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Hello, and welcome to this flrst issue of MAKE IT S0.

Congidering how few spiliscdes of THE NEXT GENERATION are avallable in
thilis country so far, 1t la very encouraging that we have been gent
enough stories to put out an isgue so soon after announcing our
plans for a TNG zine. Let's hope that this 1s the first of many.

The writers whose work appears hare are Sandy Catchilek, § A Clarke,
Sheilla Clark, Pam Crabtree, Lynette Muir, Tina Pole, and Karen
Sparks; the zine features Karen's BECOMIRG FRIENDS. Pam's SMILE...
got second place in the Midcon '88 fiction competltion. The artista
who produced work for this issue are Sue Jones, Ann Nellson and
Sandra Finch. Fam i2 &8 new writer in our ranks, and we hope that
this 18 the first story of many to come from her pan,

I must thank Valerie Placentinl for helping me with the plot for
ACADEMY EXERCISE; the story began easlly but refused to develop
properly, and Valerie came up with a suggestion that allowed it to
be finished.

We hope that morae writers decide to try their hand at TNG stories.
The new seriesa is giving us new characters and relationships to
explore; can we vise to the challenge?

Valerie and I may not - at least not yet; I'm in the middle of two
long stories, one of them get in the Mirror universe, the other a
total alternate universe one, and we're alsco trying to get on with
Variations on a Thema 9 (but don't held your breath}.

Cur policy for MAKE IT S0 (or for any novel-length TNG story) i=
much the same as our policy for ENTERPRISE - LOG ENTRIES; no stories
about the ¢rews of other ships (ie where all the characters are of
the writer's invention) and no storles concerning the death of the

main characters (apart from Yar, of course). Submilgeions -~ fiction,
poaetry and artwork - can be sent to either

Sheila Clark Valerie Placentini

6 Cralgmill Cottages 20 Ardrossan Road

Strathmartine Saltecoats

by Dundee Ayrshire

Scotland Scotland

R SRR A e




ADMISSTON

by

Sandy Catchlek

The corrideor was cold and draughty. His sensors analysed the
fact and yet he knew that neither should he feel cold nor could the
axterlor temperature recorded explaln the frozen feeling he
experienced. Was this akin to the icy feeling in the pit of the
stomach that Humansa desgcribed as the precursor to faclng action or
danger? I1f so, then he should welcome 1t, for it meant that some
part of him at leapt wag reapondilng in & human manner,

The chair on which he sgat was wooden. Without conscious
thought his circuilts provided him with the information that it was
made of solid cak, approximately 200 years old. The carving was
intricate. Although the age of the wood was too young to make 1t an
original, the chalr was obvicusly patterned on the work of the ¢ld
Earth craftsman drinling dibbons. The corridor was also decorated
with dark oask panelling, brightened only slightly by oil paintings.
All the gold framed paintings were head and shoulders only views of
aging men - every one bearing the mark of distinction. The legend
beneath easch showed that they had all been previous principals of
this great institution - Starfleet Academy.

At that moment the great door swung open. Looking incongruous
in gsuch distinguished and historic surroundings, a very young cadet
stepped out into the corridor, "PThe admigssions panal will see you
now. .. uh... Mr. Data," said the cadet hesitently, hls eyes never
leaving bata as though he were gtudying a moo specimen, Data
concluded, correctly, that the young man had been informed that he
wag an androld. S5¢ be it. If it was necegsary to survive four
yvears ag an experimental subject in order to graduate from Starfleet
Academy as a fully fledged Science Officer who had won his right to
serve in the Fleet, then that was a small sacrilifice. The yaars
ahead of excitement and the potential to gailn great Knowledge would
be worth waiting for. Time, after all, meant little to an android,.
Dats had another reason for wishing to join Starfleet; one he was
less willing to admit, even to himeself.

The mombers of the admissions board were all =seated when Data

followed the young man inte the interview room. No one stood at his
antry. Data was unsure of how to proceed and sgtopped just inside
the door where ha could study the panal members. They seemed to

look right back at him, until the Chalrman sald gently, "Sit down,
Mr. Data.™

There was a chalr placed facing the interview panel, so Data
sat. The men continued, "Let me explain the purposge of this
interview, so we are all sure why we are here," His tonal emphasis
on the woerd 'all' was not lost on Data, and the Chairman enforced it
by glaring in the direction of each of his companions in turn, Data
could only resch one conclusion - the Chairman was the only panel
member who conasidered his application valild.

The Chailrmen - a middle aged man with very pale blue eyes and
hair already turned grey -~ continued. "Thia Board meets to decide
1f & candidate hag the right motivation, temperament and leaderahip
gqualities to become a Starfleet Officer and to uphold the principles
thet the Unlted Faderation of Planets stands for. Your marks in the
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1Q, general knowledge and physical training teats are all pass marks
- in fact, they are well above average, Mr. Data. Alone, however,
they are not encugh to make a good Starfleet Officer. Tell me, Mr.
Data, what gualities do you possess that make you think you will
make a good officere?™

Data hesitated. What use was his fantastic memory, his ability
ta calculate or his phenomenal strength 1f none of them could help
him in o situation like thie? He possessged the collectlive memories
of over a hundred Human colonigte, together with a need to serve
Humans and an insatiable desire to understand Human ways. Above
5ll, he had a longing to belong, to be accepted as he was, for what
he was, but as a part of a greater whole. Starfleet held that
possibility for him, reportedly unbilased as to race or origin, so
long as Federation ereeds were upheld and sdhered to. Yet how did
he explain that to the Admissions Board? His brain searched circuit
after cilrecult at an incredible speed until he finally found some
wordas to express a portlion of what he felt.

"Pormission to speak openly?" he asked.
The Chairman nodded.

"I am an android, sir. I do not understand Human emotiocns or
actions but I am willing and gquick to learn. I remember every fact
I am exposed to. It is my greatest desire to expand on my present
knowledge, to learn everything I can about Humans and to serve them
to the best of my abllity. I believe I can bast serve them in
space, where my store of knowledge wilill be of most use, and where
the people I serve with, Human and alien alike, will be willing to
accept me as a fellow officer, for what I am, because their minds
are open and they are not afraid of the unknown.™

Data sgtopped suddenly, realising that he had gilven away more
than he intendsd. More than anything he wented to be Human, to be
accapted by Humans, to be needed by Humang and to fulfil the neads
of Humansg.

Surprisingly, the Chairman smiled at him encouragingly and
added, "Well sald, Mr. Data.”

Datats pale facial features could not respond as a Human's
would, but inside, a warm glow began to replace the fingers of ice
he had experienced since waiting in the corridor. That warmth
sustainad him as he came under attack from the man on the Chalrman's
left.

"You frecly admit that you are an android, Mr. Data?" queried
the blond haired man with eyes of steel grey - cold, forbldding
ayasg,

"Veg, gir," came Data's unhesitating reply. Truth was also an
ingrained part of him.

"Than T submit Mr. Data has no place in Starfleet Academy,"
declared the man unfeelingly.

"Why? Because he is a machiline?" asked the Chairman, seeking
clarification.

"Dammit, yes!"™ shouted the blond man. "What ig Starfleet
coming to if he has to have machines as merving officers? Computears
on starghips, yes, that's different. But by his own admission he
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doesn't understand Humen emotions or actions. How would you like to
gerve under a cold, unfeeling machina?"

"Yes, I am cold. Cold to the touch,”™ sald Data evenly. “But I
am not an ordinary machine, sir. I am an android, made in Human
form, with Human mamories and some, although not all, Human
faelings. I do not undergtand humour, but I do understand
gadness. " And in his own mind, he added, and lonelinegag. "You
accept computers on starships, sir. Well, I wish to be an android
aon & starship. My Human form makes it possible for me to serve with

Humans and T believe I will be able to made a greater contribution
than a standard computer."

The Chalrman broke in on Data's behalf. "Besgldes, Craig, we
gladly accept Vulcans in Starfleet and they never admit to emotions
or feelings. I seem to remember your calling a certaln Vulcan a
computerised encyclopedia when he got a mark of 100X% in your finals
paper. "

Cralg laughed in spite of himself, the action relaxing the cold
planes of hils face. Data sgtared at him, not understanding the
humounr, That was not lost on the Board.

The female member of the Board spoke for the first time,
surprisingly coming in on Data'’s side of the argument. "We are all
machinas, Crailg. Tha Human body i3 a8 wonderful machine with many
recuperative powers. Food amand water provide our energy. Without
them we would die as easily ag if cur powser weaere switched off. The
fact that we don't yet understand ocurselves ag well as we understand
mechanical machines is jJjust a testimony to the long way we have to
go to understand even our own part of the world. We're just
biclogical machines - and pretty efficlent ones too. Look at the
Human hand - the mechanics are so advanced that we have yet to
succead In imitating its movements in a machine twice its size. But
the principleg are the same, are they not?"

"oulte correct," supplied Data, believing the question to be
aimed at him. "Mechanics 1ig a subject I find most interesting. The
mechanices inveolved in the simple Human action of 1ifting a knife and
fork are mogt intricate. If you take the elbow ss the fulcrum and
measure - ¥

*"Thank you, Mr. Data," interrupted the Chairman. "Man or
machine is not the isspue here," he added very flirmly. "Ag I stated
at the outsget, this Board has toe declde if Mr. Data has the
motivation, temperament and leadershilip qualities to become a
Starfleat officer and uphold the principles of the Federation."

"T think Mr. Data has demongstrataed the firat two gqualiltilies in
our convergatlion so far,™ sald the lady easily. "wWhat about
leadership gualities, Mr. Data?"”

Data searched hig databanks. Leader - the principle upward-
growing shoot or o tree; a horse in a front place In a team; a
tendonrn; a tronglucent connection between a Fishing line and baitt; a
Line of dots to guide the eye; the principle wheel in any machinery;
one who Lleads or goes firgst; a chief; the head of a party of
expedition. .. The infinitesimal time it took would have been
unnoticed by the Panel, except that Data appeared to withdraw from
them for a fraction of a second. Finally he replled, "I have no
experience of leadershilp, but all my life I belleve I have been
first to try a great many things. I am, for example, the first
androlid to apply to Starfleet Academy. If you accept my
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application, at the end of four years I will be the first androld to
gserve oh a Starfleet veassel. I would hope to learn Human leadership

customs as I progress through the Academy."

A few further questions were asked, but these were easy for

Data to answer as they were matters of fact. Bafore long he was
shaking hands with each Panel member in turn - another Human custom,
but one he had guickly lesrned to respond to. Then the cadet was
phowing him out of the interview room. He walked the length of the
copridor without conscilous recogznition of it. Tt was wilith almost

Human rellef that he found himself back in the open ailr.

I

Three days later Data was summoned before the Interview Panel
for a second time. He did not know that this was customary, and so
the butterflilies he had experienced on his first viglt re-appeared.
Again a part of him welcomaed them as a Human reaction.

A different cadet, this time a Kiingon of indeterminate age,
ushered him into the same Iinterview room. The Klingon didn't spare
him = second zlance and Data took this ag an indication that he had
failed. With a hesavy heprt he followed the man into the room.

The same Chalrman of the panel indicsted that he should sit in

the same chalr. Data did so, meeting the eyas of hils adversaries,
ag he now saw them, stralght on. The Chalirman handed him a sealed
enveaelope. Data thanked him, as was Human custom ag a mere

courtesy. He had never felt less like thanking anyone in his life.
Feeling crushed, he sat and held the envelope unopened.

The Chairman looked at hilm expectantly, and Data realised that
he was meant to open the envelope in front of the Panal. This
seemed to be an added torment, but Data complled with custom and
carefully opened the envelope, takilng out the single sheet of paper
inside.

He read it slowly. Then he read 1t again. The paper read:
ADMISIION

Qtarfleat Academy admits Mpr. Data to the ranks of I1ts
cadets and expects him to report to the facilities based
at San Francisco, Earth, on Stardate 40078 at 1000 hours
praecisely.

Cadet training will last for a period of four years. At
the end of this time, should Mr. Data be successful in
pagsing all stages of Fleet training, Mr. Data will
graduate as a fully fledged Ensign and will be posted to a
Starfleet Bage or Vessel Iin line with hils aptitudes,.

Data stared at it for a long moment, not even seelng the
writing in his excitement. That single page opened up untold doors
for him. He could not believe it.

The Panel seemed to undersatand. Captaing Cralg Kristlanstad
and Lorna Menzies congratulated him and shook his hand, The
Chairman, Admiral Kevin Buchanan, shook hisgs hand and then,
inexpliecably, brought himself round to Data's side of the table.

"ot me escort you out,'" he sald in his definite, commanding
mannetr, shoolng away the Klingon who had appeared as 1if by maglc.
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Az he followed Data to the door, however, he lowered his voilce
to a whigper that only Data, with his sensitive hearing, could pick
up . "Hon't give up your dream, Mr. Data,” he said.

Data stared at him, incomprehension showing clearly in his
stanca and demsanour.

The Admiral explained. "You are more Humsn than you admit, Mr.
Datsa. It was gquite clear to me at our first meeting that the stars
mean more to you than you willl admit to. Somewhere out there 1s
yvour destiny and your home. I# you work hard and search dlligently,
yvou will £find both. When you f£ind the vight starship and the right
erew, you wlll have more than evan you can imagine. I know, Mr,
Data ~ I have geen it all before; the privilege of serving on a
gtarahlip 1itself. I just wish I wasm young enough to continue sharing
it. Keep that dream alive, Mr, Data. Among the stars you will find
people with the same dregam - to holdly gzo where no man has gone
before - and when you find them you will find friendship and a
home. That 1z your destiny, Mr. Data, Never lose gilight of 1it, and
don't give up until you find i+,

To Data's surprise the Admiral’s eyes gllstened with unshed
tears. Then he reasserted control and clagsped Data's hand in a
strong handshake. "Welcome to Starflest, Mr. Data,'" he sald aloud
ag he turned back to his fellow Panel members.

Data's "Thaenk you" wag all he could manage through the whirling
thoughts in his braln, but he could tell from the handshake that the
Admiral understood. With renewed faith in the Human race and with a
clear path to follow, Data took hig flrst step to becoming a serving
Starfleet officer.

Somewhere out there, in the far reaches of space and among the
infinite number of shars, he would find his destiny.

&2

PINOCCHIU

Are you sure it's Human you want to be,
Finocchlo®

Already you touch and hear and see;

Why seek to know

Of wrath and hatred, bitterness, death?
vou've surely the better part -

with micro clrcuits instead of bowals
And a power pack for a heart.

In the future, they gald, we'll learn to love,
And that future 1is now the past.

Can the Next Generation benefit from

The legsons not learned by the last?

You want to love and feel, you say,

For that 1is the Human's call?

But the greatest love wag the Vulcan's way -
He called it logileal.

Be wary, android; Rayna said, 'I love',
With her first, last, Human breath,

She learnad to feel as Humang do

But the price she paid was death.

Lynette Muilr




by

Sheilla Clark

Ask the male situdents at Starfleet Academy to name their laeast
favourite subject and at least ninety out of every hundred wlll smay
USurvivael®™,

Ask the female gtudents the same guestion and probably ninety
nine out of every hundred will give the same answer. The only
resason it 1lg noet a unanimous 100%¥ is the presence of a handful of
students, most of whom plan to go into Securlty, who happen to be asg
interested In athletlic pursults as academic ocnegs - 1if not more
interested.

Indeed, physilcal education of any kKind was not liked,
egpeclally by the women, but most students did reluctantly accept
the need for it; in the enclosed environment of sa starship or even
many gtarbases there was ne other method of exercising. But
Survival®? Thosae of the flrst year cadets who were wanting a career
in navigation or engineering knew that thelr chahces of seeing alien
Planets wag almost non-existent. Thelr lives would be spent in
gpaace, thelr planetfalls on clvilised shore leave planets!?! What
need did they have for Survival? Security would need it, yes - but
for anyone else?

The authorities knew - of course -~ that the subject wasg
unpopular - it always had been. But what had never been publiciged
wasg that occasicnally - very, very occasionally - in the past (and

even more rarely In the present) ships had been damaged, their crews
left with no option but to land on the nearest available planet, to
gurvive ag best they might without the advantages that modern
technology could gilve them until rescue came; and on one occasion,
in the very early dayvs of spaceflight, rescue had not come for over
twenty years, and then only by chance; and by that time most of the
crew had resigned themselves to 1life on what was, fortunately, a
nat-too-~hostile world, and had established whaet the Federation
realised had to be accepted as a colony. So Starfleet Academy
continued to include Survival as a compulsory subject.

They mlght have to attend the lectures, but no power on earth
sarvad to make wmany of the first year cadets listen. The athletic
ones listened, but found that they often knew a lot of the basics.
The consclentious ones listened, even when they didn't feel that the
subjJect wag applicable %o them, and some of what they heard stuck in
their minds for Lt. Yde knew his subject and was, 1f they would only
admit 1t, very interesting. But many of them did not listen -
indeed, many of them deliberately missed the lectures, once they
discovered that Yde, unlike many of the Academy staff, made no
attempt to track down absentees - trugting to luck and an evening
spent glancing over the notes of a conscilentious friend to get thaem
8 passing grade at the exams - until the date for the first exams
arrived.

