly. Robin is a bit
more... stable than that. Besides," and she almost laughed at the notion, "if Robin went at all
off track, you just know her mother would be all over her about it."

"Her mother's a holograph.”

"Her mother's a machine identity," Shelby reminded her. "At this point, she can link up with
just about any Al in the entirety of the Federation. Thank God she's benign, since | keep
having the uneasy feeling that - if she were so inclined - she could find a way to blow all of us
up just by thinking really hard."

"Yes, well... that's another situation that | continue to 'anticipate,™ admitted Mueller.

"You're hopeless, Kat."

"Yes, but it's a constructive sort of hopelessness. Am | dismissed, Admiral?"

"Absolutely."

Kat got up to go, headed for the door, and then stopped at the doorframe. She turned to see
Shelby sitting there, staring and grinning, her hand propping up her chin. "May | inquire as to
what might be so amusing?" Mueller demanded.

"You always do this," said Shelby, gesturing toward the door. "You're always about to walk
out and then, at the last moment, stand in the doorway and make some pithy observation
that seems ridiculous on the face of it, but often turns out to be true. Sometimes I think you

haven't made up your mind between being a Starfleet captain or a drama queen.”

"Truthfully,” said Mueller, "I think the dividing line has been narrowing for decades now, if not
centuries."

"All right, then, out with it. What's on your perpetually suspicious mind now?"
"I'm not being suspicious about anything. | was just wondering if..."

"If what?"

"How you're doing. Without him, | mean."

"Him?" She looked blank for a moment, and then sheepish that she'd had to wonder even
for an instant what it was that Mueller was talking about. "Oh. Him. Mac."

"Yes, of course him."

"Are you insinuating, Kat," she asked with a hint of challenge, "that I'm somehow incapable
of surviving without him? That | can't manage?"

"Not at all,” Mueller assured her. "But on the one hand, the two of you are married, and on
the other hand, you see each other... what? Once a month? Less?"



"I haven't been keeping track," said Shelby, "because | really have better things to do with
my time than count the number of days until | see my husband. And..."

Her voice trailed off and her shoulders slumped a bit. "And... if | focus on the time apart...
that just makes it harder. So I... don't. Focus on that." Then, in a surprisingly informal move,
she laid her hands flat on her desk and settled her chin on them, like a child peering up from
a grade-school desk. "Besides... I'm never without him. Not really. We stay in touch via
subspace radio, and even when that's not possible, he's never far from my thoughts. At least
two, three times a day, | find myself wondering what Mac would do in a particular set of
circumstances. And then | use that knowledge to guide myself through..."

"By doing the opposite of what he would have done?" deadpanned Kat.

Shelby laughed at that. "Sometimes," she admitted. "But more often than not, thinking what
he would do and then emulating him helps me. So in a way... it's like having him here."

"In a spiritual, philosophical way."
"Yes."
"And as far as sex goes...?"

Shelby moaned softly, pulled her fingers apart, and thumped her chin on the desk several
times. "Torture. | have dreams that melt my brain cells.”

"Well, you know, Elizabeth," Kat said slyly, "we're all modern thinkers. Adults. Even married
couples have the option of taking 'companions' during times of lengthy separation. For
release. It's just good sense from a health point of view. Hell, worse comes to worst, there
are very convincing holodeck programs that..."

"Ohhhh no," Shelby said immediately and shaking her head with as much vehemence as
she could muster. "Programming holos for sexual entertainment? It's barely one step above
self-gratification.”

"Spoken like someone who hasn't tried it."

"Why, have you?" She fixed her stare upon Mueller, who - to her shock - looked away with a
half-smile. "You have?"

"I didn't think it appropriate for a captain to become involved with a subordinate,” Mueller
told her. "So | found myself some... creative outlets. All very discreet.”

"Well - not intending to sound judgmental - but | couldn't do that. Neither could Mac. Nor do
either of us expect more from the other than we can provide."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning," Shelby told her patiently, "that if Mac engages in some recreational...
encounters..."

"He knows that you would still be his wife at the end of the day."



"Exactly."

"And likewise," continued Mueller, "if you should feel the need for - oh, let's call it 'release’-
with, say, some appropriate, attractive fellow who is ideally just passing through and not
looking for any sort of long-term attachment, why, Mac would likewise not carry any
resentment over your actions."

"You've described the situation perfectly," said Shelby, nodding in approval.

"I see." Mueller considered that and then asked, "So... have you been involved with some
appropriate, attractive fellow?"

"Oh God, no."

"And do you intend to be?"

"Oh God, no."

"And if Mac became involved with some woman...?"

"“I'll kill him. And her. Maybe together, maybe separately."

"So when you were speaking just now about being understanding and a modern thinker and
all that? That was...?"

"A lie. Complete and total.”

"I appreciate your candor in regards to your lack of candor, Admiral," said Kat Mueller. "It's
very refreshing.”

"Thank you. I've worked hard to refine it."
"It shows."

She turned and headed out the door. Shelby called after her, just before the doors shut, "Oh,
if you run into Mac and try to have an affair with him, | wouldn't hesitate to kill you, too."

"Understood," Mueller called as the doors slid shut. Shelby, for her part, leaned back in her
chair, thought about Mac for a good long while, and then prepared to send him a
communiqgué just for the purpose of letting him know she was thinking of him. The fortunate
thing was that she'd just gotten a similar communiqué from him saying much the same. So a
response would seem the most natural thing in the world, which was good.

She wouldn't want to come across as being too possessive.

New Thallon

i.

"I cannot believe you put me into that situation!"

Si Cwan was stalking the inside of Robin Lefler's office, the edges of his robes whisking
about the floor. Robin, for her part, was making a point of paying him no mind. She was



reading over recent dispatches from Starfleet, wanting to keep up on the latest regulations.
Even when she spoke, she didn't glance up at him. "l didn't put you into any situation."

"You brought a half-dozen Priatians into the middle of the council!”

"It was three Priatians, they came looking for me, and | chose to escort them in and make
certain they received a fair hearing," she said patiently. "In my position as liaison for the
Office of Interplanetary Affairs..."

"In that position," he interrupted her fiercely, "you are entitled to listen to what is transpiring
and perhaps maybe, just maybe, do what you're told to on occasion."

That drew her attention away from the computer as she looked up at him. "Well, excuse the
hell out of me for not playing the good and dutiful wife, rather than the Starfleet officer who
has her own concerns."

He threw up his arms in exasperation. "That is not what | was saying at all! You're twisting
it...I"

"That is exactly what you were saying, and I'm getting it perfectly accurate,” she retorted.
"When I..." He took a deep breath, and Robin could see him mentally counting to seven, a
habit she had drilled into him in order to make encounters such as this more palatable.
She'd actually wanted him to count to ten; he'd preferred five. As with so many things in their
life, the result had been a compromise. "When | asked you to escort them out of the
chamber, | was doing so not as husband to wife, but as prime minister to a representative of
the Federation."

"And yet you looked so damned much like my husband, I couldn't help but confuse the two."
"Robin-!"

Robin slapped the desk with her palm. "Why did you refuse to listen to them, Cwan? Do you
have any idea how humiliating that was for me? You just dismissing them like that? Them
and me?"

"Yes, | have some idea of how humiliating it was," he shot back. "Almost as humiliating as
having one's wife show up with- "

"You said it wasn't about my being your wife. That it was all about you as prime minister and
me as the Federation representative."

He balled his hands into fists and shook them impotently. "I didn't say that!"
"Yes, you did! Barely thirty seconds ago!"

"You're twisting it again!"

"Which me is twisting it? The wife me or the rep me?"

"Robin!"

"Cwan!"



He turned and slammed a fist into the wall. Fortunately the wall was reasonably solid.
Otherwise she had no doubt that he could've punched right through it.

"Feel better now?" she asked, batting her eyes at him.
"No," he growled.

She leaned back in her chair and sighed deeply. "Cwan, what would have been the harm of
hearing them out?"

"Because I've heard it all before!" he told her, shaking out his fist to restore some feeling to
it. "They weren't going to say anything new. The Priatians have been lobbying for redress for
as far back as | can remember. They came to me when | was head of the ruling house, they
came to my father before me and his before him. They keep saying the same damned thing:
Restore to us the worlds you took."

"Did you take them?"
"Yes, but that's not the point.”
She blinked. "Actually, I'm kind of thinking that is the point.”

He dropped down into the chair opposite her. "First, it's not as if there's just one race of
Priatians. The representatives you saw are from the group that refers to itself as the True
Bloods. The ones who believe themselves direct descendants of their so-called founders."

"The Wanderers."

"Yes, exactly. But on other worlds in the area that you call Sector 221-G, there were
offshoots of the True Bloods, many developed through inbreeding and such. Offshoot races
that, by this day and age, have as much in common with the so-called True Bloods as you
would have in common with..."

"My husband?"

He made a grimacing face. "The comedy of Robin Lefler, my friends," he said to an
imaginary audience. "Look, Robin... yes, it's true that my ancestors drove the True Bloods
off many worlds in which they were in residence. But only because they resisted and refused
Thallonian rule, something that others on those selfsame worlds had no problem with."

"No problem once they were conquered, you mean."

"Well... yes," he admitted. "But we cannot turn back the hands of time, cannot undo what's
been done. Let us say - just for the sake of argument- "

"Good, because | just never get tired of argument.”