The shock came when they discovered that the Survival exam was
not, as they had fondly supposed, a written one, but & practical
one, Their lecturer, who had appeared obliviocus of the lack of
interest, now ghowed himeself to be the possespor of a streak of what
the absentee cadets could only call sadism; the cadets who attended
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the lectures preferred to call it a sense of humour, while admitting
that L1t was indeed sadistic. The lazt lectura before the axams wasg
given to the handful of filrst year students who attended regularly
and was composed of a number of tips calculated to help them pass.
The absenteas, on the other hand, simply found an unsigned note in
with theilr mail the next day, telling them to report to the mailn
hall at ten hundred hours that morning. And 1dn the hall they found
Lt. Yde - and beside him the Princilpal. The students were informed
that they were to be beamed to one of the corbiting space stations
and from there beamad down to somewhare on Earth. They were to
treat the planet as a Prime Dilirective world -~ they must avold being
seen by any inhabitant, and they had three days to find their way to
the nearest police station. To help them they would each be gilven
three mapg: one wasg of the area where they were, the other two were
of areans with a similar geography but would be of no guidance
whatgoaver. They could travel singly or in pairs - but nobody would
be allowed to team up with a student who had attended the lectures.
Iindeed, tThat would be impossible, for those students had already
left.

Meanwhille, the censcientious atudents had been beamed down a3
1ittle earlier.

Jean-Luc Plcard loocked down at the snow, Into which his feet
had sunk a couple of inches, then glanced round, hls eyes opening
rather wlde as he reallged that he and hils companion had been landad
within two or three meitres of a sheer preciplce which dropped down
to a small lake that was below the snowline. Beyond it the ground
gloped gently down towards some trees. In the distance he could see
snow-topped hills. Besglde them were the rucksacks they had packed
with what they considered gurvival necessities, and, beslde themn,
two lce axes that they had not included. He glanced at his
companion. "What do you think, Jacke®

Jack Crusher frowned. "T think 1t looks faintly familiar, It
remindg me of a mountain my brother and I climbed three or four
vears ago." He looked at the distant hills, trying to assess how
far he and his companion were from them, hils eyes eventually
settling on a hill whose summit was little below them. "Yag! That

hili over there... ™
Picard followaed Crusher's pointing finger. "What of ite"

Crusher grinned. "T+t'g called Little Pap. Wae're in Scotland,
on top of Lochnagar. That's a real bit of luck - "

"“Maybe not,”" Plcard commented. "7 doubt he would be so blatant
as to send anyone teo his home area, but I think ¥de is pulling out
all the mtops to swing things so that the students who paid
attention to the course have every opportunity of passing. Remember
~ he asked us, right at the beginning, 1f any of us had orienteering
exparlence? If I remember, you sald then that you'd had at least
one walking heliday in Scotland that inecluded route-finding."

g T did."™ Crugsher thought about it for a moment. "Yag -~ he
did push a bit to find out where I'd been, too... You could be
right, Jean-Luc. l.et's see -~ Howard Sulley #ald he'd climbed in the
Alpg - we can cheack with him. If that's where he ended up - "

“We csn be pretty sure Yde cheated - thils time - to give us the
begt possible chance. I wonder where he will send the others®"

L A e
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"I doubt it’d matter. They could be beamed down in the middle
of Central Park and still fail -~ because they aren'’'t even golng to

know how to keep themselves warm at night.,"

“That's true,” Plcard admitted. He dug into his pack for the

three maps they had been glven. "Thig one is Norway... Here's
Scotland. Where are wath"
Crusher studied the map for a moment, then pointed. "Here.

Lochnagay. There's Little Pap. The direct path down pasges on this
slide of 1t.?

Flcard peered at the map. "Where's the nearest town? Or at
least the nesarest place that'll have a police station?®

Crusher nibbled his lower lip. “pProbably Braemar. It*s to the
north-waat, and 1t's all empty territory between here and there."

“Probably??®

BWe 're about midway between Braemar and Ballater, which isg a
little blgger." He Indlcated the two places on the map.

“There seems to be a track leading towards Ballater," Picard
said =zlowly. A1l right, we'll head for there. M

Crusher grinned. "We don't have to worry too much about anycne
seeing us. Thig 1is all pretty deserted countryside; a few climbers
and waelkersg, perhaps & shepherd or two... I know we're maant to
avoid beling seen if posgsible, but we can pasgss ourselves off aa
walkers easlily enough."

Filicecard looked round the deserted landscape again, Just as a
long climber appeared round a bend a few metres away from Them.

"Afternoon, "™ he grunted as he passed, clearly Iintent on
reaching the summit.

They nodded a polite response, then as the climber passed out
of earshot Plcard commented, almogt 1in a whisper, "You know, Jack,
I'vae been thinking. Yde may be giving us an advantage this time,
but I suspect he may have set a trap or two as well, to see 1f we
have been paying attention asm well as attendiling lectures. With that
in mind, that track looks just a lilttle too inviting. Iz there an
alternative route?"

"Yea. That path goeg down to one 2nd of a lake. If we go down
this way, we come out at the other end of the same lake."

Picard pcowled at the map. "S+111l too obviocus., We still have
to follow a road after that. Juppose we ignored both Braemar and
Ballater; where else could we go?"

Crusher looked down at the map. "Kirriemuir. It's not on this
map. But you're talking about - oh, fifteen miles of road to get to
it, too.™

"And Yde did say we should report to the nearest police
statlon... sc that doesg rather limit usg to Braemar or Ballater. The
road to Ballater is the most obvious... go I think we should head
for Braemar.®

“It'1ll be rough going, there's no direct track.?
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"We have three dayvs. We ghould not need that long, but I think
wa would be better to take two days and aveld the traps than aim to
do 1t in one day and be caught."”

"Well, when you put it that way... "

Picard locked at the sky agaln, frowning. It was Jjust
beginning to cloud over from the east; a three-quarter full moon was
climbing towards the zenith. "Jack - 1t was early morning when we
left - very early morning. But the sgsun lg setting.®

"We're eight hours ahead of Academy time here."

"Ahead? 8o we have last night to live again?®

"You could put it that way."

Picard grunted as he looked over the barely-dimming landscape.
"iack - that climber 1ls still sitting at the summit.”

"Huh? I'd expect him to be heading down agaln - it's getting
late. ™

"I know."

"What's in your minde®

"Might he be the filrst trap?"
"What do you meant"

"Prima directive, Jack; remaln unseen by the natives. And what
hasg the Academy done?"

Crusher's eyes wldenead. "Beamed us down close t¢o someone they
must have known was there."

"Weag. ™ Plicard pasged 2 thoughtful hand over his mouth. "How
long before it's darke?"

"Hera, at this time of yaoanr? Pogsibly an hour. But the
moon'll give us gulte a lot of light for at least another six
hourg. "

"Unlegs 1t clouds over." Plecard indicated the eastern horizon.

"I don't think they'd have sent usg somewhere like this i1f the
weather forecast was bad."

Picard nodded his acceptance of the comment. "We don't want to
lose any of the daylight, though," he decided. He gared at the map
for a moment longer. "Tha direct route to Braemar would bhe to
follow the path down to here, then cut acrogsg that way - " he
pointed acrosgs towards the distant trees. "On the other hand... It
that climber is a trap, we want to lose him 1f we can. Could we

loge him by going that way?"
His more experilienced friend turned his attention back to the
map for a minute. Then he shook his head. YNo. But we could lose

him 1f we took the long way round."

Picard glanced at him.

O e T R e
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"We go down this way, as 1f we'd decided to head for Ballater.
There's bound to be gsomewhere we can hide to lose him 1if he follows
us, even 1f 1t's among the trees here." He pointed. "of course, 1f
he doesn't follow us, therae's no problem.

"Then we go up the track here on to the high ground again. We
cut acrogs Broad Calrn here towards Tolmount, and drop down again
hera, to Callater, Just before we reach 1t, and approach Braemar
from the scuth.?” He began to fold the map, thrust 1t intoe his
pocket and slung cone of the packs onto one shoulder, then, picking
up one of the lce axes he marched off In & south-easterly direction,
towards a dip in the plateau. FPlecard took a moment to put the
gecond pack on properly, took the other axe, and followed.

After a couple of minuter, Crusher glanced back and paused for
Pleard to fall into step. "He's following us. It could be chance,
but meybe not."™

They set a fairly fast pace for the snow was besaring well and
the mlope not teco ateep at flrest, but after a while they left the
gnow behind and the path got steeper and very uneven, treacherous in
the fast-dlmming light. Ahead of them they could gee the moonlight
ghining on the water of a long, narrow lake.

After a while, with dayliight gone and only the moon lighting
their way, Crusher glanced back. mQuick - into the heather! Lie
flat?!" he hissed, and they dilived off the track behind a heathery
hummock and lay still, heads down 8¢ that the white of thelr faces
would not betray tThem.

Two or three mlnutes passed before they heard the thud of
footsteps that passed them without hesitation. Crusgher wailted
another minute before he looked up. The dark filgure was stlll
vigible - just - heading on downhilll.

They walted for fully ten minutes before carrying on, As they
resched the bottom of the hilll, Crusher polnted. They could see the
moving shape dark in the moonlight, heading unhesitatingly round the

end of the lake.

They followed untll they came to the foot of the track that
would take them back onto the plateau on the other side of the lake,

and set off up 1t.

It was a2 long, hard slog. Both men were reagonably f£i1it, but
the steady olimb wes tiring and they were glad when they reached the

top.

Onece there they pausaed for a breathear. Crusher glanced round
and without consulting his compess indicated confidently, "That
way. "

Picard nodded, and they aset off again. It wag pleasant walking
in the clear moonlight ascrogss what was a good firm surface; and
although it was cold, 1t was not uncomfortably cold.

They had not gone far when the moonlight suddenly faded.
Plicard looked up. A cloud had covered the moon. They could still
pee quite well, however; what llght there was was enhanced by the
whiteness of the snow, and their pace hardly slackened. The cloud
drifted away and the moon shone clear again, but they could see that
it was only the first of many; the clouds were no longer hugging the
horizon but spreading acroms the entire aky.

AR RTA ey
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They found themselves on top of a rise, almost without
reallsing that they had been climbing. This time Crusher took a
compass reading before headlng down the other side towards another
high point two cor three miles away. Suddenly a gust of wind caught
them as the moon was once agalin covered, and with 1t came some
flakeg of snow. They gtopped and looked at each other in the
failing light as the wind gained in strength and the falling snow
whirled past them, thicker and faster.

"what'as the guickest way to low ground?®"” Picard asked. "Never
mind Braemar - we have to get off this plateau."
Crusher shook his head. "There's no ghort cut from hera. Half

an hour ago we could have dropped off the eastern side of the
plateau; now we're at a point where 1it's as easy to go on as turn
agslde. M

"Can we follow oury route 1n these conditions?" Plcard asked
grimly.

"No. We'll have to dig in and wait for daylight.®

Picard peered round. "Over there -~ there's already a sort of
space beside that boulder."

They stumbled over to where the swirling wind had indeed left a
narrow gap betweaeen a huge boulder and a nelghbouring snowdrift.
Uging thelr lce axes they dug into the drift, hacking out hlocks of
frozen snow which they used to build walls between the drift and the
boulder. There wag a gap left at the top, but both men knew that
they would need to leave an alr hole.

Ingide the snow hole, Plcard switched on his torch, and in its
light they unpacked thelr rucksacks. The empty packs were deep, and
they thrust their legs into them, pulling the top flaps around their
waists: then they sat, leaning back against the cold snow wall of
thelr refuge. Crusher broke a slab of chocolate in two and handed
half to hig friend, who took it with a nod of thanks.

It wag draughty at first in the hele, but slowly the draught
lessened and they realised that thelr air hole was being covered by
drifting snow; and as the draught legsened they gradually felt
themselves becoming warmer ag their body heat, trapped IiIn the
enclosed gpace, railsed the alr temperature.

Neither felt particularly tired, and they talked spasmodically
about their plight. A lot would depend on how long the storm
continued; but they had, they decided, a good chance of surviving

uhscathed. And of course a regcue party would probably be cut
looking for them as soon ag it was realised that they had run into
such adversge conditions. This was, after all, a test - the first of

the course; not the real thing.

But Plicard, altheough he sald nothing, remained uncomfortably
aware that they had left the most direct route to safety; a search
would in all preobabllity concentrate on the territory north and
posaibly eagt of where they were.

Lazio Zinkin wag about half way along the path that bordered
the narrow lake when he finally admitted himself that he had lost
the two men he was gupposed to bhe following. They must have been
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guspicious of his presence, though he was gquite gaure he had done
nothing to lead them to realise that there was anything untoward in
his beling there. Just how had Yde expected him to remain unseen up
there on that barren plateau? He had had no cholece but to try to
remain invisible through being completely vigible,

Even followlng them down the unexpected route they had taken
could have been chance: he wasg sure that in his first year he would
not have suspected a chance climber in an ares where climbers were
quite common.

He gat on a convenlent rock for a2 few minutes, thinking back.

Yes - they must have dodged him just about the foot of the

hill. The path there had wound round boulders and there were places
there where they had definitely been out of sight for several
ninutes, He had assumed that he khew the route they had taken, and

been completely fooled by them.

A cloud covered the moon and he glanced up, noting without
alarm the way the clouds were beginning to mass. Even through a
fairly thick bank of clouds a nearly full moon would give some
light. They would be all right.

As for himself - get to follow the 'beginners', to make sure
they did not get into trouble, as part of his third year test - he
had definitely falled, and might as well =admit i1it.

He touched his communicator. nZinkin to base.?

"Rase here. Report.™ It was Yde's volce.

"Iir, I've lost Picard and Crusher. They must have suspected
something; on reflection, I think they dodged me nearly an hour
BEC. I'11 carry on for a while just in case they’re still ahead of

me, but I'm certaln they're not."
"Behind you?"

"] can't see anyone moving, and I can see back along the track
for a gooad long way."

"All right. Exactly where sre you?"

"Phay came off the mountain by & track that led to the wrong
end of the lake. I'm about half way along the side of the lake,
heading for the road.™

"Go on to the road, and report in again from there."

"Yep, gip."

At the bame, Yde grinned cheerfully at the communications
officer, who was an old friend. Lamming grinned back, but said,
"*Your man sounded a bit down."™

T+ won't do Zinkin any harm to fail; it may cut him back gqown
to aize. He's been getting too cocky lately.”

Zinkin was still some way from the road when the moon
disappeared again and the first flakes of snow fell. The wind was
piecking up, too; and as the snow whirled round him he gquilckly
realised that conditions on the plateau would be becoming extremely
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difficult, and activated hia communicator again.
"Zinkin to basge. Sir, there's a blizzard blowing up."

Yde heard the urgency 1in the cadet's voice and glanced at
Lamming. "Check the weather updates for the British lIslesg," he
muttered. "T*'11 be in the transporter room." Lamming nodded and
Yde raised his voilce. "Transporiter - lock on to Cadet Zinkin's
co~ordinates and energlse." He left the communlicationg room, moving
briskly.

In the transporter room, he found Zinkin =still covered with
now~melting snow, and declded that the third year cadet had not been
exaggerating the conditions. He reached over to f£flick on the
intercom on the transporter console,.

"vYde to operations room. Scan a radius of ten kilometres
around co-ordinates 41 - 26,81, and inform the transporter room the
minute you f£ind anyone."

“"ave, sir.™
Yde turned back to Zinkin. "Report, Me. Zinkin."

The cadet gave & helplesz shrug. "It wag impossible to avoid
letting them see me - the top of that mountain is an almost
completely featureless plateau - go I pretended to be a climber and
went past them to the agummilt. I walted there untll tThey had
committed themgelves to a route, then I followed them,. By that time
the light was fading, but there was enough moonlight to give some
viadbllity. But the path they took - towards the bottom of it I
couldn't keep them completely In sight, and I think that's where I
lost them. I don't know whether they were suspiciousg and hid until
I pasged them or whether they just took a different route from the -
one I expected them to take at a polint when they were out of my
sight - there iz an alternative path that goes onto the high ground
again." He wiped some melted snow away from his eyes. "It was
getting pretty rough on the low ground, sir; on the plateau... "

Yde nodded acknowledgement asg the intercom buzzed. *Yde here."

"Wa can't plek out any deflnite readings at the co-ordinates
you gave us, slr. The weather conditions are extremely bad and the
sangor pattern is breakling up.”™

"Vary well. Keep trying."™
"I'm sorry, sir," Zinkin sald migserably.

Yde shook hizs head and said guietly. "They had thelr
instructions too; 1t's not your fault if they took them a little too
literalilly."

it wag nearly twenty four hours before the coperations room
reported that the blizzard was eaasing. During that time two of the
conscientious first year groups had reported back, their members
somewhnat shamefaced that they had not thought to shake off the
cagual 'native! they had geen; and eight of the 'absentee' first
yvear cadets had run 1lnto trouble and had had to be helped by the
third year cadets assigned to follow them. Nothing had been heard
of the others, but Yde was not worried about them - yet, for the
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experienced cadats had not reported any difficulty. He was worried
about Picard and Crusher: 1t had been no part of his intention to
endanger any of his students.

Several more hours passed, during which another pair of cadets
had to be balled out of tTrouble. "Senpor readings are now coming in
true, sir," the duty lleutenant in the operations room reported.
*Seanning the area in guestion.”™

"liautenant - you could be looking for bodies.™ Yde hoped it
wag not so, but he could not ignore the posgsibllity.

YAve, gilir.®

There was a lengthy silence before the intercom clicked into
life. "No veadings inside the deslgnated aresa, sir... alive or
dead. "

Inside the snow hole, the hours dragged past,. The temperature
roge until it was surprisingly comfortable, and both men dozed for a
while, but their cramped positions in the small hole did not
ancourage relaxation. After a while, Crusher poked the shaft of his
ice axe up through the snow roof close to the boulder and a sudden
draught blew in for a moment, replenishing their fresh air, and
bringing some flakes of snow with 1t; but the hole quickly covered
over agailn. Thaey ate some more chocolate and talked spasmodlically,
and every hour opened up their air hole agailn. Ag a result, they
realised that the blizzard was blowing over almost as soon as it
4i4.

"What de you think, Jack?" Picard asked. "Dare we go on?"

"7 think we can," Crusher replied. "T+1'11 be harder going with
all this fresgh snow, but if we're where I think we are, we should be
golng downhill soon."

They wriggled out of theilr rucksacks, pushed the emergency gear
back into them, and fought their way out of their refuge. It was
daylight; the clouds were blowiling sasway, revealing blue sky and a red
sun risging in the east.

"T weonder how that climber got on?" Pilicard sald as Crusher took
a gqulck compass reading.

"It probably wasn't as bad on the low ground. Come on."
Crusher set off, sinking Knee-deep 1in the snow as he went,.

They took turns breaking the trail. After about an hour they
found themselves looking down a falrly gsteep slope to another lake;
the ground around it looked as if it had had very little snow.

WThis side of the mountailn was sheltered," Crusher commented.
"It'a s stralghtforward run down there," he added confidently. He
sat down and allowed himself to slide, although he held hils ilce axe
ready to stop himself should 1t be necesgary. Plcard hesltated for
a moment, then followed suit, and in far less time than he would
have expected, they reached the bottom.

There, the golng was relatively easy; there was very little
fresh snow and they strode out, makling good time now that they had a
firm surface underfoot. The path took them along the courge of a
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frozen stream for nearly an hour, then along the side of the lake,
becoming a track as it left the water's edge; another hour found
them at a rcad.

"Nearly thera,'" Crusher sald cheerfully. "We can't help being
gsean now 1f there's traffic con the road, but we can pass as
¢limbers.™

They ptarted off up the road, but they had gone lesgs than a
kilometre when they felt themselves gseized in a transporter beam.
They materialised to find themselves facing =a worried-looking Lt.
Yde,

vYde took a deep, relieved breath ag he gaw for himself that

both men were clearly fit and well. “You're all right," he said
gquietly.
"Yag, sir,'" Plcard replied.

"What happened? Report."

"wWwhen the blizzard blew up we dug a snhow hole, sir. Onece the
weather cleared, we carried on."

"vYeg, of course," Yde commented.

The first Survival class of the new term saw a full complement
of first year students attending. Lt. Yde looked round the intent,
mostly slightly cowed facesm, and smiled pleasantly.

"EFipgt of all, you will find your marks for last term's test in
the envelopes I am about to hand out," he gald. "I think I don't
nead to tell you that mogt of you falled completely, nor need I go
into details here; you will f£ind those with your reports. Several
passed wilith varying degrees of success; but the top marks go to
Cadets Crusher and Plcard, who, in accordance with their
instructions %o treat the planet as a Prime Directilve world, managed
to ghake off the third year cadet assigned to follow them and make
gure they did not run inte difficulties, and then, when the weather
changed unexpectedly, throwing them into an extremely dangerous
situation, did all the correct things and were finally detected from
the sapace station barely half an hour from finishing the test under
their own steam.

“Mr, Crusher, your results... Mr. Pilcard... Mr. Ahmed... Mr.
Sulley... "
supvival remained an unpopulasr subject... but 1t became a

wall-attended one. ..
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Tina Pole

The Captain shiftaed uncomfortably in his chailr and fervently
prayed that Counselor Trol would not reguest that he accompany her to
the tranaporter room to meet thelr temporapy guest.

"Zomething iz troubling you, Captain?” she queried, pilcking up
his agiltation.

whamn the woman, does she always have to be 80 receptive to my
thoughta?y "Just ocur being somewhat behind achedule, Counselor,™ he
lied.

"Are you sure it isn't bacause of my mother coming aboard?"

Pioard glanced sideways at his First Officer and caught Riker's
bemused expregalon before turning his attention to the young woman on
his other aside.

"Of course not, Counselor, she 13 most welcome to visit us
whenever the opportunity arises."™

"But she was rather intimidating the last time you met her,
Captain."® '

It was not something he really wanted to be reminded of. He
could recall all too wvividly the way she had dominated the
proceedings on her previous visit, when they had been 1in orbit arcund
Haven and he had almost had to perform a marriage ceremony for his
Coungelor and her flance.

“Transporter room three ie standing by," Worf reported, breaking
his train of thought and saving him the necessity of thinking of a
suitable answer which wouldn't hurt the Counselor's feelings.

"I'd hetter get down there. If you'll excuse me, Captain."

"GP course, Deanna." He gave a small sigh of relief as he
watched her disappear into the turbolilift.

“"voufll be holding a dinner in honour of our guest, I assume,
Captain, "™ Riker sald in a voicve that sounded a trifle too seriocus.

Why had the bridge suddenly taken on an ominous silence? Why
were all eyes directad towards him - especlally Data's.

®"Tt did prove to be extremely interesting last time, sir," the
android piped up.

"That was & special cccasion," he gulekly saild. "I don't think
such a8 function 18 necessary this time around. Now 1f you'll excuse
me — " he rose to his feet — "Ifve pome work to do in my ready room,"

and he quickly left the bridge.
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Having succeasnfully avoelded Lwaxana Trol since she had come on
board, the Captain became cover-confident and ventured ocut, even if it
wag only as far as an observatiocon deck lounge, and as fate would have
it, especially when you are deliberately attempting to avoid =
certaln person... who should happen to be in that particular lounge
but Lwaxana Trol.

"My dear Captain Picard... " and she came purposely walking
towards him and slipped her arm through his before he could protast
or conjJure up an excuse to make a run for it. It was asg 1if sha had
known he had heen coming and had been deliberately wailting for him -
but then, of course, with her being a Betazold, anything was
proasible.

"I missed you at dinner tonight -~ they sald you were busy."

"Ah, yes, that's right - as you can imagine, 1In this kind of job
there's always some work to do,"™ he Bald nervously, wondering 1f she
was reading his thoughts and was aware of the true reasons he had
avoilded contact with her.

"Tut, tutt Captain, no neaed to be 80 nervous in my company. 1
waon'tt eat youl"™

Picard swallowed hard. There she was, patroniaing him again.
Thank god there were Jjust the two of them, and none of his crew was
witness to this embarrassing scene.

"... I do have some respect for my daughter’s feelings on how a
Captain should be treated,"™ she continued, indicating that she and
Counselor Troi had diascussed the suhject. "Unfortunately, of course,
that put palid to any perzconal liaiszon I may have attempted to make
with you.™

Plcard inwardly silghed in relief and allowsed himself to relax a
little, though he was only too aware of her tight grip on his arm and
her all too dominating presence.

"Howevar, perhaps we could have dinner together tomorrow
evening?"

He was back on the defenglive again. "Well... ah... that
depends. ™
Hof course, you're such a bugy man... "

There followad a lengthy silence az the Captaln racked his
brains for a solution to hils plight, terminating in his exclaiming
aloud, "Data!"™ as a brilliant idea formed in his mind. "Mra. Troi,
I'm gsure my Second Officer would be only too pleased to entertain you
during his off duty period.®

"Your Second Officer, Captain?"™ she gueried, sounding not the
least blt pleased at the progpeact.

"Commander Data. He 1s a... unique being, a virtual mine of
information," Picard saild enthusiastically as he gently but firmly
removed her arm from hiszs znd ztabbed at hilis communicator insignia.
"Commander Data, this is the {Captain. Report Iimmedlately to the
ohgervation lounge."™

Seconds later Data responded, "I'm on my way, gir,™




18

Minutes later he walked through the door, curious ag to why the
Captain should summon him at this time of fthe ship's night.

tMpa., Trol, Commander Data," Pleard introduced them, rubbing his
hands together in satisfaction as he spoke. "My, Data, I want you to
ascort and entertain our guest during your off duty periods.”

©vOf course, Captain, but -~ %

"Hut what?" Picard didn't like the element of hesitation in the
android’a voilce. '

"oerieially I am always on duty, as I do not have any need for
ragt and recreation,"™ he finished.

"T am aware of that fact, Mr. Data," Plicard sald, relieved that
that was all that was bothering his Second Cfficer.

tHowever, since you have besen under my command you have also
indulged in taking off duty periods, haven't you?"

YYaa, {Captain, but I use the time to pursue my study of Human
behavicur."®

"Then... " the Captaln turned back to Lwaxana Troi... " here is
an excellent opportunity for you to study."

"Captain, I must object," she sald, seemingly gulte shocked at
the idea of her being an object of study.

The Captaln, however, was quite prepared with his answer.

"An you must be aware, Mrs. Troil," he began, "Commander Data, as
wall as belng an invaluable member of Starfleet, i1s also an androld,
and as such 1s constantly learning and adding information to hia...
er... data banka." He gave her hils most engaging smile. "T would
congider 1t an honour if you would indulge me by allowing him to
learn from you."

"Hell, as you put 1t =o niecely, how could I possibly rvafuse.”
The Captaln gquietly congratulated himself,

* ok K ¥ ¥

n, .. and that, Number (One, i1s why Mr. Data iz escorting
Coungaelor Trol's mother in hisg off duty time," the Captaln concluded
from where he sat reclining in his chair, behind his desk, having
f{l1led his Filrst Officer in with the relevant details.

“"raptain, you've certainly got the art of diplomacy down to &
fine art,"™ Riker said as he caught the gleam of gatisfaction 1n
Plecard’s aye.

n"oe pourse, Mr., Riker - 1t's one of my strongest weapons. "

#] helieve 1t i=m, sir,” Riker agreed, having experienced the
Captaln's dealings with a variety of iLite forms over the monthsa,

“Now 1f you'll excuse me... ' Picard started as he leaned
forward and swivelled the desk viewscreen towards him, intending to
do some work. "ityve pot to...
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The door chimeg went and he gave Riker an exasperated look. "Now
what?"

"Coma!™ Riker called on his behalf, and the dcoor slid open to
admit an extremely harapsed-loocking Deanna Troi.

"Counselore"

"Captain, I must have a word with you in private."

Pleard and Riker exchanged meaningful glancesn, with Riker taking
the initiativa to go back out onto the bridge. As the door a2lid
cloged behind him Deanna sat down opposite the Captailn,

"Ivfs my mother.™

Plicard retained hils compaosure; the words he and Riker had just

exghanged sabout diplomacy coming to mind. It wouldn't do to shatter
his Firat Qfficer’s 1llusionsg of him.

*"Your moether,"™ he sald, with a note of resignation in his
volce, "What's happaned?"
"It's Data,™ was all she aoffered.

“Data? Is there a problem?"

"A problem!" she echoed. "It's a disastert Captain, who on
garth'ts 1idea was it to let Data into my mother'ts presence?"

"Well... "™ hg began rather uncomfortably, wondering what the
disaster could be.

“Never mind, sir. The problem 1z that... "™ 8She hesitated
momentarily and then raced on, attempting to cover up her
embarrassment. "My mother has discovered that he is8 fully
functional, in gll areas, and ghe's determined to marry him."

There was a stoney silence as the Captain digested this
information, and then grasped his head in a gesture of hopelessneass
and softly muttered, "Damn'"™

* X X ¥ Xk

"Mra. Troi," the Captain began, clasping his hands together and
making a slight bow. "T helleve we have a glight misunderstanding
ovar my Second Cfficer, Commandsy Data."®

"Miagunderstanding? Not that I'm aware of, {Captain.®

Picard forced himself to glve a benevolent smile, ag well as
attempting to project a feeling of good will towards hear. Perhaps
when this incident had heen resolved he could retire to the holodeck
and wark off the negative feelings that were beginning to builld up
ingide him.

"when I instructed Commander Data to... er... entertain you, I
didn’'t foreseae that he... er... he and you would take the meaning so
literally."

"Oh, Deanna’s been to see you!l' she sald, a touch of annoysance
in her voice as sBhe turned away from him and started pacing the
living area of her guaest quarters,
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Hdne wag most concerned that you would... er..., ¥ He was
rapidly running out of diplomatic things to say.

"Wwould what, Captain? ©Oh, 1t's Jjuat Reanna and her usual
disapproval of what I do. Wouldn't matter who I chose to marry.
She'll never change, you Know. Her father was just the same - oh, he
loved me but digsapproved so much of what I did, and... ete, ete... ™
The Captain found himself under a verbal assault as she got into her
stride. He did attempt to interrupt several times, but she
completely ignored him and rambled on.

MRS, TROI!M his voilee suddenly thundered above her chatter,
stopping her in her tracks. "Ttyg had encugh of thist®

Uiwhy, Captaln - I was wondering how long it would take you to
show me your true colours.®

"I ook here, I refume to pussyfoot around with you any longer.
There 123 no way that you can marry Commander Datat"

"Byt I had no intention of marrying Data."
"put you... ™ Now he really was at a loss for words,

wyay gshouldn't Jump to conclusions, Captain. I may have asald
gsomething along those linez, but then some people do take the meaning
so literally."

* oK X X W

Captain Picard stormed ocut of the turbolift onto the hridge. He
wasn't at all surprilsed te £ind Counselor Trol abgent, but then 8o
wag Data.

"Captalin?® Riker querled very carefully as he practlically threw
himself down into his seat. This was one of tha rare occaslons that
he had seen the Captain sBo openly angry. Usually he was extremely
controlled in any situation, and his behaviour gulte the reversa,
keeping himself even more to himself than normally, and 1t wan the
gquliet, authoritative voilce you had ta beware of.

"Wwhere's Data?" Picard asked abruptly.

"Down 1in Engilneering, air,"” Worf reported qulckly, while
Lieutemant Geordil LaForge trod into dangerocus waters by being unable
to raesist the Invitation to make some kind of humorous gulp.

"Declded the further away he was the better,® he murmured.

"what wag that?"™ Plicard demanded.

"Er,.. nothing, sir, nothing important,"” Geordil mumbled, holding
hig breath momentarily az he waited for the Captaln to come breathing
a little claoser down hilg nack.

"Humpht!®

na{mst  Riker stared at him in concern; it really wasn't in his
nature to maintain such a prolonged outburat of anger.

"Sapry, Numbaer One,"™ he sald as he vialibly relaxed himself in
the chair, and the reat of the bridge crew followed suite. "Afrald
Lwaxarna Troi got the better of me again - mnade me make a right fool
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off myself in front of her.®

"What precisely happened, Captain?'" Riker asked, curicus to
know.

"Not here," Pilcard salid quietly and gestured to the ready roonm.
Riker didn’t have to be told twice, but as socon aa the Captain got up
and made for 1t, he was close on his heels.

"I can't understand how Counselor Troli has such an abominable
mather, " he began, making Riker all the more intrigued as to what had
pasaead. "She deliberately compromized Deanna by making her belileve
what she was sgsaying was true, knowing that she would report the
inecident to me. She then led me a merry dance to gsee how far I would
g0 before I lost my cool."™ He hesitated. "I lost my cool, Mr.
Riker; perhaps the art of diplomacey isn't, after all, my strongest
waapon. ™

"I would say that these were exceptlonal cilrcumstances, Captailn
-~ howaver you haven’'t told me what she's done yet."

T haven'!'t?"™ Plecard sailid, surprised. "No, I haven't, have 1%
She's definitely got me totally wound up. The c¢rux of the matter was
a report that Mes. Trol had discovered that Mr., Data has everything
that 1t takea, B0 to say, and that she was determined to marry him."

"1 pee, sir - and it was Just a fabrication.?

"Totally, and I Jjumped astralight into the trap, feat firatt!"™

"I don't know 1f you've considered this yet, Captain, but
perhaps she wasg getting her own back on you," Riker said, watching

the Captain's face for some weactlion to this fact.

"Gatting her own back?" He thought briefly, and then it dawned
on him, "oFf course, Mr . Riker. I, in s0o many words, fobbed her off
with Mr. Data, didn*t 12"

"Yeg, Captain. She may not have appeared tce be aware of that
fact at the time, but she probably was.™

"You know, I'm slowly coming to the conclusion that 1t would
have been safer to have held some Kind of unofficial dinner party -
at least there would have been asafety in numbers, and I couldn't have
ended up making a bilgger spectacle of myself that I've just done.™

"1t would have been more diplomatie, sir," Riker said, and then
reallzed the significance of what he had actually said.

"No need to rub it in, Riker."
"Sorry, Captaln, I dldn't mean 1t in quite that way."
*k ok Kk %k %
“Mra., Troi," Plcard acknowledged as the tall, dominating female
swapt into the transporter room with her valet in tow. "I trust our

little... er... misunderstanding has now been resolved completely."™

She smiled aweetly at him. ®Of course, Captaln, and 1t was venry
considerate of you to come and see me off."

"My pleasure,"™ and he meant every word of 1%,
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"I can see that. Well, goodbye, Deanna, I've enjoyed my short
vigit immensely."

"Goodbye, mothepr!"™ There was a note of finality in the words.

*Tut, tut? My child, you shouldn't think such awful things -
nor you, Captain, really you - %

"Energlzet" Picard ordered and she was whisked away before she
could attempt to damage his personal oredibllity any further.

"I'm really sorry, Captain," Deanna sald as they left the
transporter room together., YShe's not all bad though - it's her sense
of humour.
"The subject 1s closed, Counselor, but promise me one thing.™ -

nSipeh

MNext time your mother comes to visit, give me adequate warning
in advance go that I can be elsewheret?

P
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J A Clarke

"Captalin, I'm warried about fommander Riker."

Jean Luce Plcard looked up at Dr., Bevarly (Crusher from where ha
waa glitting behind hie desk In the Captain'za ready room.

“Horrled? Why?" he asked, indleating that she should sit down.

¥It's not asnything I can definitely put my finger on," the
Doctor replled, seittling herself into the indicated chair. "But he
geemd. .. oh, I don’t know... subdued... brooding... On a d4ilifferent
wavalength?? Her volce Indicated that she didn’t know how to
dascribs it.