"~ that | acceded to their request. Even if | could do so unilaterally. Let us say | waved my
hand and said, 'All former Priatian worlds are restored to you.' What then? The worlds which
the Priatians demand we 'return’ to them are populated by races that have little knowledge
or concern about who was there before they were. They are their own peoples now. Most of
them have representatives sitting in council. Do you think they're about to hand control over



their worlds to a people who haven't set foot on the respective planets for centuries?
Realistically, Robin, do you believe that?"

She looked down. "I suppose not," she admitted.

"You suppose correctly. It's a dead-end discussion, Robin, and one | chose not to get into
yet again. We have far too many things to worry about that actually can come to some sort of
successful resolution, and the Priatian demands are simply not one of them. I didn't want to
waste my time, the council's time. All it would have done is make the Priatian
representatives feel foolish."

"They felt foolish when they were turned away."

"Perhaps, but at least it was quick," he told her. "If I'd given them what they wanted, they
would have been verbally abused for half an hour by the council and then sent on their way,
no closer to accomplishing their mission than before. This way, | saved them that half-hour of
humiliation.”

"My husband, the humanitarian.”

"Thank you," he said archly, "but truthfully, | aspire to more greatness than most of humanity
can reach."

Her eyes narrowed. "Am | sadly mistaken, or did you just insult my entire race?"

"Not entire, no. | said 'most of.' It goes without saying that you were not included in that
grouping.”

"Well that's very generous of you," she said sarcastically.

He extended a hand toward her, but she pulled away. "Dammit, Robin!" he snapped. "Now
you're just being stubborn.”

"You'd be the expert on that."

"Stubborn and petulant as well, because you fully know that I'm right about this. I'm right and
you're wrong and that's what galls you."

"You're what galls me, Cwan."

He waved off her response dismissively. "No. You know as well as | that the glory days of the
Priatians belong to the past. You feel badly for them because you're a compassionate
woman - which is one of the many reasons that | love you - and because you perceive the
Priatians to be poor, downtrodden-but-noble individuals who have suffered over the
centuries and deserve some sort of recompense. And perhaps they have and perhaps they
do. But it's not going to happen because it's impossible, and you know it. You know it.
Thallonian space has simply moved on without them, moved away from them."

"Is that a fact," she said humorlessly. "l seem to recall...”
"Oh, gods, here we go," he moaned.

"... that Thallonian space had moved on without you," continued Lefler without relenting.



"Moved away from you and your whole royal family, so much so that your homeworld was
reduced to floating bits of rock. | even seem to recall saying you couldn't turn the clock back
at a time when you were on the Excalibur hoping that somehow, in some way, you could
restore the Thallonian Empire. And now look where you are."

"Yes, look. Look at the Prime Minister overseeing a ruling council that is a mere shadow of
the efficiency and glory that characterized the Thallonian Empire."

"But it's a start."

"Yes," he agreed reluctantly, "it's a start." He leaned forward, running his fingers across his
bald pate. "Blood and thunder, woman, what do you want from me?"

"Give the Priatians a start. Offer them a seat on the council.”

"I did. Ages ago. They refused.”

"Do it again."

"They'll refuse again."

"Then let me offer it," she insisted.

"Fine! And when they turn you down, will that put an end to this discussion?"

"YeS."

"Thank the- "

"At least for the time being."

She said it with a teasing smile. Nevertheless, his fingers moved down to the bridge of his
nose and rubbed it with evident pain. "You know, Robin," he said, "once upon a time, the job
of a woman in Thallonian society was very straightforward. Would you like to know what it
was?"

"Not especially.”

"It was to make the lives of men as simple and unperturbed as possible. Any woman who
failed in that task was taken out into the town square, stripped, and made to run around the
square five hundred times while chanting, 'l apologize for my ineptitude.™

"I would call that barbaric."

"See, whereas my ancestors would have called that the ‘good old days." And between you
inserting yourself into interplanetary affairs, and my beloved sister Kalinda forming a
romantic relationship that's giving me no end of grief in the council, I'm starting to think
there's something to be said for those 'good old days.™

"You would, my love," she sighed. "You would."



Tiraud of the House of Fhermus was lying on his back, one arm outstretched, enjoying the
gentle breeze that fluttered across the grassland. What made the moment particularly
attractive to him was that his fiancée was lying next to him, her head tucked in the crook of
his elbow. She was holding strands of grass in her hand and blowing upon them idly.

His bronze skin glittering in the broad sunlight of the afternoon, Tiraud bore something of a
resemblance to his father. His face was rounder, though, his eyes set closer together, his
lips thin but twitching at the edges as if he were perpetually on the verge of a smile, but
never quite finding life amusing enough to fully provoke it.

"What are you thinking about, Lind?" he asked his fiancée. These were the first words he'd
spoken in close to half an hour.

"About how pleased | am to be here with you," Kalinda replied. To her, smiles came easily.
That hadn't always been the case, but ever since she'd met Tiraud, she was just too happy
not to smile. It almost frightened her, the effect he had upon her. She didn't know how
anyone could know quite this much joy. In the back of her mind she was always concerned
she'd discover that no one could, or should, be quite this content. "About how happy you
make me. About our wedding."

"No regrets?"

She sat partly upright. "Why should | have regrets?" asked Kalinda. "Why? Are you having
regrets?"

"No."

"Hesitations?"

"Absolutely not," he said firmly.

"Then why ask?" She eyed him suspiciously. "Usually when people ask questions that seem
out of the blue, it's because they themselves have concerns they're reluctant to bring up. Is
that what's happening here?"

He laughed at that. "Lind, it's nothing like that at all.”

"Then what...?"

"It's just that... I'm almost afraid of my good fortune. | feel as if I'm so lucky that a capricious
god or gods will look down and say, 'Hey! You! You're not supposed to know this degree of
bliss. We're going to take it away from you, right now.™

"Oh, Tiraud," she moaned, and lay down next to him, cuddling up against him. "You're being
ridiculous. No one is going to take me away from you. Honestly, | have to wonder what you
could possibly have done to the gods to make you think they'd... they'd..."

Her voice trailed off. At first it didn't dawn on Tiraud that there was a problem, but then he
realized she'd stopped talking altogether. He sat up, staring at her in bewilderment. "Lind?

Is something wrong? What's wrong...?"

Finally it occurred to him that the best course of action would be to look not at Kalinda
herself, but in the direction she was staring. He followed her gaze and saw what appeared



to be a humanoid male approaching. Tiraud wasn't entirely sure how old the newcomer was
because, truthfully, most humanoids looked alike to him.

Nevertheless, there was something about this new arrival that Tiraud found deeply troubling,
and it wasn't just because of Kalinda's response to him. There was an air of menace about

him. His flinty eyes were focused on Kalinda in such a way as to suggest that the rest of the

world didn't matter to him. That, indeed, if the rest of the world tried to get between him and

her, it would not go well for the rest of the world.

"Who is that?" Tiraud asked Kalinda softly.

Kalinda jumped slightly, as if she hadn't expected Tiraud to speak. Her gaze darted back
and forth nervously as she whispered, "You... you see him?"

"What?"
"You see him?" Her voice was a bit louder.
"Of course | do. I'm not blind. Why would you see him and | wouldn't...?"

"Because..." She licked her lips as if they'd suddenly gone bone dry. "Dead people.
Sometimes they're visible to me. Haunt me. | told you about it."

"Well, yes," said Tiraud with uncertainty. "But | simply assumed you were speaking
metaphorically. And I'm not sure what that has to do with this fellow, because he's clearly not
dead...."

"Gods almighty...." She rose to her feet, seemingly not of her own volition, but rather as if a
puppeteer had grabbed hold of strings trailing from her body and hauled her up. "You... it's...
it's you..."

Tiraud was on his feet now as well. He was disliking the situation more and more. He was
suddenly wishing that he had some heavy armament upon him, because the closer this man
drew, the less he liked it. Fortunately enough, one of his rank always carried a dagger. It was
more ceremonial than anything, harkening to a more savage, fearsome time in the history of
his family. But antique or not, it cut just as efficiently as if it had been forged yesterday, and
he was now grateful for the weight of it hanging from the back of his belt.

"It's me," agreed the newcomer. His eyes flickered toward Tiraud, looked him up and down,
then turned back to Kalinda as if Tiraud's presence was a nuisance at best. "This him?"

"Him?"

"Your betrothed. | was told you were engaged.”

"Yes...yes |..."

Then she moved quickly toward him, Tiraud apparently forgotten. Reflexively Tiraud reached
for her to hold her back, but she was already away from him. And she was crying out, "Xyon!
Gods, Xyon!," which led Tiraud to conclude, unsurprisingly, that the intruder's name was

Xyon.

She threw her arms around him, clutching him eagerly, desperately, continuing to call out his



name. He embraced her as well, holding her so tightly that Tiraud thought she might break in
half. Obviously she did not, but Tiraud's brow furrowed and he felt a distant thudding in the
base of his skull. Some fundamental, primal, inner sense of warning told him that this "Xyon"
was not someone he wanted to confront capriciously, but the more his anger was growing,
the more he considered just how handy his dagger was.

"You were dead!" Kalinda was crying out, although her voice was partly muffled by the fact
that her face was buried in Xyon's chest. "You were dead! Your ship... they said you used it
to lure the Black Mass..."

"Black Mass?" Tiraud was unable to keep silent any longer. "That... that mythological
creature they tell children about to scare them into submission?"

Xyon stared at him pityingly as Kalinda said, "It's no myth, Tiraud. The Excalibur faced it
down. | was there. | saw it, this huge mass, it was so... so..."

"Black," offered Xyon. "Hence the name."

Xyon's voice appeared to startle her back to reality. Like an absentminded party hostess,
Kalinda said, "Tiraud... this is Xyon. The son of Mackenzie Calhoun. Xyon, this is Tiraud...
the son of Fhermus, of the House of Fhermus."

Tiraud forced a brief smile. Xyon didn't even bother, which irked Tiraud all the more.

"And there was this black hole in space, and the Excalibur was trying to lure the Black Mass
into it," Kalinda was continuing, even though Tiraud would happily have forgone the rest of
Xyon's riveting tale if it meant getting rid of him that much sooner. "And at the last moment,
Xyon and his ship swept in, and decoyed the Black Mass to its death, except Xyon was lost,
too... except,” and she regarded him incredulously, "except he wasn't. You weren't."

"No."

"You weren't pulled into the black hole."

"No. It was a near thing, but | managed to shake loose from the gravity field before it was too
late."

"But the area was scanned. We scanned it. There was no sign of you."

"The Lyla has cloaking technology. A little antiquated by today's standards. About half the
ships nowadays can pick us up if they know what to look for. | was planning to update it..."

"Wait. So you..." Still trying to comprehend all the facts that were being presented to her,
Kalinda paused. "So you... are you saying the cloak... malfunctioned?"

"No." He looked perplexed. "Why would you think it...?"
"You weren't stuck being cloaked."
"Stuck? Why would | have been stuck?"

"Because... if you weren't stuck,” Kalinda said slowly, "then... you were hiding."



He sighed. "Yes."

"Deliberately."

"Yes."

"You went out of your way to let me... and your father... believe you dead.”

"That's... yes, | suppose that's one way to look at- "

She slugged him.

Kalinda was not huge, but she was wiry and strong and worked out regularly, and when her
fist slammed into Xyon's solar plexus, it caught him off guard. He let out a stunned gasp of
air and staggered back, almost losing his balance but rallying at the last moment.

Tiraud, who had been about to insert himself forcibly into the proceedings out of growing
jealousy, suddenly decided that things were proceeding apace just fine. He stepped back,
leaned against a tree, and folded his arms, grinning.

"What did you hit me for...?" demanded Xyon, rubbing his chest where she'd struck it.
"What did | hit you for?" Her face was purpling... which, considering her face was normally
red, didn't require that much shift in coloration. "What do you think | hit you for, you great
lummox!"

"Be... cause | let you and my father think | was dead?"

"You have to guess at that?" she fairly bellowed. "That's something that you're not one
hundred percent sure of? You think there's some latitude? A vague chance that | might be
angry about something else?!"

"I had my reasons, Kally."

"Your reasons?!" She was getting angrier and angrier. "Oh, this ought to be good! Impress
me, Xyon! Dazzle me with whatever the hell was going through your mind at the time, if
anything. Explain to me why you decided to let your father and your lover believe that you

were dead!"

"Lover!" snarled Tiraud, who suddenly was back to not liking the situation at all. "You were
his lover?!"

"She was referring to someone else,” Xyon said quickly. "Weren't you, Kally."

"No, | was referring to you, and | can be honest in front of Tiraud because that's what people
in love are! Honest!" she said in a defiant voice, and turned to Tiraud for confirmation. "He
won't be upset! He knew I'd been with others when we got together!"

"Actually, | kind of thought you hadn't,” Tiraud admitted.

Fortunately enough for Tiraud, Kalinda didn't hear him. "And he would never run out on me!"

"I didn't run out on you!" Xyon protested. "l just... | knew you'd be better off without me than



with me."
"Oh, you got to make that decision entirely on your own? My opinions didn't factor in at all?"

"No, they didn't!" He put his hands to the side of his head as if dealing with a pounding
headache. "You know, | had a mental picture of how this was going to go, and it's amazing
how little resemblance to that this bears."

"Well, that's just too bad, Xyon. Not everything goes the way you imagined it would. And do
you know why?" She advanced on him, continuing to thump him with her pointing finger.
"Because the universe exists of people possessed of free will. We think what we'll think, do
what we'll do. And most of the time, we get to utilize that precious free will in order to decide
the nature of our future.”

"That's what | did," Xyon said defensively.

"That's not what you did! You decided not only your future, but mine and your father's, without
giving us a voice." She reached over and shook him, snapping his head back and forth as if
he were a rag doll. "You decided, all on your own, what was best for our futures without
giving us the slightest consideration."

"Consideration?"

"Yes, consideration! About how we felt! About our mourning for you! You should have
returned to the Excalibur...!"

"Right, right. That would be the ship that blew up not all that long after | departed. Is that the
ship to which you're referring?"

Kalinda was thrown for a moment by that observation, but then rallied. "Yes, that's right. And
who knows? If you'd been there, with your ship, able to take on passengers... you might have
made things better! All of us thought that Captain Calhoun had been killed when the ship
blew up. If you'd just returned to the Excalibur and been there for the emergency, then... then
maybe you could have saved him and we all would have known he was all right!"

"Well, that's just terrific, Kally," snapped Xyon. "Is there any other blame you'd care to heap
upon me? The grief | caused you, the inconvenience of my father's apparent death. Perhaps
you'd like to assign me the responsibility for the Selelvian War as well. Come on!" and he
spread his arms. "My shoulders are wide enough. | can support whatever you care to heap
upon them."

"You're being ridiculous."

"I'm being ridiculous?!"

"Well, at least we agree on something!" she said with mounting frustration.

Xyon pivoted in place, looking as if he wanted to walk in three directions at once. As if he
had so much energy combined with so much frustration that he literally didn't know what to
do with it all. "I have to say, Kalinda, this has been a thrill for me. A genuine thrill. | am so

damned glad | came back..."

"Why did you come back?" She folded her arms across her chest. "I mean, if you'd already



decided that our lives were going to be so much better with you not in them, then what
possible purpose was to be served by showing up now, out of the blue?"

"I told you! I heard you'd gotten engaged.”
"Right. To Tiraud."

Feeling as if he'd been silent for long enough, Tiraud said, "No doubt you came to offer us
your heartiest congratulations?"

Xyon looked him up and down with an air of such insufferable superiority that it made Tiraud
want to wipe the look off his face. He restrained himself only because he knew that women's
sensibilities were not like men's. As angry as Kalinda was at Xyon, Tiraud knew full well that
- like any woman's - her sentiments could turn 180 degrees on a moment's notice. If Tiraud
attacked and killed Xyon, as would undoubtedly be the case during any such altercation
(because, ultimately, whatever fierce characteristics Xyon might possess, Tiraud was still
nobility while Xyon was some... some brigand, as near as Tiraud could tell), then the
martyring of Xyon could turn Kalinda completely against Tiraud.

"No, milord," Xyon said, his use of the honorific dripping with sarcasm. "To be perfectly
honest, no. Not congratulations. | thought I'd come and try to stop Kalinda from making a
mistake."

"A mistake?" Kalinda gasped it out, and then her mouth moved speechlessly for a few
moments as she tried to regain her breath. "Xyon... you've been gone! For years! Hiding!"

"I wasn't hiding!" Xyon informed her. "l was doing things. Important things."

"Oh? Like what?" she said with challenge in her voice, but then shook her head. "No, on
second thought, don't even tell me. Don't tell me because | don't want to know, because it
doesn't matter. I've changed, Xyon. I'm not the same girl | was when you knew me."

"You look much the same."

"Looks can be deceiving," Kalinda pointed out. "For the last few years, for instance, it
looked like you were dead. Not only that, but hasn't it occurred to you that | might actually be

in love with Tiraud?"

This time Xyon didn't even bother to glance at him. "No." He shrugged. "Never crossed my
mind."

"All right, that's it!" shouted Tiraud. "I've had all I'm going to take- !"

He started to advance on Xyon, and Xyon stepped back with a grim smile of amusement.
"Oh, but I have so much more to give."

Tiraud's hand started to move back toward the dagger, but suddenly Kalinda was between
the two of them, facing Tiraud, her back to Xyon. "Step back, Tiraud," she said. "I mean it."

"He has insulted me!"

"And what do you think of him?"



"He's an idiot! A lowborn idiot!"

"Then why should you care what he says? What matter the words of a lowborn idiot?" she
demanded.

Xyon's smile spread. "Seems she has you there, milord."
"Stop calling me that!"

"My humblest apologies,” said Xyon, apparently having come to the conclusion that the best
thing he could do would be to treat Tiraud with heaps of mock respect. "Would you mind
telling me what is the proper title with which you should be addressed?"

"Well, it's..." He shifted uncomfortably. "It... is 'milord," but... that's not the point!"
"It's not?" asked Xyon with polite confusion. "Then what is?"

The point is in my blade, thought Tiraud, but before he could put action to words, Kalinda
came between them once more. When she spoke, however, it was not with the anger and
hurt that had pervaded her tone only moments eatrlier. Instead it was with sadness and even
a sense of regret.

"The point is, Xyon... you're too late," she told him.

He tried to laugh. "Too late?" he said. But it was a pathetic attempt at joviality and not at all
convincing.