Picard leaned his elbows on the table and steepled hie fingers

in gilent contemplation. Had this been scome other time, he would
have called 1t *a woman’s hunch', prebably about nothing, but on
this occaslon he had to admit there was... something inm 1t,

“To be honesrt, 1 have noticed his... precccecupation." He took a
deep breath and let 1t out sharply - a characterisptic Crusher had
come to recognise as = prelude to some form of speech that involved
gz declsion. She was not to he disappointed. "We 2ll have dlfferent
ways of dealing with death, Doctor. sSome, Lt affects more deeply
than aothers. It could well be that (ommander Riker is holding
himeelf responsible for LI, Yar's demise - O

# —- But 1t's not his -~ W

¥ T kKnow. .. Corraction: we know 1t's not his fault, but
Nunmber One was in command of the away team and therefore responsible
for the lives of the members of that team. I am confildent that this
mocd will pass. Wrnat he needs ds time to think; time to reflect and
to reallise there wasg nothing he could have done to prevent the
evant."”

"Dontt you think asomeone ocught to speak to him - give him some
kind of support or alternative view pointe®

"1 think we should give him some more time before we go prying,
Doctor, Ha's young; grief is a private thing - he must learn to
handle it in hi=z own way. ?

"Counselor Trol - "
"In no cilrcumstances - you should realise that." He gave her
the benefit of a cold, hard stare. "3Five him another three or four

days. I? there 1is no improvement by then, I*'1l speak with him.
Doep that satisfy you, Doctor?"

"Yag, Taptain. Thank you.?h

Picard watched her lLeave and sat bsack in his chair,
thoughtfully. He smeriounly 4did hope his young second in command
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could handle it, as he was none too sure of himaelf portraying the
father /brother figure that Riker might need. He almost shuddered at
the thought.

They had been right sbout one thing; Commander Willism Riker
wag troubled - very deeply so - but for a totally different reason.

It was true - the death of Tasha Yar on his away team had
distressed him aznd he had almost welcomed the grief of her loss to
divert his mind from pondering over the other *thing’.

He admitted shamefully to himself that he had tried to wallow
in this grief and guilt, but eventually it had diminished - after
all, they had not worked together sc very long, just over gix months
~ and now his mind wag drawn once again to the nightmare he seemed
to bhe living.

*It' had heen truly evil, even down to the blackness of 1its
appearance. Riker had to admit it had been one of the most horrific
axpariences of his career so far and had really begun when that
invisible 'elaw' had clamped like m vice around his ankle and
dragged him slowly towards that total blackness,

It had been the not khowing that had got to him; the possible
feeling of drowning In that pitceh-tar. As 1t turned out, 1t wasa
worse than he had imagined.

There had been evil all arcound him; vile, degenerate,
shameless; and as he had sunk deeper into the pitch, it had crawled
up his body, inch by inech, clinging te him like & second gkin,
dragging him down, bombarding him with its very foulnessa.

He had briefly lost consciousness and woke shortly after in a
blackhness where no light penetrated. Riker found it totally
disorientating and nauseating. There was no point of reference; no
up or down; hno left or right; nc backwards or forwards. He wasp the
only source of light; the good surrounded totally by evil- the
eternal struggle, as always heavily one-sided,

It had talked to him in its deep, gravelly voice; lied to him
about how his so-called friends had deserted him, how they had left
him to his fate and what that fate would be - to die horribly,
painfully, a lingering death. He would beg for relesse and would be
denied it.

"T don't believe you!" he'd yelled.
Tt had laughed at him, sensing the beglinnings of doubt; panic.

Riker's mind reflected briefly on the lessons of mind
digceipline Deanna Troli had given him when they had been close. He:
made use of them now. Iin answer to the threats, he envisioned a
blazing mental thunderbolt and hurled it at the entity. Troi would
have been pleased wilith his efforts.

It had been felt, and i1t had obviously hurt, for It retaliated
by c¢losing around him further, squeezing; forcing the very breath
out of him. Riker tried not to breathe deeper to obtain air for hisg
tortured lung=a. To do so would mean actually inhaling the evil that
surrounded him, leading to possible contamination.
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Hig heart thudded painfully in hig ¢chesat as the vice-like
feeling tightened further, and mentally he writhed in agony.

#That 1is Jjust 2 mere sample of what awalts you!" It hissed.
"You cannot defeat mel You are one; I am of manyt®

"To to hellt!™ Hiker had sent back with all the force he could
mugter.

"Hell?!" It had asked. "Hell?" Forcibly It had read his mind -
in a horrific mental rape - looking for the meaning of the word:
making Riker scream in agony. "I am Hellt"

He tried to shut the entity out, to out off the malevolent
volce hy clamping his hands over his «ars, but he was toetally
immobile, and besides, the voice was within his mind.

It had gone on and on, besating away at his defences, mentally
torturing him until he felt solled, tarnished, unclean and - worst
of all - untill he started to believe 1t.

The lack of knowiling plagued his mind. Had he been here
minutes, houra, days®? He had no way of knowlng, or of finding out.

Finally, his mind unable to take any more, he had begun to lose
consclousness, when suddenly he had been ejected from the blacknesas
into the bhlinding light.

Riker felt himself heaving and spluttering for breath, still
caked in the malignant pitch-tar which seemed to permeate his hody.

Woet 4t ofFf me i he had mentally screamead.

Willing hands went to his aid; pulled him totally clear of the
alien, cleared his alir passages, touched him, reassured him.

"You're all right, Commander. Wa'ill get you back to the
ship." Had that bzen Beverly {rusher? He wasn't sure.

In fact, he wasn't aware of much more. Thay had beamed up to
the ghip and he had been lifted onto a med-trolley for the trip to
sickbay. Flashing lights passed over his haad; blurred figures
hovered in and out of hiz line of wision.

" Going... shoek... 10cec... " a disembodied volice mumbled.

s 4

"Commander. .. Will... hear me?"

A grey fog was hoverling at the limits of hi=s vision and then
moved sascross to consume him completely.

He awoke suddenly as 1f from a nightmarse, with a blinding
headache, to find himself in the slckbay - alone. That was almost
an frightening. The throb of the powerful engines tried to soothe
him, but the brightness of the room hurt hls eyes and made his head
pound even more, yet he preferred it to the darkness.

Cautlously, he sat up, gripping the side 5f the bed tightly as
the room began to spln in a most alzrming fashilion. Gradually, i1t
began to slow down and when 1t finally stopped, Riker awung his legs

over the gide.

He was dregseaed in a sickbay gown (regular i1ssue} and had bean
cleaned up. For that he was thankful, yet he atill felt dirty and

&
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in need of a shower, so he decided to head in the direction of his
guarters.

The weakness came as an unexpected shock, catching him
completaely off balance. He collapsed in an undignified heap onto
the floor, winding himself in the process, and lay gaszping
helplessly for bhreath.

Fortunately, Beverly Crusher had been cauticus and set an alarm
to ring should contact be broken bhetween the patient and the bed
senaors, ap 1t was now.

The insistent beeping alerted her instantly and she rushed into
the ward to find Riker clutching his side and attempting to get to
his knees.

"Stay where you are, Commander!"™ she sazilid authoritatively as
she came over and knelt down beside hin. "Don't panle, Jjust try to
breathe slowly — that's 1it. Good. Come on." With some difficulty
she helped him back up ontoe the hed. "Now, where did you think you
were golng?™

"M-my quarters, for a shower and a change of clothes."

She watched him attempt to guench the shaking of his limbs.

"H-how come I feel so weak?h

"It's just the system reacting. I'll glve you a boast."
Crusher turned to a side shelf and retrieved a hypo that was lying
in a tray. "I got this ready Just in casge.,"

Riker eyed 1t suspiciousliy. "What is 1t%

"Just 20ce of good old-fashioned stokaline - guaranteed to put
the colour back in your cheeks." 3She pressured the shot in. "Give
it a few minutes to take effact."

"Thanks."

vEwy, .. WLLL... How do you feael%"
"Weak -~ got a headache, that's all.™
"Sure?"

"Yaen, why?*"

HNathing - I'm Jjust doing my Job. After all, you are second in
command, "

"Yeah. I know. Sorry. It's2 this headache.™

"Okay; when you get to your gquarters, after you'wve had your
shower, take these and go to bed."

rut ~ M

"But nothing. Do as you're rold, of wou'll finidiash up back
here. I've already informed Captaln Plcard you'll not be £it for
twenty four hours. Now Zo. aAnd Will - 1f wou feel off colour, or
have trouble sleeping, any worries ~ let me know. It was a pretty
horrific experience and I'm a good listener.Y
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"Thanks, Doc. If I have any trouble, I*ll let you know.®

He stood up cautliously and finding his legs had decided to
support him, left sickbay. He wouldn't bother Crusher with his
thoughteg, 1t was probably some form of delayed shoek that just
neaedad to get out of his system Iin some way.

Cnece safely in his guarters, he had almost scrubbed himself raw
in an effort to get rid of that tarnished, soiled feeling.
Afterwards, he did feel better, but a slight remnant of the fealing
atill lingered.

Sighing, he settled himsel? on his bunk, downed the plills as
orderad and closed his eyas. Even after taking the pillse, sleep wasg
a long time coming, and for a while he didm't think he was going to
get any at all, then wilithout realising it he drifted off, a2 frown
troubling the handsome features.

Asleep, his subcanscicus was released and free to play havoge
with realilty. It didn't take long for his mind to conjure up the
creatures that only existed in nightmare situations, and every
gsingle one of them seemed intent on taking him apart.

The alleys were all dark, Ffog-Filled, each hiding something in
the shodowa. Which way should he go? Which directicn waes the safe
way home?

taone of themi?? that evil voice hiased. tatl are deatht”
"rThen I'1l1 stay here.”
MF1ll wou nowe

There wag a aound of something uwnearthly behind him. Riker
broke out in a cold sweatb.

Mihy don't you take a look over your shoulder?” the gravelly
voice auggested. Yo tuve pot a viadbort”

Somathing reached Ffor his heart, and Eiker cried out, Jerking
himsgelf awake. He was shaking; the bunk cover clung to his
preraplring body. Hip eyes fastened on the dim lilght and hung onto
1t like a drowning man would to a life r=aft.

There were shadows in his quarters; places where things could
hide. There must not be any darkness. Riker turned the lights up
and immediately felt better, bhut there would be no further sleep
that night.

He reported for duty the following morning.

"Nice to have you back, Number One," Plcard had sald, smiling.

"Thank you, sir.®" It felt good to have people around him - so
he wasn't slone.

That had been four days ago and he'd hardly slept a wink

ginece. Every time he'd closed his eyes, the nightmares came back,
o he declded to stay awake. Unfortunately it wap beginning to
show. There were dark clrcles under his eyes and lines of atrain on

the handsome features. Earlier 1in the day he had lost hiasa temper
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with Wesley Crusher when he had no cause to do go, and had told the
boy to get out of his sight. Any minute now he was expecting an
irate Beverly Crusher at his door, demanding an explanation - and an

apology.

Az he expected, the buzzer did go; but he was surprised to see
Picard when the door to his guarters slid open.

"May I come in, Number Cne?Y

"Captain."™ Riker stood back to allow him to enter.

"May I sit down?"

Riker nodded consent and looked on in amazement as Plcard
rlaced two glassmes on his desk and poured two generocus messures of
brandy into them from a decanter he had been carrying.

"Willdiam?¥ It wasn't often Picard addressed him by his firat
nama. Riker sat down opposite him and pilicked up the indlcated
glass, "It seems to me,™ his Captain continued, "I've been rather
neglectful of my duties.?

"Captain?®

Picard cleared his throat rather nervously. "lean Luc off
duty, Wiliiam.™"

Riker's mouth dropped open and he made z visihble effort to
close it.

"We've a long Journey ahead of us, filled with many adventures

both dangerous and exhilarating. Thare will bhe sorrow, but there
will also be Jjoy. If this mission i1s to be successful, we must make
a consclous effort to become a family unit - albelit a rather large
one. That meang Keeping an eye out 1f one of our number is feeling
low, o©or has some problem. It means lending a hand when needed:
listening, understanding, problem solving -~ no matter how serious or
trivial. In one word - caring."

Plieard paused teo take a sip of his drink.
"Right now, one of our family has trouble - ™

" - Yen, I know. Ii'm sorry. I shouldn't have shouted at
Wesley l1like that -~ *

"William, you are being deliberately obtuse. Let me finish.
Ag 1 was saying... one of our family has trouble, but is keeping it
to himself. His friends don't like to see him in such obviocus
pain." Plcard looked down and studied his glass in contemplation,
then looked into Riker's tired grey eyes, "Talk to me, William,.
Tell me what's wrong."

Riker's jaw tightened and he averted his eyes. The silence was
almost deafening as the Captalin walted for Riker to say something.
Anything.

"Talk to me,"™ he prompted again, softly.

The young Executive Offlicer cleared his throat melf
conaciously, “I... I find 1t hard to talk, Cap - Jean Luc."

z




~

H’!’fqhy? T

Nyeytpre my Commanding Officer, and a man I very much respect
and... I guesg... I'm also in awe of you; your reputation, your
achlevaments. "

Uiarget them. Forget my rank. I'm here ag a friend, here to
1lsten and to help 1if I can. I'm sure that between us wea fan aort
it out, whatever 1t is."

Rikear fidgeted. wy .. I... "™ He took a deep breath and let i1t
out slowly. ity afratd you'll £ind the whole thing so trivial
that - %

w4 1liam, something that gives my Executive CGfficer sieepless
nights and so obviously disturbs him 1s not trivial. So... talk to
me. "

Riker nodded. "Ghviously, it was the last... encounter."
picard nodded knowlng, but saild nothing.

"T+ began when that entity dragged me into its very soul.
Captain - I've been in 8 lot of situations, but never anything as
horrifying as that. It wasn't its appearance, but what 1t consisted
of - Jjust total evil; evarything that 1s bad, malignant, foul. it
enveloped me and tortured me - aeven, I feel, brainwashed me - made
me mtart to doubt my friends, my shipmates, my family. It eclung to
me and I can’t seem to wash 1t off, and now - " Riker shuddered to
a halt and took a deep breath to calm himself down. "Now I feel
like a five year o0ld kid -~ afrald of the dark; afraid of the shadows
hecause of what might be lurking there. To sleep means to hring

tham out into the open and I can't face them - not alone - and
yvet... oh God, I'm go tilred... " He rubbed a hand wearily across
his ayes. vput 1f I succumb to sleep, they'll be walting.

"I used Tasha's death as an excuse to hlot this out; but after
the holodeck tape, and her words to me, the grief faded and 1 was
laft with ne choice but to dwell on thie."

He gpot up sharply and paced his quarters like a caged animal;
tengion viasible 1in every movement.

#and yet, I know if I don't de something, I'11... I'1ll go
crazy." His shoulders slumped and his head bowed. "You don't have
to say anything - I know it’s stupild.”

“"No, William, 1it's neot." Pilcard placed his glass on the table,
got up and went over to Riker to place a reagsuring hand on his
shoulder. “"ITt's not stuplid at all. Believe 1t or not, what you are
golng through is a normsl reactilion, but it can be conguered. All of
us have something we fear. Any man - or woman -~ who says he is not
afraid of anything - or has never known fear - is either a liar or a
fool. Having sald that, we must not let our fear get out of hand;
i+ must be controlled, or better satill, placed in peraspaective by
heing met face to face - with help I1f necessary.

wyou must do this, Willlam, 1f you want to keep your sanity.
You muet conguer these nightmares, by facing them; and - 1f you will
permlt me -~ I will stand with you; brace you, if required."

Riker turned slowly at this and looked at Plicard with a mixture
of amazement and awe. y_you'd do thisg, for me?" he gueried.
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"Don't act so surprised, William. I'm asure if the gituation
waere reversed... " Hae lat hls volice trall off. "Eut come - findish
your drink, and then I suggest you get your head down for some
gsleap. I ghall remsain here with you, don't worry."

Riker nodded slowly. He went back to the table and downed the
rast of the brandy in one swift movement before moving to his bunk,
where he sat down.

rqurely, Jean Lucg, you'tve better things to do than to nursemaid
me -~ "

"T have my trusty old novel, William. You'lre giving me a
leglitimate chance to alt down and read 1t."

Riker smiled for the first time and made himself comfortable.
"NDoan't tell me - 1t'g another private detective novel!"

"But of course! I'11L read some to you, if you like, to help
you relax."

"Thank you. Thank you very much."

Picard waz as good 28 his word, and began to read the novel
aloud. At first, Riker seemed determined to remain awake, to enjoy
the story his Commanding CQffilcer was reading Iin such an entertaining
fashion, Sut his eyelids gradually grew heavier, and he finally
succumbed to his body'zs neeads.

Picard glanced briefly in his direction, and noticing he had
lost his audience, stopped his narratiocn. He nodded in gsatisgfaction
and continued to read to himseltf, ready to offer assistance though,
should 1t be reguilired,.

Ppuring his leng vigll, he glanced regularly at his sleeping
Priend, on the lookout for tell-tale signsa. For the first couple of
hours all was well, then Rliker moaned slightly and shifted, as if£
uncomfortable.

Picard placed hiz novel on the floor and leaned ovep his
charge. A Ffine f£1ilm of perspiration stood out on his akin, and he
segemed anxlousn. Gently, Plcard placed a hand on his shoulder and
spoke to him guietly.

"It's all right, Wiliiam - they are merely harmless dreama and
cannot hurt you. Shrug them off. Yaur friends are here with you."
He repeated this and other words a number of times, hoping they
would penetrate Riker's subconscious.

Meanwhile, his Executive Officer was once agaln surrounded by
shadows and the grip around his heart tighitened,. WPleage, Lleave me
alonet\ his mind screamed. SOMETHING loomed out of the shadows and
he stepped back. He found himself holding o two-way conwveraation
with the positive and negative sideg of hia mind. One wag telling
mim there was nothing there, the other was determined to agend him
QraEy . He waa cornaered and there wag ne way oub.