"Xyon... you have to understand.” She took his hand in hers, which boiled Tiraud's blood, but
he kept his peace. "The fact that you're here... now... everything we've been saying over the
past few minutes, all my reactions, the arguments... has completely obscured the fact that I'm
thrilled to see you. You were... are, | mean, | guess I'll have to get used to referring to you in
the present tense again... are a daring, courageous individual. I owe you my life. He saved
my life, Tiraud." She tossed the comment to her fiancé.

"Much obliged," said Tiraud, who could not recall a time in his existence when he was less
interested in how someone had saved someone else's life.

"But the thing is, Xyon," she continued, "I think I've outgrown you."

"Out grown?" There was incredulity on his face.

"Yes. It's as if you're... you're frozen in time from another part of my life. | loved you, |
mourned your loss, and then | moved on. And you're standing here in front of me now,
absolutely unchanged, and expecting me to move backward to be with you."

"No, | don't..."

"Yes, you do! You don't even really, fully comprehend why what you did was wrong. How it
was selfish and self-centered. That's unfortunate and limiting, but | realize that it's... well,

that's just the way you are. You haven't grown up. But | have."

There was a frostiness in his entire manner as he said, "This is the first time you've seen me
in years, Kalinda. There is absolutely no way you can just... just judge me like that."



"What else did you expect me to do? Xyon... | couldn't keep my life, and myself, in deep
freeze, until you were ready to deal with it. The universe doesn't conform to your schedule.
Can you really be so selfish as not to see that? Then again, you're the one who refused to let
any of us know you were alive for years, so | guess the answer to that is, yes, you can be just
that selfish.”

He seemed to want to say something, but he didn't. Instead he straightened his shoulders,
standing upright in such a way that Tiraud realized for the first time just how tall Xyon was. Or
perhaps he was just trying to make himself look bigger.

"This was a mistake," he said finally. "I should never have come back to you. | should never
have expected you to understand."

"Oh, it's my fault now, is it?" There was no anger in the way she said it. Just regret. "And
what was | supposed to understand?"

"What it took for me to come here."

"Xyon..."

He paid her no mind. Instead he turned his back to her and walked away. Kalinda started
after him and Tiraud reached out to her to try and prevent her from following Xyon. But it
wasn't necessary, because she stopped on her own.

"Tell your father!" she called after him. "Let him know, at least! It's cruel to leave a hole in his
heart just because it suits you to skulk around the galaxy pretending you're dead. He still

mourns you!"

"Oh yes," Xyon shouted back without bothering to turn around. "I'm sure I'm uppermost in his
thoughts.”

She started to say something else to him, but her voice was drowned out by a roar of
engines. A small space vessel had risen from behind a hillock, and it was angling down
toward Xyon. For a heartbeat, Tiraud hoped that it was an enemy vessel or, even better, that
it would simply land atop Xyon and squash him flat. Instead it descended until it came to rest
a few feet away from Xyon, and a hatch irised open. Without a backward glance, Xyon
stepped in. Then the door shut and the ship lifted off.

Kalinda watched it go, dry-eyed, stoic.

"He was your lover?" Tiraud demanded as the ship receded into the sky.

"Tiraud,"” she sighed, "do we really have to discuss this now...?"

"Yes, we really do."

She turned to face him and there was mild surprise on her face. "Actually, no. We really
don't. | get a vote in this and | say we don't."

"Lind..."



"And | hate that you call me 'Lind." It's Kalinda. Or Kally. Not 'Lind.' Got it?"
She walked away from him, leaving an irritated Tiraud saying, "Right. Got it."

Tiraud had never hated an individual so quickly and thoroughly as he hated Xyon of... of
whatever damned planet he came from. As for Mackenzie Calhoun, who was apparently
Xyon's father... he'd never met Calhoun, but already he wasn't too wild about him, either.
Then again, from the things his father had told him about the Federation in general, he didn't
think he'd be especially thrilled about any UFP starship captain right about then.

U.S.S. Trident
Kat Mueller still wasn't entirely certain what to make of Commander Desma.

That much had apparently become clear to Desma as well, for she was standing in the
doorway of Mueller's ready room with a look of concern. Outside, on the bridge, Mueller
could hear the brisk conversation between her crew members as they continued their
mind-numblingly boring assignment to search for particles characteristic of transwarp
conduits. Science officer M'Ress was overseeing the operation, working closely with Mick
Gold at conn and Romeo Takahashi at ops. If there was anything out there, Mueller was
confident they would find it.

"Problem, Commander?" asked Kat.

Desma took a deep breath and then entered. She appeared a bit flustered, which was odd,
since Desma in and of herself represented two things that Mueller rarely saw flustered: first
officers and Andorians.

She had the blue skin, plain white hair, and antennae that were typical of her race. Her face
was rounder, though, far less angular than the typical Andorian's, and her eyes were
unusually intense, giving the impression that she was mentally dissecting you even if she
was just staring at you.

"l believe we need to clear the air, Captain.”

"Oh." Mueller stared at her uncomprehendingly. "Well... all right. Talk to Hash at ops, have
him coordinate with engineering, and they can run a diagnostic on the atmospheric filters."

If Mueller looked bewildered, Desma was no less so. "No... Captain... | mean..." She shook
her head. "I mean the air between us."

"Oh," Mueller said again, and then understanding dawned. "Oh! Clear the air between us!"
But then she was once more bogged down in a deep layer of confusion. "Is the air between
us cluttered? That is to say, do you have a problem with me, Commander?"

"Do 1?"

Now Mueller was beginning to feel a bit impatient. "Commander, I'm strongly suspecting I'm
going to have enough trouble supplying my own answers for this conversation. I'll be damned
if I have to supply yours as well."

Desma drew herself up stiffly. "I'm not asking you to speak on my behalf, Captain. | am quite



capable of speaking for myself."

"Well, thank God one of us is," said Mueller with an amiability she didn't feel. "Commander,
what are you going on about?"

"Permission to speak freely, Captain?"
"I don't see that | could possibly avoid it."

"I feel," Desma said, pacing back and forth in a small, very precise line, as if she were a
one-female parade, "that you consider me an intruder."

"You're my second-in-command, Desma," Mueller reminded her. "You're part of my crew.
My good right arm. In what way would | possibly be considering you an intruder?"

"It's nothing I can readily put into words, Captain.”

"Well, | hate to point this out," Mueller said with rising impatience, "but words are pretty
much all we've got at our disposal. So find the words or find the door."

"Captain, I'm not stupid.”
"Imagine my relief."

"I know," Desma continued gamely, “that | was not your first choice for executive officer. Or
any choice, really. | know that you were practically ordered to by Starfleet.”

"First of all, let's get a few things straight,” Mueller said, leaning back in her chair and
affecting an air of casual detachment. "In Starfleet, no one gives out orders that are
‘practically.’ Either orders are issued or they aren't. There's no ambiguity, no middle ground.
So in answer to your question - and although it wasn't actually a question, I'm choosing to
regard it as such - no, | was not ordered to bring you on as my executive officer, practically
or otherwise."

"But there was some arm twisting going on," Desma insisted.

Mueller shrugged. "I think it safe and accurate to say that you came highly recommended.”
"Perhaps even vigorously recommended?"

"I wouldn't dispute that characterization,” admitted Mueller. "Yes, Starfleet brass at the
highest levels repeatedly recommended you for the post. But it was a recommendation only,
vigorous or no. A recommendation that, as a Starfleet officer and captain of the Trident, |
was fully empowered to attend to or ignore, at my discretion."

"May | ask, Captain, why you chose to accede to Starfleet's request to give me this
assignment?"

"None of your damned business."
"Captain!"

"It's really not, Commander," Mueller told her, rising and stepping around from behind her



desk. "In case you've lost track of the number of pips each of us has on her uniform, | don't
have to answer to you."

"I didn't mean to infer you were..."

“No, you didn't mean to imply | was, but the inference which | drew was, | think, a fairly
accurate one."

"Captain, seriously..."

"I'm being serious, Commander," Mueller said, and the coldness in her eyes made it quite
clear that she was. "If someone above me in rank asks me for my rationale over a decision,
then | will give it. When a subordinate asks, the inference | draw is that she lacks confidence
in my ability to make decisions."

"No, Captain,"” Desma fervently assured her. "I have no lack of confidence at all in your
decision-making ability."

"None?"

"None at all.”

Mueller considered that a moment, then leaned against the desk. "If that were the case," she
pointed out, "if that were really, truly the case... you'd have no need to ask me in the first
place, would you? Your confidence in the decisions | make would be all you'd need. You
wouldn't doubt me. You wouldn't doubt yourself. You would instead simply take it on faith,
which is how the chain of command is supposed to work. Tell me, Desma... do you think
you're unqualified in some way?"

"No, Captain, | do not."

“"Incompetent, perhaps?"

"NO!"

"Of lesser ability than other potential candidates?"

"No, Captain."

"That's impressive," Mueller said, raising a single arched blond eyebrow and sounding
caustic. "So you're saying that you were the single most qualified candidate out of the
entirety of Starfleet. Best educated, most experienced, better than anybody."

"Now wait, Captain..."

Mueller made a tsk-tsk noise. "Sounds to me like your ego has run wild, Desma."

"Captain, it's nothing like that at all. I'm not saying I'm the best-qualified person in all of
Starfleet..."

"Why aren't you?"

Desma blinked in confusion and her antennae responsively twitched. "Why aren't | what?"



"Saying you're the best-qualified person in all of Starfleet," Mueller said to her readily.
"Be... because | don't know if it's true..."

Mueller slammed her open hand so hard on her desk that Desma jumped slightly. "You
never admit it. Not ever."

"But..."

"Not. Ever." Mueller felt as if she and Desma were connected by a thin strand of energy, gut
to gut. "Desma, | know what you're thinking. You're thinking that because your people, the
Andorians, were such a help to the Federation during the Selelvian War... and because so
many of your people suffered casualties during the attacks on the Andorian embassies...
that Starfleet somehow felt it 'owed' you this assignment. That the Andorian membership in
the Federation has always been shaky at best, and your presence here would contribute to
a smoothing over of possible lingering resentments. Am | right?"

"Well... something like that..."

"Stop thinking it. It's pointless, you're only hurting yourself with it, and it's of no relevance. It's
causing you to perceive slights on my part that aren't there, and there's no way in all the
levels of hell that I'll allow myself to be dragged into any sort of dispute that has even the
faintest evocative whiff of the difficulties M'Ress had with Gleau."

"The... what that who had, Captain?" she asked, puzzled.

"It doesn't matter," said Mueller, brushing aside the question. "The only thing that matters is
this: As a second-in-command and executive officer, your career path is angling you toward
command. It's the direction you're heading whether or not you want it, and you can take that
as true from someone who definitely didn't want it. Presuming you reach that exalted rank,
you don't need to be carrying doubts along with you as to how you got there or whether you
deserve to be there. None of that is going to matter worth a damn. Instead the only thing
that's important - the only thing that the people who have staked their lives to your abilities
are going to care about - is your getting the job done with conviction and confidence. That's
all. Doubts, uncertainties, and confusions are to be shared with the ship's counselor, and
your spouse... but only if your spouse outranks you. Otherwise keep your damned mouth
shut. So don't come in here and start telling me about all the doubts or issues you have with
your having assumed the post of executive officer here. They're of no relevance to me, and
they shouldn't be to you. I'm not your mother, and those people out there aren't your children.
Do the job or step aside for someone else who can. Are you intending to step aside,
Commander?"

Desma squared her shoulders. "No, Captain, | have no intention of doing that.”
"Then do your job and stop second-guessing yourself and me."
"Aye, Captain."

With that, her head held high, Desma turned on her heel and walked out the door, leaving
Mueller to marvel at the spectacular amount of crap she had just laid upon her first officer.

"Captain's personal log, supplemental,” she said softly. "I've been letting my animosity



toward Commander Desma show in my attitude toward her. | have to restrain myself in that
regard, because it undercuts my main reason for taking her on.

"Desma is under the impression that | gave in to pressure from Starfleet to accept her as my
second-in-command. The fact is that there was a good deal of pressure, most of it coming
from the Office of Interplanetary Affairs. Although I've no proof, | suspect a deal was cut
behind closed doors that an Andorian would be given a high-profile position aboard a
Starfleet vessel at the earliest opportunity. There is concern that Andorians are
underrepresented in Starfleet, and a perception of bias. It is my belief that there is no bias.
Most Andorians are screened out by the requisite psychological profiles for entering the
Academy. And they're screened out not because they are Andorians per se, but because
they are by nature a fairly violent race.

"Commander Desma is one of the rare exceptions, possibly because of the unique
circumstances of her upbringing. For that reason, she was a prime candidate for this
opportunity.

"Nevertheless, | found myself repulsed by the notion of taking her on as first officer, despite
the pressure from the OIA. | could not understand why | felt such personal revulsion at the
notion, but after some meditation, | realized: The only Andorian I'd ever known was
Lieutenant Commander Cray, and he turned out to be a traitor. Because of that negative
experience, | was concerned that | was developing a racial bias against Andorians. To
categorize them as a violent race is simply to observe a continuing characteristic of the
species, in the same way that one would think of Klingons as warlike and Vulcans as logical.
But to actively distrust them on the basis of the actions of an individual... that is not an
attitude in keeping with a Starfleet captain.

"So | accepted Desma's application as first officer, really, out of self-interest. To try and cure
myself of a potential bias that could affect my performance by forcing myself to face
something - someone - against whom | was unreasonably prejudiced. She is, to all intents
and purposes, a guinea pig through which I'm working out issues | have with her species.

"Her presence here is one of the most selfish acts I've ever performed. | cannot let her know
this, however, as it will further aggravate a situation that is already delicate. So | must make
greater effort not only to hide, but to overcome, my fundamental antipathy for her. It is the
only way to erase this potentially fatal weakness from my personality.”

She took a deep breath then and let it out. "l just wish to God," she said, "that there was
someone on this damned ship | could talk to about it other than myself. End log entry."

For long moments after that, she sat and stared out the window at the passing stars. It was
odd. Mueller had always been someone who sought solitude. It was one of the reasons
she'd been so comfortable being in charge of the nightside, until circumstances had
propelled her front and center and, eventually, into captaincy. Yet she'd always thought of
captaincy as the ultimate solitary position, so one would have thought she'd be happy there.

It was only upon taking on the assignment and sitting in the big chair that she'd realized
captaincy wasn't about solitude. It was about loneliness. That was a very different thing.
Even when she was sitting on the bridge, surrounded by her crew... she was still lonely.

"Ah well," she said to no one as she stood and smoothed her uniform jacket, "too late to
complain now."



She headed for the door of the ready room and, as it slid open, almost collided with
Lieutenant M'Ress.

The Caitian science officer rocked back slightly on her paws, but her perfect sense of
balance prevented her from tumbling back. Instead she provided enough leeway that Mueller
was able to stop herself from actually banging into M'Ress.

"Sorry, Captain,” said M'Ress, the catlike officer recovering with her typical grace. "Just
coming to get you. We've found something."

That was typical M'Ress: getting so excited about something that she had to go and get
Mueller instead of just summoning her via the com unit. "Let's see it," said Mueller, stepping
out onto the bridge.

Desma smoothly stepped up and out of the command chair, calling, "Slow us to one-half
impulse.”

"One-half impulse, aye," Mick Gold snapped back from the conn. The Trident obediently
slowed as Mueller stood in the center of the bridge, studying the screen.

"All right,” said Mueller, "what am | looking at?"

"Bringing it up on the screen now, Captain,” said M'Ress. Mueller noticed that M'Ress's tail
was switching. Typical behavior when she was enthused about having discovered
something. "We've been tracking random particles of highly energized tachyons that have
no natural explanation. We find them occurring in greater and greater concentration, and we
now have localized what we believe to be the point of origin. | designed a schematic to
visualize it."

The screen shifted to display the course that the Trident had been following. A series of
glowing red spots were superimposed. M'Ress began, "The spots represent the- "

"Trail of tachyon emissions, yes, | understand that, Lieutenant,” said Mueller. "Am | seeing
what | think I'm seeing?" She pointed to the left-hand side of the screen, which coincided
with their own position.

"Yes, Captain,” said M'Ress with clear satisfaction. "I believe we've found a sinkhole."

Mueller had never actually seen such a thing, but she had certainly read about it in various
briefing papers that outlined what to do if the Borg happened to show up in your vicinity.
(Papers which, for all their variety, nevertheless managed to boil down to pretty much the
same thing: "Get the hell out of there.")

"Sinkhole" was the nickname given the origin point of a transwarp conduit. It more or less
looked like a whirlpool in space, at least from an emissions point of view. That was what
Mueller was looking at now. The tachyon particles, glowing red on the screen, were
scattered about on the right-hand side of the screen, but began to draw tighter and tighter in
as her eye tracked them across. Then, finally, there it was: The tachyon particles converging
into a great, glowing whirlpool effect. A sinkhole. It was no longer there; they were staring at
a ghostly image of what had been there earlier, but wasn't anymore.

Still, it was daunting to see it, even in the form of trace records. One would never have been
able to tell by Mueller's demeanor, because it remained as detached and frosty as ever. But



inside, a faint chill was gripping the base of her spine as she imagined what it would be like
to see one of those damned things opening up in front of you, knowing that it was about to
spit out something great and terrible: a Borg cube, nigh invincible, looking to assimilate
whatever it encountered that was of the slightest use, and dispose of whatever wasn't.

"Captain?"

Mueller realized to her chagrin that M'Ress had been talking and she, Mueller, hadn't been
paying attention. She drew herself up, shaking off the distraction, and said, "Sorry,
Lieutenant. Just... weighing options. Give me that again...?"

"l was saying," M'Ress said carefully, as if wanting to make sure that Mueller was fully
attuned to her this time, "that we don't know for certain if, unlike other transwarp conduits of
record, this one was being utilized by the Borg."

"My guess," Romeo Takahashi drawled from ops, "is that it wasn't.”
"Explain,” said Mueller.

"See that planet?" He indicated a small orb hanging not far from the point of origin of the
conduit. "That nice, blue and green, still-in-one-piece world?"

"Of course. It's still there,” Mueller realized. "If the Borg had come through here..."

Lieutenant Arex, the three-armed, three-legged Triexian security chief, spoke up from his
station at tactical. "Then there'd be nothing left. From all that I've read and studied about the
Borg, even if the planet had nothing that was of interest to them, they'd chew it up just for the
minerals to help power their vessel."