Suddenly, he genged someone at his ghoulder. Tt waga hiag
Captain, and he wag amiling.

"you'tre letting wyour imagination run riot again, Wiltliam. Look
again into the ahadows and see - there is nothing theaere. Gao on, I
am here. Together we can defeat anwthing!® The voice apoke with
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guch conviction that Riker could not help bud believe. So he 4did
logk itnto the shadows, through the fog.

wHe'a right! There ia nothing there’? There's nothing therel®
ha asaid Finally, with confidence, and gradually the light grew and
the mista disperaed (o prove him right. XYZThank you, Jean Luc.
Thank wou very much?yy

Picard nodded Iin satisfaction as Riker settled down again.
Keaping a lookout for the very first signs of trouble had made the
job so very much easler. He was sure everything would be =211 right
now, but decided to stay, Jjust in case. He picked up hia book and
carried on reading until he too began to dore.

It was the thud of the book hitting the floor that woke Riker
with a2 jump - and he was rather annoyed. He'd bheen having a gresat
dream, in the company of a real sultry redhead who -

Realisatlion dawned. It was oveart He looked at Picard who
appeared most uncomfortable in his chalr, and then glanced at the
chronomater., He had been asleep sgeven hoursat

Although Btill tired, he smiled and let out a sigh of relief.
He'd besn a fool. He should have spoken to the Captailn earlier.
He would never make this mistake again.

Picard stirred and winced as hies ecrampaed neck muscles protested
againgt the sudden movement. He stralghtened up slowly and looked
into the smililing syes of hisg second in command.

"wiildiame"”

"Evarything's fine, Jean Luc. Jugt finet®

And the smile on hig face almost 11t up the entire room.
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Ta the Enterprise crew a stopover at the famed Wrigley's
Pleasure Planet was cause for much celebration. To her Captain, it
was merely cauge ftor a severe outbreak of boredom. He reflected
that the Enterprise could be tracked anywhere in the galaxy by the
paperwork that followed inexorably 1in her wake. Every time they
made orbilt around any planet in the Federation another batch of
electronic maill descended on them. None of 1t important enough to
be boosted to them while they were on patrol, Jjust the most routine
and deadly mundane matters that doggedly hung on until they reached
civiligation agailn.

When his door buzzer sounded Flcard acknowledged 1t gquickly,
glad for any respilte. Geord]l LaForge entered looking hesitant.
Picard was known to be short tempered when swamped with routine
matters.

"Yes, Lieutenante'

"i've just returned from Wrigley's, sip."

"Congratulations, Anything elge you feel the need to imparte®

LaForge took a deep breath. "Saecurilty Officer Davis thought I
should report to you personally, sir, rather than over the com
channel. Commander Data and I went on leave together, but we aplilt
up and he hagn't returned yet." He pauged sand added worriedly,

"He's now more than an hour overdue."

Picard congulted his desk consgole. "and Mr Riker 13 on a aleep
period. I'm sure you would have much preferrved reporting this to
him?" LaForge avolded his garze. "Very waell. I'1Ll want a full
report from you, where you last gaw him, what he was wearing, all
the detalils you can. Dismisggsed, Lieutenant."™

LaForge hesitated. "Data haz never been late for anything
before, sir. Should I wake Mr. Rikepr?"

"Why‘? "

La¥orge realised too late that he had just made = fatal error.
Plcard's voice had the bark that meant trouble.
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"Well. .. I thought... er...

“"Paphaps You thought that paperwork should get priority over
the disappearance of the ship's Number Two?"

"No, sir.'
"Or perhaps -~ " He paused and his volce dropped to a low
growl, "Paphaps you thought that Mr., Riker could deal with the

matter more capably than an aging, paper befuddled Captain?
Dismissed. "

LaForge hastened towards the door only to be pulled up by a

vary forced and overly plsasant tone,. "ang, Lieutenant. I'd be
abliged if you would spread the word. The regulatlions state that no
under-age persons be allowed on Wrigleyv's Planet. If I find out who

managed to get Mr. Crusher down there, 1 will personally turn them
aver to tha Chief Medical Officer with a full explanation of exactly
what her belovad son wes introduced to."

LaForge turned bsack. "gipr, I'm sure no-one has... "

"oh yes they have, i found Mr. Crusher on the bridge this
morning and strangely quiet. My officersg were not being subjected
to the usual flood of questions and wild theories bhecause our Acting
Engign was gtaring vacantly ahead with a veary gilly grin on his
face. After some crosg-—-examination on my part and an agony of
ambarrassment on his part, I discovered exactly what he had been
doing and wherea. To his credit he would not reveal his asccomplices
but he is now on report. When last seen, even hip ears were bright
red." He preturned to his desk, then continued without looking up.

"I*m expecting your report in the next ten minutes,
Lieutenant.™

"Yog, gip.™ LaForge exlted smartly before he could land
himpelf in any more trouble. Ficard leaned back thoughtfully for a

moment and then called security.

"My, Davis, I've been informed that we have a missing crew
member. You've checked with the planetary authorities." It was
more a statement than a question.

"Yag, sir, no sign of him. We't've gsome other late-comers
starting to repori in now. All the usual reasons though, and...
er... this particular officer has never been late before."

Picard appreclated that he was unwilling to have the matter
widely known by mentilioning Data by name. "I take 1t your men are
fairly busy right now?" Several belligerent volces could be heard

in the background.

"We're just about managing, sir."

"Vapry well, I'1l1l handle this matter myself. Ficard out." He
elogsed the link to forestall any comment and then checked the duty

roster.

"Gomputer, current location of Chief MacDougall."

R B P T R T

"chief MacDougall is in Engineering 3."

Without so much as a glance at the work on hils desk Plcard



strode quickly away.

Engineering 3 wag a centre of activity under the watchful eye
of the Section Chief. She erossed to join the Captain.

"Some maintenance I've wanted to tackle for guite a while,
sir. The links to backup system three haven't been sgounding right
during the last few trials."™ She Prowned worriedly. "I tried the
standard Scott tegts on them but the - "

Flcard Interrupted hastlly bhefore sghe got too technical. "Can
they manage without you for the next few houps??

"Yeg, sir." Bhe gounded reluctant to leave. It wag rarely an
easy thing to part engineer and engines. .
"It 4is dmportant. I need someone whose discretion I can trust

and whose experlence 1 can rely on."

She met his gaze keenly, and rapildly had the situation

asgagsed. She lowered her volce to match hisas. "One of the officers
migsing on Wrigley's?" He nodded and ghe sighed. "Well, I've lost
count of the number I've retrieved from there. Net one of my lads?"

"No, 1t's Commander Data."™

Har eyes widened. "Now that's one 1'd not have thought of. I
can see why you want 1t kept gulet. Goaslp moves through thig ship
faster than a turbolift. You want me to change out of unifopme!

"Wa'll draw less attention. Trangporter % in twenty minuteg?"

She nodded agreement. "That will give me time to leave a few
instructions.” She moved away and called an asgistant over.

Pleard scanned LaForge's report and gquickly changed to some
nondeseript clothing bhefore meeting Davis and MacDougall in
transporter room 5. Mainly used for cargo, 1t was otherwise
desarted.

"Mr, Davis., you are to report to Mr., Riker if we're not back by
the time he returnsg to duty."

You dildn't wake him sipe™

"No, I did not.®

Davis missed the omlnous tone. "But it's six hours till his .
ghift, sgir." Picard stared at him and ralsed a brow. He gulped but
continued, "I didn't reallse you were goling down to the planet
personally, sir. I mean, I'm sure we can ralse a team... "

A team from Security would only draw attention to themselveg,
and that is precisely what I am trying to avoid."™ Davis suddenly
found himself pinned by a steely gaze. "Do you really believe that
a Starfleet Captain needs to be protected from Wrigziey's by his
Firgt Officer?!" He Joined MacDougall on the trangporter pad and
sglared down. "Wello"

Davis activated the console as fasgt ag possible.
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No~one was expected to beam down between shifts and the
Securlity man stationed below was more than a little startled to
realise just who his unexpected company comprised. Picard strode
past him and then turned back tec face the agtonlshed man.

""You haven't geen ug, and you will report directly to Mr. Davis
ag soon ag you are relieved." The man nodded mutely, but hils
thoughts were obviously racing.

As moon az they were out of hisg hearing range Plcard turned to
Macbhougall.

"accordling to Mr. LafForge, Data wasn't in uniform. Dregsed in
a dark shirt and blue Jeans, he was last seen entering the Pleasure
Palace. Apparently he quoted Tasha Yar about living 1life to the
full.”" He shook hils head ruefully. "Lagt time I went to the
Pleasure Palace I was a very young lieutenant, and from what I
ramember, those gixteen floors are a warren."

"Twanty three last time I was there, Captain." She glghed.
"Onee more into the breach,.. "

He smiled and led the way towards a builldling which dominated
the skyline. He didn't seriotusly expect Data to be in too much
trouble, regulations were too sirictly enforced for that, The local
authorities would have known by now, no matter what condition he
turned up in. But how could the androilid have become so involved as
to forget the time?

At the foot of the great tower was a glant flashing sign
proudly proclaiming that all twenty eight levels were now open for
their delight. Picard stared at it blitterly for a moment then
turned to Macbhougall.

"Wall, Chief - " He gestured at the monstrosity looming before
them. "ho wae start at the top or the bottom?"

"The top,” she saild decisively, and added with a sligh of long
experilence. “Then 1f we don't find him fast, at least we won't have
gso far to carry him."

Agreeing with the logile of that, he followed her over to the
hearest turbolilft. "Thaere's no way to trace one android amongst so
many people, advanced though he is. Wa ought to make them carry
communicators mo that we can track them, and to hell with theilr
privacy," he muttered sourly.

"Beats the hell out of paperwork, though, doesn't 1t?" She
grinned impudently at him and he had to smlle back, feeling like a
gschoolboy caught dodging lessons.

Twelve levels and many hours later, all traces of humour had
vanighed. They plodded doggedly on, with hils threats getting
anewers when her cajoling had falled and with much bluffling on both
parts. Occasionally they had swopped roles, MacDougall staying
Bilent while Picard playved the amlable friend, with her then
resorting to the kind of tongue lashing that kept the whole
engineering department on its toes.

MacDougall had always respected Pleard as a professional wlith a
gound racord behind him, but this genial Captain of the agilile and
inventive mingd had surprised her. Perhaps 1t was the stern and
imposing tigure that he preojected which had made it =m0 hard %o
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imagine him relaxed and at ease in such surroundings. In one
egtablishment neither of them had been able to prise any information
from the doorman, who stoutly maintalined that all customers were
entitled to absclute privacy no matter what the emergency. Picard
had glanced round ag though to make absolutely sure they were in no
danger of beling ovarheanrd. He lowered hile volce confidentially.

"Look, this guy iz a friend. We're due back on board ship in
twanty minutes and he'll be in terrible trouble. We're from the
Enterprise.” The man's eyes had widened slightly. "*"You'tva heard of
her?" A guilck nod in regponse. "Then you'll know of her Captain,
Picard? Now there's a man with a terrible temper."

"So It've heard. They all talk about him." The man had sounded
awad, but Picard had nodded seriously while MacDougall had had to
fight to keep her face straight. "yYour friend was here, several
haourg back -~ I can't remember exactly when, but he stayed a long
time. Full of questions when he went in, like one of them
time~-wastin' researchers. He wasn't half smilin' when he came back
out agaln, though.'" Picard's only response had been well railsed
brows. The man had not known of Data's next destination, only that

he had gone down ancother level.

S0 they had progressaed on downwards until they came to a
surprisingly guiet bar with no garish lights or flashing signs.

"Come on, Chief, we deserve a break. Another ten minutes won't
hurt him. I1'11 buy you a drink." And with a slight bow he waved

her to precede him.

*Seats at the bar?" she suggested.

"Anywhaere I can zit down." He slid gratefully onto a high
gtool. "Ity getting too old for this chasing about."
"Yau're not the only one. Even for an android he's got a hell

of a lot of stamina."”
"What would you like, Chilefe"

"Do you have & decent malt whisky?" she enquired hopefully of
the barman who approached.

"Ah. A discerning lady."™ His hand stopped hovering over the
auto disgpenser and he rummaged brlefly under the bar, reappearing
with a bottle in his hand. He displayed it f£for her and samiled as
her eyes 1it up. "You won't want me to spoll it by =adding
anything?" &She shook her head indlgnantly, and he turned to Picard.

"1'1]1 be gulded by an expert and have the same." He slid his
eraedit chip into the nearest slot for the charge tec be deducted, and
on impulse added, "It seems gulet Just now, will you have one
yourself?"

"1 will and I'1l be grateful. It's never mad busy in herea.
Not populayr with the younger set, but I do well enough. Mainly from
folks like yourself who like somewhere gqulet with no flashing lights

or loud music.™

MacDougall nodded and rubbed her facs. "My eyas are blinking
in unisorn with the lights.?

The barman looked at them guestioningly. "Were you dragged
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along by some youhger crewmen?" He smiled at thelr surprise. "Oh,
T could soon tell you were Starfleet personnel. You learn tTo judge
people pretty fast from behind a bar."®

Plcard sighed. "Wa'lva lost one of our younger officers,™ he
replied as MacDougall returned appreciatively to her drink. "We
know that he was in the Palace and that he seems to have been
working his way down, but we've been too far behind him all the
way. "

"What's he waaringo??

"Rlue jeans and a dark shirt. And his skin hag a yellow/gold
tint that's unmistakesble."

The man smilled. "like a seasgick Vulcan?!
"He'g been in here?" Plcard sounded surprised.

"RBatter than that, he'ms still here. Seemed a decent young
fallow. Grinning all the time, but a blt confused, so I let him
sleaep 1t off in the hack room."

"What!" Picard'es volce emerged in his customary sharp bellow
and the man's smile vanished. MacDougall prudently swallowed the
last of har drink.

"Hay, he had nothing from here. Whatever affected him, he'd
had before he got in."

"It'as all right. I believe you, he'g not a drinking man. Itts
just ironilic that after trampling all ovar this blasted bullding we
should find him as soon ag we sit down to rest." He stood and
looked questioningly at the barman whe gestured to a curtalined
doorway on thelir left. Plcard abandoned his drink and hastened
through the opening.

MacDougall paused, aghast at the thought of leaving good
whisky. The barman winked at her and proffered the glasgs. She
downed it in one swallow and winked back at him before Jjolining
Picard in his attempt to drag an apparently comatose, but still
smiling, Data to his feet.

The barman peered into the room. rdlapping them usually brings
them roundg,”™ he suggested,.

"Thanks, but it wouldn't help in this case. Itd just get a
broken hand," gasped Picard as he wrestled one of Data’s arms around
his shoulder.

"oh. Violent when he wakes up, 1s he? Well, I wish you luck
with him then." And with that the bavman retreated, leaving them to
it.

Too many people dodging payment and trouble meant that a
forcefield around the building prevented them from using the
trangporter. They were both panting and sweating by the time they
managed to manceuvrae Data down to ground level and ocutgide 1ts
influence.

Plicard toock a firm grip on Data with one hand and groped for
his communicator with the other.
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#*pPpicard to Enterprise. Patch me through to Sescurity Officer
Davis." There was a brief pause,.

"Davis hers, sir."

"We've got him. Or. Crusher should be on duty by now, Don't
give lengthy explanations, Jjust get her to trangporter room % and
then beam us up," Picard commanded briskly, and then made a grab for
Data who was gently subsiding groundwards against the valiant
afforts of Macbougall. He hoisgted the spagging Data upward again and
she peared back at him from under the android's right shoulder,

“Tag this what they mean by being a comrade in arms?" she
grinned as she renewed her grip on bata yet again.

After what seemad to be an endless ten minutes, they felt the
familiar trangporter effect take over. When thelr vision cleared
they could see a vaery startled Dr. Crusher awalting them.

"Euyll mtory later, Doctor. ¥For the momant, sufflce to say that
Commander Data has been sampling the dellights of Wrigley's for the
last few hours," Picard saild drily; and added, "we haven't been able

to rouse him in the half hour or go since we found him.?®

Dr. Crusher ran B pocket gcanner over him and frowned. Milg
seaems to have suffered some type of gensory overload.”

"He damn' well should after all he's been doing," muttered a
very tired Picard.

"Captain? 1 didn't guite eateh... "

He waved her silent with his free hand then grabbed at Data who
was glipping again. "I guppoge you want him Iin medical?"

She nodded znd briskly led the way. Plcard rolled hig eyes
heavenwards and braced himself to follow. Davig stepped forward.
"Can I take over, sire?"

"1'm gtarting to get used to him. Chief?" He looked at her
enquiringly, but she shook her head weakly.

"after getting him this far, I can manage the last bit."

They struggied out to where the Doctor was walting impatiently
in the turbolift. Fortunately the 1ift could be programmed to take
them straight into medical so no other personnel spotted them. They
heaved Pata onto the nearest examination table with mutual sighs of

raelief.

Dr. Crusher attacked a small device to Data's forehead and
after a moment the constant smile faded and his eyes blinked rapidly
gsaveral times.

"Why am I in Medical? I was on shore leave." He sounded most
indignant.

"Data, what happened to you?" Dr. Crusher leaned over him
concernedly. He frowned for a moment.

T wanted to foliow Tasha's advice about living life to the
full, so I... " His volce faded away and the dreamy smile returned

in full force.
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"Oh no, not another one.' Picard ciapped his hand to hisg head
and groaned. "I he gstartg blushing as well, 1I'1ll have him thrown
off the bridge!?