"Plus Borg ships leave an identifiable ion trail,” M'Ress spoke up, studying her science
scanners. "I'm not picking up anything like that."

"All right, people, you've sold me. This isn't the Borg we're dealing with." She folded her
arms. "M'Ress, can you give me an idea of how long ago that thing was in existence? When
did a transwarp conduit last open here?"

"Hard to know for sure, Captain,” admitted M'Ress. "Based upon standard deterioration of
the particles, I'd say seventy-nine hours... but that's as much guesswork as anything."

Desma spoke up, standing at Mueller's right elbow. "So what vessel readings are we
getting? What's come out of that thing within the last seventy-nine hours?"

"That's the problem. Near as | can tell: Nothing."

"Nothing?" Desma sounded surprised and confused, and Mueller's reaction was pretty
close to that, although she didn't indicate it. "How can that be?"

"There have been reports,” Arex said slowly, "that the Romulans have improved their
cloaking devices to such a degree that they now have vessels that move without leaving any
sort of energy signature.”

"Ghost ships, they call them. Something like that?" Desma asked. Arex nodded. "But that
doesn't entirely make sense.”



"No, it doesn't," agreed Mueller. "At least we know the Romulans have cloaking devices. |
hadn't heard of them developing transwarp conduit technology, however."

"Nor have I," M'Ress said. "And considering the vast amounts of energy a transwarp conduit
requires to be produced, | don't believe they have any vessels either in their fleet, or even on
the drawing board, that would be capable of it."

"Do we?" asked Mueller.
M'Ress shook her head, her long mane waving around her. "Not to my knowledge."
"Nor mine," said Mueller, "and | have higher security clearance than you."

"So when ya boil it down," Hash observed, "we're talking about a level of technological
development that's beyond anything that anyone in our little section of the galaxy currently
has available to them. And maybe even beyond what the Borg have available.”

"We don't know that for sure," said Mueller. "It's possible the Borg possess the capability for
some sort of stealth technology. But stealth isn't a huge priority for the Borg."

"No, they want you to know they're coming,"” Gold said ruefully from conn.

"I wouldn't say that,"” countered Arex. "I'd say the Borg simply don't care if you know they're
coming or not."

"There's another possibility,” M'Ress pointed out. "Maybe it's a naturally occurring transwarp
conduit.”

"Is there a record of such a thing?" asked Mueller.

"No, Captain. Then again, there was no record of a wormhole that developed through
anything other than natural means... until it was discovered that the Bajoran worm- hole was
created by an alien intelligence. So there's no reason to think that the reverse couldn't be
true: that we've discovered a naturally occurring space phenomenon that was previously
thought to be only manufactured.”

Mueller stared at the screen for a long moment, and then said, "Wait a minute. We may be
overlooking something that's staring us right in the face. The planet.”

"Which one, Captain?" asked Desma.

"The one that's in one piece, so we know the Borg didn't plow through here. Whose is it? Is it
anyone's? Is it a race even remotely capable of creating a transwarp conduit?"

"Already brought up the specs, Captain,” said M'Ress.

Mueller had to admire the efficiency and thoroughly professional demeanor that M'Ress
displayed. It had been only a few years ago that Mueller had been highly suspicious of
M'Ress, brought aboard as a junior science officer after being time-displaced from her own
environment... as Arex, her former shipmate, had been. Except M'Ress had seemed to have
been handling the transition with far less equanimity, and had wound up having some
spectacular head-to-head blowouts with Lieutenant Commander Gleau. Mueller had



dismissed many of M'Ress's complaints out of hand, pigeonholing her as an ungrateful
whiner. But she had come to realize that she had badly misjudged M'Ress's concerns, and
after the business with Gleau went down, she'd sworn to herself she would never
underestimate M'Ress again.

And M'Ress had thrived with the new opportunities and challenges presented to her. Her
installation as science officer had put some noses seriously out of joint, as other officers
who'd been around longer felt slighted. Mueller had gathered them all together and told them
to get over it or get out. A couple had gotten out. Most had stayed, and M'Ress had
remained as science officer.

"Planet's name is Priatia,” M'Ress continued. "Class-M world, with a spacefaring
population. The Priatians,” and she was reading off the write-up in the Federation data
banks, "are the oldest race in Sector 221-G. Once the most dominant, but the combination
of war and disease decimated their race."

"Decimated," Hash spoke up lazily, "means reduced by one-tenth. | suspect you mean they
lost far more folks than that.”

M'Ress fired him an annoyed look, her eyes narrowing. Mueller could have sworn she heard
a low growl, and smiled slightly at that. "All right. It nine-tenthed them," said M'Ress. "The
point is, the Priatians are not known to have anything approaching the level of technological
sophistication that a transwarp conduit would require. If they had, they certainly could have
fared far better in their struggles to survive."

"Who were they struggling with?" asked Desma.

"The Thallonians. More accurately, the ancestors of the modern-day Thallonians who
colonized this area of space and took it from the Priatians who were already residing here."

"All right," Mueller said, after considering the matter. "All right... M'Ress. Take as detailed
readings as you can from this. | want a complete report, A to Z, soup to nuts, got it? Once
you're done, | want..."

"A course laid in for Space Station Bravo? Already in, Captain," Gold said in that annoyingly
anticipatory way he had.

"Well, good," said Mueller. "Considering it's where we just came from, it's comforting to
know we can find our way back."

"Why not just report back to Admiral Shelby using subspace radio, Captain?" asked
Desma.

"Because, Commander,” Mueller told her, "I'm still not sure what it is we're dealing with, and
whether or not someone whom we can see, hear, or detect is involved with it. That means |
don't know who's listening in. Until | do, I'm going to try and keep things as quiet as
possible."”

Even as she spoke, she watched the world of Priatia with vague suspicion. She could
simply have mounted an away team to go check out the world, but that was beyond the
mandate of her orders. Not that that would have stopped her if she had a concrete reason
presented to her to go down there. There was no proof, however, of anything. Not even a
reason for suspicion beyond the proximity of the world to the transwarp conduit, and that



alone wasn't enough for Mueller to risk any sort of incident. Besides, small though it was, it
was still an entire world, and when one didn't have the faintest idea of what one was looking
for or where to look for it, even the smallest world could seem very big indeed.

* % %

"They're watching us."

Keesala, in his observation bay, observed the Federation starship hanging there, not far
away at all. The fact that it was there made his legs shake, and he leaned against a console
to make certain his knees didn't buckle. "They're watching us," he said again. "They know.
They know."

"They know nothing," said the creature standing next to him. It reached over and laid a
tentacle upon his shoulder. It was oddly comforting. "They know nothing, suspect nothing
and... most importantly... can do nothing. You understand that, do you not?"

"Yes," said Keesala.

"We have not come back after all these millennia simply to be deterred by such as they."
Another tentacle flicked disdainfully in the direction of the viewscreen.

"Of course you have not."

"Then ignore them, as | have," said the creature. It turned and slithered away from him,
bumping its head several times on the ceiling as it went and muttering to itself about the
annoying small confines of the world the Priatians had constructed for themselves.

And Keesala watched the Trident, uncertain whether to be nervous about the ship's
presence... or hopeful that the ship might indeed notice something untoward and come to
Priatia to investigate. Nor did his uncertainty ease as he watched the ship eventually turn
away from Priatia and head back the way it had come.

New Thallon

i.

"You've been thinking about him, haven't you."
Kalinda moaned, very, very loudly.

She was seated in front of a mirror, making some last-minute adjustments to the crown of
flowers she was supposed to wear around her head. Personally she hated the thing; she
thought it made her look like shrubbery. But it was traditionally worn by all females of the
royal house, which meant that Si Cwan had insisted upon it, and she just didn't feel strongly
enough about it to fight with him over it. Still, she tried to do something decorative with it.
She tilted it back, and then to the side, giving her an almost jaunty air. Then she sighed,
gave up, and just put it squarely on top of her head. It wasn't remotely fashionable, but at
least it was symmetrical.

In focusing on that mundane activity, she pretty much ignored Tiraud, who was seated
across the room from her. The room was her private chamber, and she knew that if Si Cwan
was aware that Tiraud was there, he'd have a fit. Her brother had many admirable traits, but



full cognizance of what century they were living in and what a young woman had the right to
do in that century were not, unfortunately, among them. Fortunately enough, Si Cwan - along
with Tiraud's father, assorted family members, and the Avower, whose job it was to
administer wedding vows - were all out at the summit where the wedding rehearsal was to
be held. It wasn't far off, but if Tiraud was going to be going on and on about the same
subject, it would seem like miles.

"Tiraud," Kalinda said with greatly pained patience. "You can't keep obsessing like this.
Especially when you consider that it's been more than a week since Xyon showed up
here..."

"Aha!" said Tiraud, jumping to his feet and coming toward her shaking a finger. "You
mentioned his name."

"You brought him up!"

"Yes, but | didn't mention him by name. You knew who | was referring to without my having to
say it, thus proving my point."

"If your point is to prove that you're going insane, then consider it proven.” She made one
final adjustment to the crown, then rose and smoothed her full green dress. "Tiraud, can't you
get it through your head? You won."

"Won?”

"Me. My affections. Xyon came here, made his appeal, and | sent him away. What more
could you possibly want from a rival - or at least the man you perceive as a rival," she said
quickly, anticipating what he was going to say and cutting him off before he could say it-
“"than for him to depart?"

"Except | don't feel he's departed. | feel his presence here."
"You're being ridiculous."

She headed for the door, but he came up behind her, took her by the shoulders, and turned
her around to face him. She let out a little sharp breath of exasperation.

"Am | being ridiculous?" he demanded. "I don't think so. You've seemed distant for the past
days, Kalinda. As if your thoughts are a million light-years away. As if they're upon him,
wherever he is. | see you look to the sky, and | know you're wondering, 'Where is he? Is he
out there? Will he come back for me?"™

She pushed his hands away from her shoulders. "Tiraud, how many times am | going to
have to tell you you're wrong before you finally, finally get the message? Do | have to break
off the engagement with you? Is that what will be required? Is that where we're going with
this? That you've become so obsessed with Xyon that you'll actually create a self-fulfilling
prophecy by causing our relationship to crack?"

"It would be Xyon who- "
"No! No, it would be you, Tiraud," and she thumped him hard on the chest. "Only you. Not

Xyon, not me, not Si Cwan or your father or anyone else. Just you, so consumed with
jealousy that it caused you to throw away our chance for happiness together. Right here and



now, at this moment in time, Xyon lost and you won. You're on the verge of completely
reversing that. Is that what you want? Well? Is it?"

"No," he said. He spoke very softly, and actually sounded contrite.
"Then stop acting like an idiot!"
"You're right."

"And stop disagreeing with everything I..." She paused. "You're right? | mean, I'm right? You
said I'm right?"

"Yes, | said you're right,” he admitted. "I'm being a fool about this. You made your choice,
and Xyon - who was the loser, and whom | hold in such low regard - was able to accept it.
Not gracefully, mind you, but he accepted it nonetheless. And here am I, the ‘winner,’
squawking and making a fuss. It's absurd."

"Well... good," she said cautiously, but clearly relieved. "I mean, you know... it's about time
you came around.”

"We're going to our wedding rehearsal. We shouldn't be fighting. We should be rejoicing."
"Yes, exactly."

He eyed her bed and then her. "Do you think we would keep them waiting too long if we
were to- "

"Yes, they'd be waiting too long," she said firmly but with clear amusement. "We can do the
full rejoicing later. Let's attend to our priorities."

"l was trying to, but you want to go to the rehearsal,” he teased her. She swatted at him
affectionately, and just like that, all the hostility was gone.

He extended an arm to her, and she brought her own arm through it, linking them at the
elbows. They emerged from her room and walked through the great halls of the residence
wherein she and Si Cwan dwelt. Various politicians, lords, and servants acknowledged
them or bowed to them. Once upon a time, Kalinda was bothered by such deference. Now
she'd gotten used to it. Part of her wondered whether that was unfortunate or not, but she
didn't dwell on it.

They passed through the gardens outside, a dazzling array of well-tended, beautifully
sculpted bushes, and they were laughing and teasing each other and having a great old
time, all of which came crashing to a halt the instant an all-too-familiar voice sounded from
behind them.

"I hate to interrupt you," Xyon called, "but | have something to say. Tragically, Tiraud, | don't
think you're going to be thrilled to hear it."

There was nothing nearby Xyon, no covering of any sort. Tiraud and Kalinda gaped at him.
"Where the hell did he come from?" demanded Tiraud.

"Xenex," Xyon replied, sounding quite cheerful about it. "A lovely place, you should swing by
and see it sometime. Now... to business," and he pointed at Tiraud with a magisterial air.



"By the laws and traditions of Xenex," he called out, "I challenge you for the woman."

Tiraud just stared at him. Kalinda moaned softly. "This isn't happening,” she murmured.
"This is just some sort of insanely twisted joke that Si Cwan is playing.”

"You challenge me?" demanded Tiraud. "You challenge me? Where the hell do you think you
are, coming here and throwing down such a disrespectful provocation?"

"I have no need to respect you," Xyon informed him. "Because | intend to defeat you and
claim the woman."

"Claim the woman'?" Kalinda felt as if she were living through some sort of waking dream.
"Xyon, I'm not a piece of stray luggage!"

"This has nothing to do with you, Kalinda, and everything to do with him," Xyon said, and
pointed once more at Tiraud. "l have issued a challenge. A challenge in keeping with the
laws and traditions of my people. What say you, coward?"

"Oh, that's it," Tiraud snapped, and just like that, his dagger was in his hand.

Kalinda's eyes went wide when she saw it. She'd gotten so used to him wearing the
ceremonial object in its jewel-encrusted scabbard that she'd stopped thinking about the
thing as being an actual weapon. But now she saw him holding it, whipping it through the air
with what was clearly practiced expertise.

Xyon's hands remained at his sides. A grim smile played across his lips. She had seen it
before... on the face of his father, when confronted with situations of life and death. In such
instances, Mackenzie Calhoun had never lost.

Despite Tiraud's training in self-defense, despite his claims of physical ability and his
undeniable athleticism, Kalinda was suddenly afraid for him.

"Tiraud, stop!" she cried out. "Xyon, this is insane! You can't just- "

"Save it, Lind," snapped Tiraud, approaching Xyon on the balls of his feet, flipping the knife
from one hand to the other so that Xyon wouldn't know from which direction the attack would
come. "I'll endure his insults and attitude no longer!"

"Where did this 'Lind' come from?" Xyon asked, sounding very casual. He was standing
exactly in the same place, making not the slightest move. It was as if Tiraud's attack was of
no interest to him... or, at the very least, represented no threat. "Her name's 'Kalinda.' Or
'Kally' to some. But 'Lind"?"

"Xyon, this isn't a joke!" Kalinda ran forward, grabbing at Tiraud's shoulder. "He's going to
kill you!"

"That's his right. | challenged him."
"No! You don't have the right to challenge him! The two of you don't get to decide my fate!"
Tiraud, not ten feet away from Xyon, whirled and faced Kalinda. "Dammit, Kalinda!" he

practically shouted at her. "I have restrained myself because of you! | have bitten back the
response | would have given this villain from the beginning because of you!"



"Spoken like someone who's never had to deal with a true villain," said Xyon.

Ignoring him, Tiraud continued, "I have done this out of my love for you! Out of my desire to
be with you! And if you have any love for me, you will not ask me to ignore this challenge!
You will not ask me to unman myself in that way!"

"I'm asking you to show restraint and not give someone taunting you the satisfaction of
obtaining what they want."

He stared at her for a long moment and then said sharply, "You could not possibly
understand.”

And with that, he pulled abruptly away from her and charged straight at Xyon.

Xyon remained where he was, but his feet were now spread wide and his hands were in
front of him in a defensive position. He still held no weapon. If Tiraud was at all concerned
with the dubious morality of carving up an unarmed opponent, he wasn't letting it show or
slow him down.

He flipped the knife back and forward twice more and then gripped it with his right hand and
drove it straight at Xyon's chest.

At the last possible instant, Xyon pivoted, allowing the knife hand to sail past him.
Tiraud's right hand vanished. So did his arm up to the elbow.

Kalinda gasped, at first unable to grasp what it was she was seeing. Xyon stood there, arms
folded, looking quite smug and pleased with himself.

"Stuck?" he asked, sounding as concerned as someone could when they clearly didn't
actually give a damn.

"What have you done?!" howled Tiraud. He wasn't afraid, but his fury was palpable. He
yanked with futility on his arm.

"I saved your life, you idiot,” Xyon informed him. "When it comes to matters of self-defense, |
operate on instinct and reflex. If that knife had really gotten anywhere near me, I'd have had it
out of your hand in a second and across your throat the following second. You'd be dying as
your life's blood pumped out of you in- "

"I get the idea, Xyon!" Kalinda called out, still keeping several feet back, uncertain of what
was happening. "But what have you done to him?!"

"Oh, well that should be obvious. He- "

Suddenly, despite the fact that his arm was anchored in the middle of thin air, Tiraud lunged
at Xyon. The abrupt move nearly caught Xyon unaware, and Tiraud was so enraged that -
had he gotten his hand on Xyon's throat - the Xenexian might well have been in serious
trouble. But Xyon recovered with lightning speed and stepped back and out of Tiraud's way,
whipping his hand around and striking Tiraud on the back of the head for good measure.
Tiraud stumbled forward... and slammed into something that might well have been an
invisible wall. He sagged, and the only thing that prevented him from slumping to the ground



was his still entrapped arm, which caused him to dangle there as he blinked and tried to
reorient himself.

"Your ship!" Kalinda cried out. "It's the Lyla! With her cloaking device!"

Xyon applauded appreciatively. "Never could fool you, Kally. Thing is, | left the hatch open.”
He walked toward her with a confident swagger. "The moment he shoved his arm into it,
Lyla irised it shut. He's lucky | instructed her ahead of time simply to immobilize it, rather
than just cut right through. | could have done that as well. But | didn't because of you, Kally. |
figured you'd be upset.”

"You figured I'd be upset?!" She strode toward him angrily.

"Kalinda... stay away from him," Tiraud managed to get out.

She ignored him, instead focusing on Xyon. "Xyon, | don't know what you're thinking! | don't
believe even you know what you're thinking! Okay, no, | take that back. I think you've been on
your own for so long that you've totally lost touch with reality!"