Dy, Crusher pegarded him with disfavour. "Whatever he's bean
through has obviously affected him deeply. I'1l1 need all the
information you can give me,. We may have to duplicate some of the
avents to ascertain fully... Chief MacDougall... Captain®?'" Her
volcece faltered as the two overtired officers became convulsed with
helplegsg laughter.

"Just give him a cold shower!!" gasped MacDougall and brought
them both to the deck, weakened by fresh gales of mirth.

*O% ok W W -

Sevaeral hours later Riker called in on the Captalin and
discovered him asleep a2t hig desk. He smiled.

"Is the paperwork getting teoo much for you, gip?®

"Yea, Will. Can't keep up with it at my age." He straightened
and rubbed hie eyeg. "Do me a favour and schedule Mr., Data and Mr.
Crusher to see me tomorrow, will youe"

"Do you want to gee them together, gip?"

"No, I do not. Data first, 1 think. It won't do Mr. <Crusher

any harm to walt around a little." He got to hilig feet and
atretched. "I think I'1l get some fresh alr. I need a pregent for
a friend.'" He paused thoughtfully. "More a comrade in adversity,
really."

E I

MacDougall was back on duty when one of the crewmen brought her
a giftt-wrapped package.

"Chief MacDougall, thils was outside your office,. Have you a
secret admirer, maybe?"

"Get on with your busginess and never mind mine.”

He grinned at her, unrepentant, and pasgssed over the package.
She unwrapped a bottle of best whisky and then read the sattached
note, which said simply,

"From a comrade wilth sore arms." e
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"sSipy, I'm pileking up a distress call,'" Yar reported, her
fingers darting with anxious rapidity across her board as she tried
to locate the source. The bridge crew tensed with interest and
thelr Captaln rose from the command ehalr and turned to face his

saecurity chief.
"EFrom a ship, Lieutenant?"

She shook her head, no; still concentrating. *"Tracing now, sir
- 4t originates from the planet Ludrosg. " She straightened and
walted expectantly for orders.

Just hearing the name agailn was as shocking and breath-robbing
ag an unexpected cold shower. The Betazold woman looked up at the
Captain in concern as the force of the flood of hig returning
memorlies brughed her mind. The Firat Officer had been regarding
with curiogity his superior's uncharacteristic delay in giving
orders, but when he intercepted the coungelor's solileltous scrutiny
he prome to face Plceard, speaking softly enough for only him to hear.

"Are you all right, sire?"

Picard gestured impatiently, gnapping back into action. "What
ig the nature of thelr distress, Lieutenant?™

"Tttg gome sort of chemical disagter. A chailn of explosions at
a major chemical manufacturing plent hasg caused dense clouds of
toxic gas to gpread over two large eities.” She looked at the

Captain standing below her in the well of the bridge, uncertalnty
aghadowing her mobille features.

pPleard nodded sharply in answer to the unspoken guegtion in her
ayes. "Inform them we are on cour way to assisat. Mr. LaForge, lay
in a direct heading to Ludros, warp 8. Data, what is our ETA%Z"

"Five hours, seventeen mlnutes, air," replied the androld
immediately.
"Thank yod. .t. Yar, pass that information on to them. Data,

the moment we are within sensgor range, I want » full mcan of the
planet to verlfy their story."

"Something we should know, isde?" agked Riker.

Picard met his First Officer's eyes. "Yeg, Number One. The
last time = Starfleet vessel called at that planet, one of its best
officers was murdered there."

Riker saw Data incline hisg head slightly as 1f he understood.
He opened hig mouth to inguilre further, then closed 1t again without
speaking. The Captailn's expression invited no idle gquesgtions and
Riker knew they would bhe told more 1f and when they needed to Know.
He thought he saw gratitude for his forbearance in Plcard’s eyes.
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"Shall I inform sickbay to prepare for casgualties, sir?" came
Yar's eager question, her hand already polsed over the intercom

panal.
"NO p 11}

She flinched at his harsh exclamation and Jerked her hand back
from the control ag if it had burned her. Riker and Trol exchanged
glances. Picard smiled apologetically at his startlied security
offilcer. “I'm sorry, Lisutenant." Hers was a gensltive spirit, he
knew; her mood changes were unpredictable and lightning-swift, and
ghe was easily hurt by reprimands - particularly when they were as
undeserved ag this one had been. He admonished himself for the
dismay in her eyes and wondered what had overridden the care he
always took to be particularly patient with her. He rubbed the
bridge of his noge between thumb and forefinger, trying to smogth
away an ache. "T wili inform sickbay persocnally, Tasha,' he

explalined.

Yar relaxed a little, nodded. "As you wish, sir."
He smiled at her. "Thank wyou.'" He turned. "Number Ohe,
compille a ligt of crew avallable to help with the evacuation - 1f

the disaster 1ls on a large scale, we shall need to ask for
volunteers from the civilian compiement. Data, inform gshuttle
maintenance to prepare craft for launching upon arrival at the
planet, and warn the chemical gclences people to stand by. I will
be... " ne hesitated momentarily... "In sickbay."

Picard left the brilidge slowly, almost as if, Riker thought, he
did not want to go. He glanced enquiringly at the dark-haired woman

begide him. "Iy he all right?" he agked in an undertone.

She looked at the closed 1ift doors. "Palnful memories, ™ she
sald softly, Yand much worry and apprehengion."

"Data."

The androld pushed back hisa console and stood to face Riker.
"Yeg, Commander?™

"“Nho we know who was kKilled on Ludrog?"™

"Yeg, sir."

Heads swivelled in unison towards Data. He tilted hisg head,
almost apologetically. "Lieutenant~Commander Jack Crusher of the

Stargcazer."

There was a concerted harsh intake of breath from all the
bridge crew,. LLaForge let out an expressive whistle, shaking his

head.

"The Doctor's husband!™ exclaimed Yar, her volce full of
sympathy.

"The Captain's Firgt Officer,"” sald Riker comprehendingly. One
hand reasched without thought to toueh the back of the command chalr,
ag 1f to offer support to the man whose place it was.

The man whose place 1t was suddenly slammed his hand onto the
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'Thold!' key in the turbolift. It halted obediently between decks.
Piecard leaned back against the wall and wiped a thin film of sweat
from his forehead with his sleeve, shaking his head in exasperation
at the dread with which he was approaching hig next duty. He tried
to compose an easy way to break this news to the widow of his old
friend, and rejected possgibility after possibility. He had
abgolutely no i1dea how she would react; he had not once, since she
first walked onto his bridge, predicted correctly how she would
regpond to any given situation. Of all the women he had ever Kknown,
she was the most distant and unreadable. They had an efficilent
enough working ralationship, but Plcard believed that a good Captaln
should know what made each of his key officers tick, and it
digturbed him that she was gtill as much of a stranger to him as on
her f£irst day aboard. She was on good (but not cloge) terms with
the other officers, but was always very reserved, seemed to have
made no particular friends aboard, and never attended any of the
off-duty soclal gventg. Her own company, and that of her gon,
seemed to be sufficlent for hemn. In fact, Plcard reaiised, that was
the only constant in her behaviour ~ her irrationally flerce defence
of that boy of hersa. No criticism of bim was ever permlitted; in her
eyes he would always be right about everything, even 1f the rest of
the world wasg wrong. The trouble 2z, thought the Captain, frowning,
the brat wusually is right/

Hisgs reverie was interrupted by the chirping of his
communicator. He touched his inslgnia with a finger and released
the Lif#t control with the other hand.

"Riker, sir. We are within gcanning range of... ™ He
hesitated fractionally, and Pilcard zmiled a little at hils First
Officer's tact as he continued, "The planet, =nd their story is
confirmed. Lt. Yar is continuidng to monitor thelr communications
and casgualties are reported in the thousands. ™

"Thank you, Number One. Inform relevant departments ~ except
medical -~ and gschedule a meeting of section hesds in one hour In the
bridge lounge."

"acknowledged, gir.®

Picard nodded once to himsgelf az he moved along the corridor.
As long as this was a genulne emergency, he knew he would be able to
gend his crew down to helyp - not easily, but he would do 1t. He
sguared his shoulders unconsgcilouszly as he entered slckbay. The
Doctor was working over at the far side, her back to the room,
recording readings from a wall panel display. She glanced over her
shoulder to identify hils approasching footsteps, then returned to henp
work.

"Soamething I can do for you, Captain?' she enguired.
"Ah, yves. I'g like a word with you. In privata, 1if I may."

She ralsed her eyebrows in a query that seemed somehow faintly
meoeking te him, but duly switched offf the panel, pocketed the
instruments and led the way into her office, He followed, feeling
inereagsingly uncomforitable and wilishilng belatedly that he had brought
the Coungelor along.

She stood behind her desk, offilcial, remote, having no Iinkling
of the news to come which would surely shatter her composure.
"What'!'s the problem, Captaine!
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Picard clileared his throat and could not quite meet her eyesn.
"We are en route to assist at a mejor medilcal emergency, Doctor.
Your presenca is requested for a briefing in the bridge lounge in
one hour."

"What kind of emergency?!" she asked, gsinking into her chair,
one hand preaching for a memo block. "How major?"

Y"Cagualties numbering in the thousands. There are heavy clouds
of toxiec gas covering two cities, resulting from an explogion at a
chemical manufacturing plant."™

She nodded. "Do we know what the zas 1s?Y

"Not yet."

The Dootor's head bowed as she scribbled figures on her pad,
and a length of halr fell forward over ohe shoulder. A hand rose in
an asbgsently impatient gesture to push it back again, and it reminded
Picard with a sharp paln of the filirgt time he had ever seen her make
that gqulte unconsciocus movement, many years previously. She had
looked so achingly young, that dreary November day, wearing & simple
black dresg and jacket. Her hair had been longey then, and the
chllly wind carrying the sharp smell of damp earth had whipped 1t in
tendrils, damp from the drizzle, acrass her face. She had stood
wilth only her small son beslide her, the two ¢f them alone together,
apart from the others. It had been after the ceremony, which she
had endured meoitionlesg and dry-eyed, when she had pushed back her
hair in that mow famillilar gesture before turning, her face taut with
straln, to make polilite expressiocns of thanks to the other mournersg

who had attended her husband's funeral. Pliceard had not known what
to say to her then, elther. He gwallowed hard.
"Baveriy."

9he locoked up. appearing asurprised to find he was still there,
and then frowned when hipg rare use of her first name regilistered.
"Yeg, Captaine™

He willed hls voilce to be steady. P"You should know that the
planet in guestion 1g Ludreosz."

Her face contorted as 1f he had hit her but for such a fleeting
moment he almost thought he'd imagined 1it. She regarded him
caldly. "Do you expect that to make a difference to my abllity to
handle the crisis, Captain? If so, you obvicusly can't have a very
high opinion of my profegsional - M

Picard held up a peremptory hand. "JTuat one moment, Doctor. I
only wanted you to know that 1f you would rather not take charge of
the regcue operatlion, I would understand."

She rogse to her feet behind the deszk, her fair skin deeply
flushed. " will do whatever iz required to save those people, "™ ghe

snapped, "and I gtrongly object if you ever thought otherwilise."

Picard bit back a sharp retort as he noticed her hand heolding

the stylus shaking. "T meant nce reproach, Doctor. I merely thought
that perhaps you might find the lidea ef dealling with these people
ag... unwelcome ag I do." He stared flxedly at her medlcal
graduation certificate on the wall behind her. "Az commander of

this vessel, I have no cheoice in the metter, but I am prepared to
excuse you from the responsibility."
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She looked away from him, wrapping the edges of her lab coat

acrogg each other. "I don't have any more choice than you do,
Jean-Luc," she saild, almost in a whilsper. Zhe turned her back on
him abruptlily, her volce suddenly curt. "I will be at the briefing."

The Captain watched her rigld back for a minute, struggling to
subdue the maelstrom of heaving, conflilieting emotions and longings
within himself. He wanted to shake her, he wanted to understand
her, he wanted to hold her to try to ease the pain she wouldn't
show; he wanted to tell her he wag sorry he had sent her hugband to
him daath. There were go many feelings they could share to make
both thelr burdens easier 1f only she would ever drop her defences a
little and allow it,.

"I admire your courage, Doctor,™ he sald quietly, and left the
office.

When the doors had closed, Beverly Crusher droppred back into
her chair and covered her face with her hands, shaking her head,

Picard returned to the bridge and resumed the centre seat.
While he listened to Data updating the zituation for him, he was
aware of thoughtful glances from his First Officer beside him, and
he could feel Yar's eyes burning inte the back of his neck. He
heard Data out, thanked him, then turned to regsrd Yar with an aip
of kindly patiaence. "What's troubling you, Lieutenant?”

She looked uncomfortable and began, "Sir, ag Chief of Security,
I... " then faltered and looked appealingly at Riker, who took over.

"3ir, Tasha and I have reéervations about the gafety of any
crew members beamlng down to the planet - being ignorant of the
detadls of what happened last time," he finished awkwardly.

"We hoped to discuss the situation wilith you before Dr. Crusher
arrived," added Troi.

"And we're very zorry, sir," blurted ocut Yar.

Picard sighed softly as he scanned the row of faces before him,
worry showing In varying degrees in all of them. "I appreciate your
congearn. You are right, of course, you should be aware of what
happened there last time, although I do not believe we will be i1n
any danger on this occaglon, since we will not be visiting the area
involved in the conflict." He began to pace back and forth iIin the
clear space between the command chair and the ops and con gtations,
trying to find calm, unemotional words to desceribe the horror that
had left such a2 void in his life.

"Captain. "
FPicard halted hig pacing for a moment to look at Troi. Her

ayes, dark and liquild, glanced around the bridge, encompassing all
the officers present, then returned to rest on him.

"Zupport and comfort, sir,.," she translated for him.

Ficard relaxed a little, smiled. "Thank you, Counselor - all
of you. I know you will extend the gsame consilderatlion to Dp.
Crusher; she needsg it more than I do." He took & deep breath. "Eor

yvouxr information, the planet of Ludros hag reached the equivalent
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technolaegical era of Farth's mid-twentleth century. The governing
council's first petition to joiln the Faederation f£ifteen years ago
was subsequently rejected - The reason far which will become clear
ta you pregently. Thelr second petition is currently pending; they
claim to have resolved the conflicting needs of thesir ropulation.®
His ghoulders moved slightly in a disbelleving shrug. "Time will
tell. They offer an archilipelago of tropical iglands in the southern
hemizphere for ugse ag a shore leave base in return for help from our
sclentists in terraforming the vast, arid dus=st pPlains and desert
arcas of their world.

"Stargazer was the nearest vessel at the time their ordiginal
application was being considered =0 we were sent to make the
rreliminary arrangementa, We were alsc there te investlgate rumcurs
of suppression of a minority nomadic race. For as long as their
tribes can remember these paeople were free to wander where they
chose, but the government passed a rapid auecession of new laws
which drastically reduced their rights of way over land. The
penalty for 'tregspassing' outside thelr allocated area of harsh,
unwanted desert was Iimprisconment - which was tantamount to a death
gentence to these simple people whosge religion snd philosophy
forbade them enclosed spaces. Thus two awsy teamp were regulred at
different locations.! Picard fell silent, his expression hard and
unraevaaling. Riker glanced at Troi automatlcally for some
impresaion of the Captain's feelings, and was not reassured Ly the
obviocus tension in her slim frame and the compasgslion glowing in the
dark eyes, which never left the Captain’'s facea.

Picard resumed his narrative with an affort, his voice bitter.
"I beamed down to the capital ity with a team of diplomats and
soclologlsts and gpent the day In discuszsion with the governors. Mzr
First Officer took a umall away team dressed in native cogtume to
mingle with one of the nomadic tribes to try to ascertain the
truth. They had to be disguised because although most of the people
on the planet were technologically advanced enougsh to be told of our
existence, these nomads were not: they were stiil living in the
middle ages.

YAround mid-day - " A pulse throbbed vizsibly in hilsgs tempile,
and his hsnds gripped =sach other. " ~ the nomads were attacked by a
gang of youths from the nearegt city." Woprf growlad in hilza throat.
Picard's hands opened before him, palms uppermost, in unconsgcious
rleading. "My people ware unarmed, Crusher. ., . He bought escape
time for the rest of the away team with his lifa, The others mads
it to the shelter of zome nearby cavey where the natives were afraid
to go, and were able to beam basek aboard unnotilced. Two of the
nomads were al#o killed. The tribe surrounded the badies; they Jjust
sat there in the raging heat for the whole day, watching them in
sllence. Because of the Prime Directive I couldnt*t... go down to
bring him home until afiter nightfall, when they finally moved off to
set up thelr camp.”

There wags silence on the bridge. Tears glistened in Troi's
eyaes., Wort locked am 1f he wanted to tear something apart with his
hands. Yar looked like she would have helped. LaForge mat
motlonless, hig chin resting on a nlenched figt. Data watched
everycona intently, trying to analyse theilr exproagsions. Rlker had
eyes only for the Captaln, whoze pacing hed taken him to the door of
his ready room. He glanced back half way over his shoulder., and
said fiavly, "Take over, Number One," and the doars cloged after
him.
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Shortly before the briefing was due to begin, Riker went on
ahead of the others into the ready room. Picard turned, startled,
from staring out through the viewdgcreen.

"Tg 1t that time already?"
#almost." The First Officer held out the sheaf of computer
printouts. "I thought you might want to gee the latest reporis

before evaeryong arrives.”

The Captain took them and seated himself at the desk. He
motioned to Riker to take the place beside him and began to atudy

the reports. Riker watched him for & few minutes, then sald
hesitantly, "I won't mention this again, but I'm very sorry. It
must have been... " Words failed him and he shook his head
helplessly.

piecard looked steadily at the younger mah. "T hope you'll
never know how 1t faeels to have ordered a man to hig death, Number
One. Perhaps now you'll undersgtand something of my szide of the
digagreement we had that Firat day you were aboard. You see - " He
gtarted blindly at the deck. "] was originally going to lead that

team, and Jack deal with the diplomats - but he hated all that red
tape even worse than I did, so we changed over.'" He looked back at
Riker. "7t should have been me who died that day. It wag around
that time that Starfleet finally decided that Captains were too
valuable to be risked on away teams. Fivat Officers, 1t seems, are
congidered more expendable.” His voice was very bltter as he
finished.

Riker straightened in his chalr, "1 do sympathise with your
reagons, sir, but that 1= a subject on which we must agree to
differ. Starship Captalns are notb expandable, and I =hall not back
down from that opinion.™

"No," agreed Plecard with deceptlive mildness. "ot until you're
a Captain, anyway."

gRiker flushed hotly in sudden embarragsment, and Plcard
mercifully returned his keen eyes ta the report, becoming appavently
engreossed In 1t. A few minutes later he sald quietly, without
looking up, "And I won't mentiocn thils again, but Jack Crusher was
the bagt First Officer I've ever had."”

Riker bowed his head in respectful understanding.
"intil now."

The laat two words were spoken so casunlly that 1t took a few
momentg for thelr impoxrt to dawn on Riker. Vaery slowly, =2 pleased,
disbelieving grin tinged with pride replaced his stunned expression.

The two men moved to the more spacious officers' lounge where
t+he bhriefing commenced. it proceeded very affliclently angd lasted
for more than an hour. The FEnterprise was 1in subspace communication
with the afflicted planet and all necessary datalls had been
obtained regarding the scale of +the disaster and the most urgent and
specific needs of the population. The planet's councillors were
only too relieved to hand over full control of the rescue
co~ordination te the approaching starship, having nelther the
technaology nor the resources to deal effectively with the crials.

Picard outlined the situation to rhe mectlion chiefs present and
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then sat back, allowing 1deas and suggestions to be aired and
discugsed to their logical conclugsions. Each of the bridge crew was
to be deployed accordling to thelr talents. LaForge volunteered to
help at the area of the original devastating explosions by using his
uniqgue, extraordinary vision to locate survivorg trapped in the
rubble of half the industrial estate which had been destroyed. Wopf
and Data also volunteered to asgsist in this area where their
guperior strength could be put to the best use in shifting debrig.
Yar all but demanded to be allowed to head a security team to
protect the away team; Plcard agreed at once. Nobody leooked at D,
Crusher. Riker and PFPicard were to co-ordinate the entire regcue
operation from the bridge where they could most convenientliy
maintain the essential constant contact with all of the most crucial
areas invoived - the planet surface, shuttlecraft, transporier rooms
and the medical section. Bridge personnel manning ship’s sensors
would have To work closely with the transporter rooms, relaying
co-ordinataes and numbers of victims, and with the medical department
which wag to set up a triage on Hoelodeok I which would be programmed
as a huge slckbay.

The gectlion heads left the briefing, all loadad with notes and
lists, to organise theilr departments. Plcard watched thoughtfully
ag Deanna Troi and Beverly Crushelr left together, deep in
conversation. He was grateful to the Counselor for offering to help
with the wounded, knowing that she would also keep an unobtrusive
eye on the doctor's well-being. During the briefing, the doctor had
been 1n full control of any negative feelings zhe might be
expariencing, and outlined her plans and requirements of the other
departments with preclse efficlency. She surely can't be Ffinding
this ae ecasy a2 she appears to ke, Pleard thought doubtfully. He
had seen a minute erack In her armour earlier in her office, 1t
wasn't just hisg Imagination. Wag 1t° Well, whabtever her feelings
may or may not be, he chided himself impatiently, she's cersainly
handling the situation better than I am so Ffart Snapping out of his
contemplation, he found only Riker left in the room, walting for him
by the door, having correctly anticipated his praference for
continuing their work in the rsady room. They settled down guickly
and embarked together on the complicated task of drawing up a2 rough
schedule for the avallable crew and the cilvililian complilement who had
velunteered thelr services en masge tao be assigned to the jcobsg where
they could be of most use.

In gickbay, Beverly (Crusher finlshed briefing her assembled
staff on the priorities and procedures to be used in treating the
thousands of Ludrosans who would pags through thelr hands in the
next few days. Only the mozt critically 111 were to be kept akoard;
thoge who had been merely trapped inside bulldings and werse
unaffected by the gas were to be beamed directly back down to
praarranged zate locatlcons on tha planet, and a2l)l the cases between
these two parameters were 1o be given emergency treatment and then
relocated Iin planetside hospiltals, according to their needs.

The doctor dismissed her staff with a smile and a few words of
encouragemant, and ingtructed them to proceed to Holodeck I where
200 wvolunteeras (untrained but willing) were walting to be apprised
af their duties. Ag the maln body of tThe medical staff left
sickbay, a long figure entered against the flow af people and headed
straight for the doztor.

"Hi, Mom,. They told us after clasza we're going to assist at an
aemergaency and everyone can do something to help ~ what shall I deo'r
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The doctor looked at her son standing before her, hig face
alight with eagerness to help, and swallowed against a sudden
tightnegs in her throat. She szmiled and held out her hand to him.
"Come =it with me for a minute, Wes. I want to talk to you."

Picerd glanced up enquiringly as hig Firagt Officer swore softly
under his breath. The younger man scrubbed at his pad with
unnaecessary vigour to erase a page of notes and grinned ruefully at
the Captain.

"I just had half of pecurity team C in triage and half off duty

Picard looked puzzled. "What's wrong with thate"

"And half helping in transporter rooms 1 to 6," he finlshed,
clutching his forehead in mock despalr.

Hig companion smlled in sympathy. "Anyone would think maths
wagn't your strong point!®

Two heads bent over their work again, but lifted sharply in
perfect unison almost Ilmmediately as gsounds of shoutlng on the
bridge reached them. The Captailn frowned and stood up, muttering,
"What the hell... 2" He began to move towards the dooar as the
commotion drew nearer, but Riker leaped up from his seat and crossed
the intervening distance in a blur of movement to stand between
Plcard snd the door, his hand reaching automatically for where his
Phaser would have been 1f he'd been wearing one.

The doors opened and Wesley burst in twiating out of Yar's
restraining arms, yelling at her to leave him alone. Riker relaxed
from his protectlve position and stepped aslide, only then noticing
the foreboding, later—for-~you glare on his Captain's face. As
Plcard's eyes returned to the cause of the disturbance, he appeareaed
to be noticeably tengser than his Firast Officer. Unknown aliens and
advergaries he had a chance of dealing with, but children... !

Yar began to apologise to the Captain but he waved her worried
explanation aside with 2 smile, and she left the ready room with a
backward, incredulous glance at Wegley. The youth stood Fjust a few
feet away from the Captaln, who, to hiz inward surprige, had to
raige hils eyes slightly to meet the boy's ragilhng expression. {(When
di7d he suddenliy grow that tall®? he wondered irrelevantly. ) His face
was pale and set in hard lines that totally transformed the usually
cheerful countenance in a way that unnerved the two officers
slightly. Riker moved towards him, a friendly hand extended, but
Plcard's curt, "Leave us, Number One. I believe 1t's me that Actlng
Ensign Crusher wants to gee," stopped him completing the movement,
and he walked obedlently on past and out of the room.

Picard folded his arms. "You do¢ have an explanation, I
pregume?”

Wesley took a step forward, hils body almost rigild with
suppressed fury. "I came to tell you," he gaid harshly, "you can't
do thism®

His commanding officer drew bhimself up to his full helgnt, his
armeg dropped to hisz sildes. "You forget your position, Acting
Ensilgn,™ he =said sternly.
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"I don't glve a damn about my position!" came the fierce

response, "but I do care about my mother.? He moved closer, his
fiste rising slowly {(and quite unknowingly, judged Plcard) until
they were level with hils chest, "I'm not going to let you treat her

like thig.™
"To what, precilisely, are you aobjecting??

Park eyes blared in regsponse. "Don't tell me you don't knowt
Are you so callous you can’t even lmagine how she's feeling? You
can’t make my mother help those... those murdereprai®

Picard could feeil the boy's hoti, ragged gasps of bresth on his
face. He did not move baclk. "Did she tell you I was making her do
1it?" he asmked sharply. He ztudied the filigure standing before him,
radiating righteous fury from eveaery pore as only the young can, and
despite hieg own anger, found a feeling of Zrudging respect growing
wilthin. He had never liked the precoccious interference thig brat
displayed all too often, but this fierce defence of someone he carad
for (however migplaced) wasm something he could identify with.

"OF course yau're making her do itt!" expladed Waesley. "She'd
never betray my father if you weren't making her - ¥

"That's encough!”™ ganapped Picard.

"Oh, no, 4t dsn't, not nearly enought!" His voice was choked
and hlg eyes bored accusingly inte the older man's. "You have no
soul! It isn't encugzh for you that my father died because of you,
is ditw Now you're trylng to destroy my mothepr - "

His words rubbed salt into a wound so recently reopened and
Ficard’'s right arm drew back wlth a Jjerk. He saw the flgure in
front of him flinch, and horror dawned Iin his own eyas at the
reallsation of how close he wag to hitting this - this ohilgd. He
spun away wilth a harsh oath and laid his hands flat on the table,
arms straight, head howed between them, forcing himself to breathe
deaply. There wag =zilence in the room.

When he was gure he was in control of himself, he turned round

glowly to face hilis hnemesis. Wesley had not movead. The mien of the
tall, lean lad - the feet braced slightly apart, shoulders back, the
chin jutting out stubbornly forward - suddenly produced a rughing

surge of aching famllilarity in the Captaln, and he was amazed he had
never before notlced the gtrong resemblance this boy bore to hism
father. He hag ceritainly inherdited hism father's knack of knowing
which butbons to push to Znvcke a strong reaction in me, he
reflected ruefully. He suddenly becams aware that the face beafore
him wasg as white as he'd ever zeen on anyong who wasn't actually
uncongclous, and that he wasz beginning to tremble.

"You'd better =1t down," he saild flatly.

The youth merely looked a2t him for a minute, hig Jaw clenched,
and then droppsad with rather startling suddenness into the nearest
chair. The Captain leaned againgt the edge of the table and
gurveyed him.

"You're not feeling -~ um - faint, opr anything, are you?" he
agked doubtfully.

Wesley shook his head once, his accouslng ayes never teaving the
Captalin's face. Picard was not convinced, and alarming visions in
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his head of an overprotective mother coming to claim her cub and
finding him pessed out on the floor of his office prompted him to
dial up a cup of coffee on the procesgor and place it on the table
in front of him.

"Drink some of that, pleage.

Wegley lgnored 1it, and him. Picard ran a hand agiltatedly over
the top cof his head. "Do you really believe what you said to me
just now?" he asked slowly.

Once agailn came that stubborn 1ifting of the ¢hin, and dark
eyes regarded him coldly, unblinking, walting to see what hils next
move would be.,

"1 don'*t know what you want from me!" Plcard exclaimed in
exmepperation. *and 1 certainly haven't all dey to spend coaxing it
out of you, so I'1ll just say this, and if you're not prepared to
talk, you can leave." He began to pace slowly back and forth in
front of the moving gstarfield on the viewscreen, a hand rubbing his
chin as he thought. Wesley's eyes followed his movements as 1f
hypnotised, back and forth, back and forth...

"Firzst of all, I am not putting any pressure whatsoever on your
mother to organise thils rescue. The cholce is hers alone.'

"Vau're iying!'" The accusation was forced out through gritted
teeth.

Ficard regarded him gravely, gurprising himself by suddenly
understanding why he would not want to believe this, "No, Weesley,
I*m not lying."

"Ryt why?'" cried Wesgley, bewilldered, hurt, angry. "Why should
she choosge to help them? They murdered my father!"

The Captain sensed dimly that whatever words he used now would
remain with the boy for a long time. He spoke quietly.

"Your mother is a very caring person. Thisg is not going to be
easy for her, but as a doctor she has pledged an oath to save all
the lives she can, and she i1s too dedicated to her profession to
allow her personal feelings to interfere with her duty." The boy
looked as 1if hiag world was falling apart. "I+ does not mean she
loves your father any less," Plcard continued firmly. "Furthermore,
you cannot -~ you must not - blame an entire population far the deeds
of a few misguilded individuals."™ He looked at the floor. “In fact,
before you came in, I believe I was gullty of that prejudice
myself.™

Hyout®

Plcard nodded. He tried to smile, and hisg volce was gentle.
"vYou zee, whatever you may think, your Father and I, we... we ware
very close. 9o T didn't want to help these people any more than you
da. But as Starfleet officers, and as decent human beings, we can't
let hundreds - or even thousands - of people die - as they will 1f
wa don't help them; you must realise tThat - because of what happened
hevre long ago."

Waesgley bowed hiz head and did not speak.

Picard tried to explalin further. "Many buildings have
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callapsaed in the area of the filrst explosions - there are hundreds
of people buried under tons of rubble. There are two cities full of
people who are trapped inglde buildings ~ homes, offices, sgchools,
hospltals; they can't leave because of the gas clouds. Many of them
have been without food and water for the three days gince this
happened. When they look out of the windows they see the ptreets
littered wlth dead bodiles of strangers and friends who could not
reach shelter quickly enocugh. There is no way for the rescuers to
reach these people ~ the last report salid that over a hundred
desperate individuals have died trying to reach theilr families."
There was silence for a minute. FPicard watched the motionless boy
and could not tell whether his words had had any effect or not.
Struck by sudden lnespiration, he added gently, "Your father would
not have wanted us te lgnore thelr need for oupr help.™

A hand came up to cover Wesley's face and his shoulders began
to shake. Pleard realised with horror that the boy wasg crying. He
backed away a few steps and looked at him helplessly, wondering what
the hell to do. He glanced towards the door, half-guilltily, half
hoping that gomeone would arrive to take charge, but 1t remained
firmly shut. Hiz gaze returned to the guilietly sobbing boy. Hea
thought of summoning Troli who would gense what he needed, or Tasha
who couldn't bear to see anyvone 1n distress and would rut her arms
around him, or Riker who seemed to undersztand the boy - hell, sven
Data would probably have a better ldea of how to resct than he did
now! He cleared hiz throat.

"Shall I call your mother, Wesley?"

The youth shook his head violently, his face stlll hidden 1in
his hands. The Captaln congidered contacting her anyway, but
refrained from doilng soc - it would hardly improve his tempastuous
relationship with the child to mect against his wishes at such a
delicate moment. He rubbed hils hands together in embarrassed
indeclsilon, then approached the boy cautiously, almost as 1f he
might explode at any moment. He reached out tentatively to touch a
lean arm.

Nothing happened. He swallowed hard. He tried again, moving
his hand to pat the shoulder awkwardly and said as kindly as he

could, "Come on, now, there's no need for thig."

This had more of a result; the boy made a visible effort to

stop crylng and scrubbed at his eyes wlth hig fists. "Sorry," he
said, sniffing. "But I'm all there is to look after Mom, and T
thought... "

Pleard withdrew his hand thankfully, now that the boy had
gained a precarious conirol, and pushed the cooling cup of coffee
towards him. "Now will you drink i1te™

Wesley sipped obedlently at the beverage and the Captailn
regarded hm thoughtfully. The child considered himself responsible
for his mofher? The idea wag intriguing, if faintly ludicrous.

"Your mother may need y¥our support in the forthcoming days. I
hope she knowg she already has mine - as you do, i1f you should

reguire 1t," he added as an awkward afterthought.

Wesley sat up sgstraighter, looking suddenly older. PI*1ll take
care of her.!

Picard looked at him keenly. "I think your father would have
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been proud of you."

Eager dark eyes were turned on him in an expresslion of burning
hope. "DYyou really think sof?"

Uncomfortable at the desperate longing his impulslve remark had
engendered in the young face, Plcard thought hard, tryling to be
honest and to push away his own adversariasl feelings towards the
boy. He considered impartially his undeniable intelligence, his
mature grasp of ship coperations, the number of times he had been
instrumental, either directly or indirectly, 1n saving lives aboard
the ship. With great relief he was able to give the boy the ansawer
he wanted, truthfully.

"Yes,™ he gald firmly. "1 know he would.” Wesley's face
glowed with pleasure. Picard was a little surprised. "I'm sure you
don't need to hear that from me - your mother must have told you

before."

"Yez, she has, but,.. well,” he shrugged slightly, "ahe would,
wouldn't she? Belng my mother."

Their eyes met and a look of mutual understandlng flashed
between them. Plecard smiled a little, thinking of the woman they
were diliscussing. "Yes, I suppose she would. But you can bhelilieve
her, you know.”

The boy rose and walked over to the tall, harrow viewscreen and
stood, gazing out into the starlit darkness. "Dad told me he'd take
me into space to see the stars cone day."

Picafd wag a iittle confused. "Your mother told you he sald
that, you mean?"

An emphatic shake of the head. "Y pamember him telling me."
He looked around to see the surprise on the Captalnts face. "1 do
remember him," he said vehemently, "and no-one can take that away
from me." He leaned hils forehead against the gcreen for a minute,
ag 1f he was very tilired. Plcard watched him covertly, hoping he
wasn't golng teo start crying agsin. Then Wesley straightened up
and, noticing the faint mist of condensation left by his breath,
tpaced something on it with a finger, with apparent almlegsness.
Plicard glimpsed the marks before they digsipated in the heat of the
room, and sighed softly. NCC 2893. He had never reallsed it
before, but now he realised that the Stargazer's registration code
must be as deeply ilngrained in the bhoy’'s consclousness as 1t was in
his own. He knew he had not been gilving this youngster any rart of
what he owed him. He sat down and gtretched out comfortably in the
chailr, crossing his ankles and resting his arms on the supporta,
deliberately projecting an air of relaxation, as 1f he had all day
to talk.