"No, I haven't. And the reality is that | issued a challenge in the traditional way of my people.
He lost," he said, chucking a thumb at Tiraud, "and now you belong to me."

"You can't just do that!"

"Hey, it's your fiancé's fault.”

"How do you figure that?"

"He didn't have to accept the challenge,” replied Xyon. "If he'd refused it, I'd have had no
grounds to proceed. Instead, by attacking me, he accepted it. In doing that, he gave up all

claim to you."

"But don't you understand? He never had a 'claim’' to me! I'm with him voluntarily! | want to be
with him! | love him!"

"Only," said Xyon tightly, "because | was stupid enough to stay away. But I'm making up for
that right now."

"You got the 'stupid’ part of that right. As for the- "
Suddenly there were shouts, angry cries of "What's going on there?!"
Kalinda didn't even have to look; she knew what she was going to see.

Over the crest of a nearby hill, Si Cwan was looking down. Standing next to him were Robin
Lefler, and Fhermus of the House of Fhermus, and the Avower, and any number of other
guests and notables who were to witness the rehearsal. The fact that Kalinda and Tiraud
were running so late had been enough to prompt the others to head back and see what was
keeping them.

Si Cwan had not been thrilled upon hearing the news of Xyon's being alive. He'd never liked
Xyon, and had even come to blows with him. In death, he had chosen to think charitably of
him; in life, less so. His return to life had been extremely off-putting for Cwan. As for Robin,



when she learned of Xyon's survival her first instinct had been to inform Mackenzie Calhoun.
But she had refrained from doing so at Kalinda's urging, since Kalinda was hoping and
praying that Xyon would see the folly of his actions and choose to tell his father himself.
Robin had promised herself she'd wait a month at most, and then she was going to take
matters into her own hands.

It was all on the verge of being moot, though, for Kalinda was certain that if Si Cwan got hold
of Xyon at that moment, Xyon's death would no longer be a falsehood.

Apparently Xyon thought the same thing. Si Cwan and company were still half a mile off as
he said to Kalinda, "We'll have to discuss this later. Come on."

"Come on? Where do you think I'm going to- "
"I'm sorry, Kally, but it should be clear I've no time for this."

And with that, Xyon stooped and - before she realized what was happening - grabbed her
around the legs and slung her over his shoulder. Kalinda let out an alarmed shriek as he
crossed quickly to the invisible ship. "Lyla! Open up!"

The unseen door irised open and Tiraud yanked out his hand so quickly that he almost fell.
Xyon completed the job by sweeping a leg and knocking Tiraud's feet out from under him.

"Xyon! Stop it! You can't do this! You're being an idiot!" howled Kalinda as she thudded on
his back with her fists.

"And you're supposed to be with me! And I'll make you realize that!" Xyon shot back as he
vaulted through the door. "Lyla, get us out of here!"

The ship didn't respond orally, but it didn't need to. Its reply instead came in the form of its
powerful engines as the vessel lifted off, gaining altitude second by second. As if to boast,
Xyon dropped the invisibility cloak and the ship shimmered into existence.

"Kalinda!" Tiraud shouted, but his voice was drowned out by the ship's engines. The ship
turned gracefully, angled its nose skyward, and began to accelerate. The vessel wouldn't go
to warp within a planet's atmosphere: the results would be catastrophic both for the planet
and for the ship. In any event, the Lyla didn't need to resort to that. In no time at all, the ship
was a mere blip on the horizon, and then not even that as it vanished into the afternoon sky.

Fhermus was stalking back and forth in Si Cwan's private meeting chamber. Robin was
there, as was Tiraud. As for Si Cwan, he thought his head was going to unscrew from his
neck as he watched Fhermus's pacing.

News was out, of course, as to what had happened. Every member race of the New
Thallonian Protectorate had been informed. There'd been no trouble getting the word out:
Everyone seemed simply to have found out about it, almost spontaneously. First they didn't
know; then they did. There was a collective sense of outrage, combined with the smirking
undertone of condolences that were typically delivered to political rivals. It wasn't as if
people had wished hardship or embarrassment on the houses of Cwan or Fhermus, but
there were no laws against taking great amusement in that same hardship or
embarrassment when it was inflicted upon them.



"What about planetary defenses?" Fhermus demanded. "Why the devil didn't we alert
planetary defenses?"

"Brilliant idea, Fhermus," Cwan said, trying and failing to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.
"There's every chance that, had | alerted planetary defenses, we could have shot Xyon down
before he got out of range. And having done that, I'm sure we would have had no trouble
reassembling my sister from the five or six square miles over which her remains would have
been scattered. She would have made a lovely bride... or should | say 'brides."

"Perhaps a shattered condition on her part would have been preferable,” sniffed Fhermus.
Si Cwan rose from his chair. "What is that supposed to mean?" he demanded.

"Father," Tiraud tried to interrupt, "it's pointless to get into all that..."

But Fhermus clearly didn't consider it so. He went straight up to Si Cwan, and they would
have been nose-to-nose if he'd only been a head taller. "My son informs me this... this Xyon
person... was your sister's lover. Is that true?"

"To the best of my knowledge,” Si Cwan admitted.

"Outrage!" Fhermus stammered. "Outrage, | say! Her slattern past has brought ruin upon
us!"

Si Cwan was about to put his fist through Fhermus's face and, as a result, risk the entire
collapse of the New Thallonian Protectorate. But before he could do so, Robin Lefler had
come between them. "Don't even think about it," she said to Cwan and, before Cwan could
reply, turned toward Fhermus. "And you! That comment was completely out of line, and if you
have an ounce of class, you'll apologize immediately."

"How dare you," snapped Fhermus. "To tell me what to do! You- "

But now Tiraud stepped forward, and there was both fury and supplication on his face.
"Father, please!" he begged. "l still love her, and must ask you not to speak poorly of her!"

"Out of my way, Robin,” Si Cwan said angrily. "He insulted my sister!"

"Your sister isn't here, and if she were, she'd have laughed in his face. The fact is that he
insulted your pride. And you don't have time to get bogged down in things like this!"

Si Cwan's jaw twitched in obvious irritation. "He must apologize."

Fhermus started to reply in anger, but then saw the look on Tiraud's face. "Consider the
comment apologized for," he said, and then his voice roughened, "for the sake of my son's
wishes, if nothing else. We must work together at this time of crisis, rather than in our
customary opposition."

"What are you going to do?" asked Tiraud.

"Obviously, we're going to find him and bring him back," Si Cwan informed her.

"His ship is cloaked...."



Si Cwan waved the comment off as if it were nothing. "He's not piloting a starship with its
nigh-infinite energy sources. A cloak is a substantial drain. He can't run silent forever. I've
already alerted every Thallonian vessel out there, whether it's on routine border patrol,
science expedition, or cargo run. None of it matters. They are being pressed into service as
a whole with one mission: Find Xyon and return Kalinda here safely."

"I, obviously, will do no less," said Fhermus, drawing himself up. "All vessels at the disposal
of the House of Fhermus plus, | suspect, all our allies, will be given similar dictates.”

"It won't be enough,"” Tiraud said. "All members of the Protectorate should pledge all their
available vessels. This is more than an insult against our house or the House of Cwan. This
is an insult against the entirety of the New Thallonian Protectorate."

"My son is right!" Fhermus announced.

"No, your son isn't!" Robin said, and when she saw the surprised and annoyed looks from
everyone else in the room, she didn't back down. "I'm sorry, but he isn't. These were not the
actions of someone who was out to insult the entirety of anything. This is a confused young
man who has never been sure of anything that he ever really, truly wanted in his entire life,
with one exception... that exception being Kalinda."

"It doesn't matter whether he intended insult or not, Lieutenant Commander," said Si Cwan
in a coldly formal tone. "Insult is what he gave nonetheless, and insult is what has been
taken."

"Still, there's no need to overreact. It's not as if Kalinda is in any danger."
"We don't know that," said Tiraud sullenly.
"I think we do."

"Prime Minister," Fhermus said, "would you kindly inform your wife that | am getting a bit
tired of her consistently gainsaying my son."

"Excuse me, I'm standing right here," Robin noted. "You can talk directly to me."

"What would you have us do, Robin?" asked Si Cwan. He did not sound angry, but Robin
suspected it was not without effort. "Just let him go until he decides, of his own free will and
in his own good time, to return Kalinda? Do you have any idea how impotent that would
make us look?"

"Since you asked," she said, considering every word before she spoke it, "l would say that
Mackenzie Calhoun should be brought in. Have the rest of the ships stand down, let me
inform Calhoun of the situation, and have him attend to it. He knows Xyon, he knows
Kalinda, he certainly knows his way around the spaceways. He's the man most suited to
handling this situation delicately."

"I know all too well of this Calhoun," Fhermus said with a sneer, "and very little of what | know
centers around his being able to delicately handle anything. He storms into a situation,
completely takes it over, and to hell with anyone else's concerns."”

"That's... not entirely inaccurate,” she admitted, "but still..."



"Lieutenant Commander," Si Cwan said, maintaining that same formal tone, "you, in your
capacity as liaison, are naturally welcome to respond to this matter however you wish. Inform
Starfleet, don't inform Starfleet. It is entirely up to you. If you do bring Calhoun into this and he
finds Xyon and Kalinda, and restores her to me while turning Xyon over for punishment for
his crimes.