"Psall me what you remember,” he invited.
Wesgley glanced round. "Really?!" There was barely suppressed
eagerness in his tone, and gullty stabbed at Plcard - would it really

have been such a hardship to have talked to the boy about this
baefore?

"Roaglly. I'm interested."

"Well, 1t's not very many things,!" Weasley admitted
reluctantly. nput they're gulte clear, like holovids. One is of
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him and Mom teaching me to play ball in a park somewhere. It was

one of those balls that change cclour in the ailr. And the sky was
greaen,”" he added as an afterthought.

"aAipha Centauri!"™ exclaimed Ficard, suddenly remembering a
brief ghore leave stopover there when (Crusher had met up with his
family.

Wegley shruggred. "Mayhe. I don't know. But besmst of all - "
hig expression grew abstractad, his eyes seeming impessibly dark -
"7 pemember one night 1°d had a bad dream and he came In and pilcked
me up and held me on his lap. He talked to me for a long time that
night. It was the last time I saw him."

"Can you remember anything he saldt" asked Plcard, genulnely
curious.

A nod. “"Everything, I think. He took me to the window and
showed me the stars, and told me cne day families would be allowed
to live all together on starships, and then he'd take me and Mom
along with him. He told me about the Stargazer, how mhe looked
sllver in stariight and gold in guniight ~ and how horrible the
coffee tasted.™

A chuckle escaped the Captaln at the forgoetten memory hls words
revived - hig Firast Offlcer who had braved danger and endured
injuries in stole gilence -~ but who never stopped complaining about
the coffec!

"And," the voice continued, zounding distant and dreamy, "Yhe
told me stories about hils Captain.”

Picard crossed the roam, almost unconsciously, to touech the
fineiy-crafted model of hilz former zhlp and wondersd what kind of

gtories his friend had told hisg infant son, He recalled many long
evenings spent talking, sharing their dreams and theilr hopes, thelr
pasta -~ and the glowing teles of a beautiful young doctor-wife and a

very precious son.
"He told me storleg about you., too."

Wesley turned with a delighted smile and the Captalin held his
gaze, senging that, somehow, some of the antagonism between them had
dlagsolved forevear. At that moment the door chime sounded and the
door opened. The two occcupants of the room turned in unison to
encounter the =zhip's medical officer entering rather hesiltantly,
looking distinetly apprehensive.

"Dootor, " Plecard greeted her politely.
"Hi, Mom." Wesley went cover and hugged her.

“She looked from his still tearstalned face to the Captailin, and
back agailn. "Is everything altl right?" she aszsked her son anxilously,
reaching up to push an unruly lock of hair back from hlg forehead i1n
a gesture only a mother would use - and be permlitted to use. "You
went off so upget - you didn't give me a chance to explaln. Itve
been looking everywhere for you."

"Everything's fine, Mom," her son reassured her. He glanced
questioningly at the Captaln. "Tan't 1%, gire"

PMmme Oht Yas, fine," Picard ncdded. "We were Just - um -
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having a chat, Doctor.?

She still locked mystified. Wasley faced the Captain and gtoad
to attention. "Thank wyou, gipr," he gald in some embarrassment, "and
I'm sorry."”

"Don't mention 1t," responded Pilcard automatically, unable to
stop himself from adding gruffly, "but don't let it happen again!'"”

When mother and son finally left the poom (not without a
lingering suspleclous glance ocver the mother's shoulder), he heaved
an encrmous sigh of relief and wiped hils forehead wilith z gleave. He
felt as 1f he had Just battled single-handedly with a ship full of
Ferengi! He gathered up the notes he had been working on and paused
by tThe tank recesged into the wall. He polnted a finger at the
elegant liconfish within, which regarded him unblinkingly. "Don't
ever get involved with families!" he warned i1it. When he was certain
enough seconds had elapsed for the Crushers to have vacated the
bridge, he left hig ready rcom, and had to suppress a gmlle at the
way everyone very carefully did not turn to look at him. Only whan
he had resumed his command station did Riker glance at him with
raised eyebrows in silent engulry. Plicard shook hils head briefly,
then remembered something. He agsumed a stern expressgion.

"At the risgk of rehashing an old subject, Number Ona, tell me -
wag 1t strictly necessary toc leap in front of me in such a heroic
mannep?"

Riker studiled the deck. “"Sorry, sir." He did not look sorpry,
merely falntly embarrassed. "But 1t might have been Q back again.
Or anything, really." He looked innocently at his commanding
officer. "Mightn't 1t, gipeo"

"Hmmmph !  Plcard leaned back in his chair and slung one leg
over the other, regsting an ankle on the other knee. "I think you
need to take gsomething for your nervest?

* 0 K K X%

Ludros became distinguishable on the forward viewer precisely
whaen Data had predicted. Plcard's jaw clenched involuntarily at the
slght of the orange-red planet he had left with such a heavy heart
all those years ago. LaForge manoceuvred the ship expertly into
orbit and Pats complied with Riker's order for full screen
magnification; sillence fell on the bridge as they all stared at the
ominous grey smudges marring the scattered whlte clouds of the
planet's atmosphere. Picard touched the intra-ship comm control and
his voice broke the tension.

"This is the Captailn. We are now orhiting Ludros. Remembenr
this 1s going to be a long Job, lasting a minimum of several daye,
and it won't help anyone down there if you all work yourselves into
the ground in the flrst twenty four hours. Po not neglect to take
your alleocated rest perilicds: our medical facilities are needed for
the victims of this disaster - not for worn-out rescuers. Thank you
all, and good luck." He closed the circuit and stood to face his
chief of security. "Tagha, take good care of the away team,
please."

Ehe returned his look, knowlng this was more than & rhetoric
order. "I will, sgip."

He nodded hisgs thanks. "Bridge crew, dismiss to your assigned




tasks. Everyone - be careful."”

The offlcers left eagerly to begin what they had prepared
carefully for. Riker assumed hiz position at the bridge scanners
and flicked open the comm channel to the transporter room. Ficard
attended to the flashing light dindilcating an Incoming message from
the planet, and 2o the massive rescue operation swung inte action.

The crew worked long hours, giving of their begt in their
individual dutles so that the rescue as a whole proceeded ags
efficlently as 1f they had spent weeks insteasd of merely hours
praparing rfor it. The transporters were Iin constant use, day and
night, beaming up natives trapped inside buildings, and casualties,
and beaming down rellef shifts for the crews working planetside.
The shuttiecraft, hurriedly adapted by engineering for the purposge,
proved to be more expedlent at spraying the lethal gas clouds with
the neutralising chemical than the light aircraft the Ludrcesans had
been using dnitially - three of which had erashed, killing their
pilots, after they had been overcome by the toxic fumes seeping into
their 'planes. It took two days and nighits of spraying before the
2louds thinned enough for the effect to bae noticeable aon the hridge
viewgscreen.

Picard was very well aware of the need to sustalin the morale of
his crew duridng such an exhausting, often digtressing, mission.
Accordingly., he spent many of his off-~duty hours walking through the
ghip. giving suppert and encouragement to crew members and ordering
off duty those whom he congldered too fatigued toc continue; where
nacessary, taking over their tagke himzel?f until a replacement ~ould
be found. He monitored the mood aboard very closely. The £first
thirty six hours onr so passed juieckly for everyone in a blur of
adrenalin as they all operated at the peak of thelr abilities, but
thig optimistic air degenerarved gradually oaver the mecond and third
days ag people tired with the long hours of Intensive effort thay
ware all working, and becams depressed by the meemingly endless
streams of casualties arriving, injured, sgshocked, choking, many
dying in slow pain from the polison in their lungs. Medloal supplies
which should have lasted tThe Enterprise for yvesrs to come began to
dwindle, and the cehief engineer commancead peporting hourly to the
Captain on the effects thoe constant drain of z2hip'e systeoms
(particulavrly the trasnsportersg) was having on the ragerve power
lavels.

On the evening of the third day, Picard and Riker ate a hasty
maenl together in the main dining hall. There was little of tha
usual chearful bustle of people in the large room: 1tz occupants
spoke in subdued tones, and moved with uncustamary lethargy between
the food processors and the tables. Ficard glanced around the
sparsely occuplied room and counted gix people wvawning at the asame
time. He shook his head. "Something tells me thesa people arsn't
following my orders about taking proper raest perlods too precisaely,”
he said darkly.

Riker pushed asglde hisg empty plate and reached for his coffea.
"You can talk,"” ha commented. AR I A

"I'm not doing any more than they are," retortad the Captaln.
Riker let the unlikely statement pass. "L juat hope we run out of
casualties before cur people’s energy and the medilical supplies gilve
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out." He took a sip of his drink and pulled a face. "Ugh! What'yg
happened to the damn teags"

The First Officer tried his coffee, pulled an identical face
but drained the cup anyway. "Got to keep body and soul together
with something,'" he said in answer to Picard's ralsed ayabrow.
"I'11 check on the procesgasor.”

"Right. Well, 1f you're ready... 29

Riker stood up when his Captain did, then suppregsed a groan,
his hand moving to rub below his rib cage.

"What 1s 1t?" Picard asked, concerned.

"Indigestion," replied his companion ruefully. "And 1t wasn't
the coffee, elthert! Just an occupational hazard of the past few
days." They collected up their trays and moved towards the exit,

but Picard paused, looking across the room. Hig First Officer
followed the line of his gaze and saw a figure glumped over a table,
head buried in his arms, his meal untouched on the tray before him.
From the tufts of distinctive grey hair showing, he was recoghnisable
as the chilef transporter technician, who wasg due to retire shortly.
Riker put a hand on hils Captain's arm to stop him heading for the
table and handed him hies tray. "I'1l see to him, gir. You get some
rest."

Plcard nodded his thankg. "You too, Will -~ that's an order. I
don't want to hear any more rumocurs of a ghostly presence bearing a
remarkable resemblance to my First Officer roaming the ship at
night."

Riker grinned. "or coursé, there haven't been any similar
rumours about your doppelganger, sir," he aaid rointedly.

"Precisely my point," returned Picard seriocusly. "We can't
both keep gpending half the night up warking - at least one of us
must be well rested. I have things to check on tonight.™ The
reagon for thelr nocturnal vigits to departments most involved in
this mission was so obvious to both men that there was no need to
discuss 1t.

Riker gave in, nodded his acqulescence and they parted
company. After dieposing of their utensils, Picard proceeded
towards sickbay once again, feeling that he must be wearing out the
route to the department with his recent frequent vigits ~ all
fruitless attempts to see Beverly Crusher, Har well-being remained
a minor but nagging worry to him amid thilis plethora of major
worries.

He reached the dimly~-1it department, crowded with extra beds
but surprisingly quiet apart from the occcasional moan orp cough from
patients. The medical staff gshowed ag shadows moving noiselegsly
between the beds, their faces 1it eerily by reflected pinpoints of
coloured lights from the moniltors. This area, Picard knew, was
being kept aside for the most seriocusly 11l and injured cagualties;
moat of them were uncongelous and many were hooked up to life
support systems. A shadow detached itself from checking a monitor
and moved towards the Captain; as it approached him he recognised
the olive complexion of the department's third in command, Dr.
Ayubi. He motioned respectfully for silence as Pleard began to
speak and drew him into an adjoining lab and closed the door. They
both biinked in the comparatively bright light.




[N
e

"What's the zsituation?”

Ayubl passed a hand wearily over his eyes. "We're coplng,
sir. They keep sending us casualities, we keep treatling them. If

they survive, we take care of them - 1if they die, we gend the bodias
back down or thelr families to dispose of." He forced his
shoulders back. "Sorry, ain. T didn't mean to soundg - W

"It's 21l right, Doctox, I understand. Take heart; =211
paersonnel on the away teams report we're well over the worst of 1t
now. The gas clouds are practically invisgible from the bridge, and
one of the oltles hag been declared sasfe."

Ayubi nodded gratefully. PILownow, The numbers of incoming
woundad are less now - just noet lesz encugh."

"They won't ba less enough untll they've stopped,” agreaed
Picard. "Where 1s Dr. Crashere?

"She's in surgery.”
Nagain?®

"No, glr. Still."

ol But the last time T askaed wasg - " he checied the
chronomatar - "ten hours ago!®
"Shae's doling a magnificent job - I've never seen ahnything like

it," Ayubi said with admiration. "I assigted her for four hours
thig morning and her stemina 1l unbelievable."

Picard hid hig constevnation with the skill of an experisnced
commander. "You're all doing a magnificent job, Doctor,™ he said.
"lLLet's hope 1t won't have to be for muach longer.V

The Arab zmiled, looking momenterily lezsz tired. “"Thank you,
gip."

They returned to the relative gloom of sickbay, and Ayubi left
the Captalin's slide hurriedly as the subdued bleeping of one of the
life support machines changed to an ominougly flat sounding tone.
Two nurges arrived simulitaneously but Ayubl shook hig head at them
and began dejectedly to disconnect the apparatus, Picard left
guletly, knowing there was nothing he could do here.

As he rounded a corner of the corridor, something small and
fagt-moving crashed intc his legg. The Captaln grunted and bant
down to rubh his assaulted kneeaecaps, glaring at the young child who
was backing away from him in wide-eyved alarm.

"Haven't your parents vaught you not to run round cornersatT™!" he
demanded testily.

Refore the girl could anzwer, there cama the sound of many
small Tootsteps and a bhuzz of chatter. Ficard straightened up to
see a party of a dozen chlldren approaching in a more orderly
fashion, being shepherded along by Wemley Crusher, who stopped in
digmay when he saw the gullty expraessgion on the face «of his
recaleitrant charge.

"Tharma, didn't 1 tell you not to run round corners?" he agked
reproachfully.
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She ran to him and hid her face zgainzst his leg, sure of her
welcome despite the reprimand. He bhent down to pick her up and the
ather children clustered round him, casting unarraid,
hero~worshipping glances at the Captain. Wesley locked at him
apologetically over their heads. "I'm sorry, sir. It wag an
accident. I won't let it happen again.?

Plicard couldn’t help being impressed by the easy rapport Wesley
had with the children, and the relaxed easy way he handled them. He
raegarded him with open curiogity. "What are you doing?"

He ghifted the c¢hild clingling around his neck to a poesition
legs liksly to result in his own gtrangulation. "I've been teachlng
the infant claas today, silir," he explalned. "and right now I'm
taking them for a meal before they go to bed.”

That will certainly Lliven wup the Jdining hali, Thought the
Captain. He studied the face of the boy before him and frowned as
he notiliced shadows under even his eyes, and fatiligue 1n his face.
Wesley suddenly flushed under hig =zorutiny and stared at the floor.

T know what you're thinking, sir - I wanted to help after what
yvou sald to me, truly I did, but - " he looked embarrassged - "Mom
wouldn't let me.®

Picard shook hils head emphatically. "I wasn't thinking that,
Wasley. Not everyone can be Iin the thilck of the action - they also
serve who only look after the children," he improviged rapidly.

Weasley grinnad tiredly, then started and looked past the
Captain's shoulder, calling, "Hey, Rix! Leave that alone!" Picard
moved hastlily out of his way as he charged down the corridor towanrds
his errant pupill, hig entourage trailing in hies wake, to disentangle
gmall fingers from the releaze control of the fire-fighting
aquipment store.

"Wasley!"

The acting ensign glanced back at the Captain, looking very
harassed.

"I think you're doing an excellent job!"

A pleasgsed zsmile broké over Wegley's face before he disappeared
rather abruptly arocund the corner, tugged along by the children who
ware informing him in clarilon tones and all a2t once what they would
be having to eat. Plicard grinned to himself and shook hisg head,
thinking that, by comparison, perhaps Wesley wagn't gulte so
aggravatlng after all.

Az he passed trangporter room three the doors opened and the
bridge offlicers of the away team emerged, all liberally begrimed
with the characteristic orange dust of Ludros. Yar, a brulse
swelling purple on a scraped cheekbone, led the way, chattering
animatedly to LaForge close besilde her. Behind them, Worf carried
the four sets of breathing apparatus and DRata walked with his arms
apparently foldad across hig stomach. They ceased talking when they
noticed their Captain and halted, and he checkad them when they
would have gstood to attention.

"Is everything all right?" asked Ficard. "You all look
gomewhat the worse for wear."

S SRy

&

R R e PR L R s

i



61l

Yar and Data looked down at themselves, notilcing for the first
time their bedraggled appearance.

"Wa'tre fine, thank you,!" replied Yar for all of them. "Wa've
Just finished down there." There was pride and relief 1in her
voilce, "We just completed searching the last of the collapsed
buildings for survivors."®

"That’s tremendous!" exclaimed Picard warmly, relief evident in
hils volece too. Parhaps now hig crew could start taking the rest

they all needed. "You must all be exhausted after - " He frowned,
noticing LaForge's hand resting lightly on the security officer's
arm. "Geordl, what'as - Are you all righte"

The dark-skinned man nodded, hig teeth showing white in a wide
smile. "Yes, gir. It'es Jusmt been so windy down there for the last
hour, my vigor hag got clogged up with the dust blowing around.
It's no problem, though." He asmiled confidently several inches to
the left of where Plecard was standing. "Worf is goding to clean it
out for m=."

"That's very thoughtful," commented the Captaln, suppressing a
gmile at the burly Klingon's obvious embarrassment. Hlg gaze moved
to the andrecid bheside him and turned ghocked when he realiged Date
wag cradling an arm. He looked cloger. seelng the torn sleeve
stalned with some dark, sticky substance and what wag expogsed te the
alir between the edges of the rip. "Datat What's happened to you?'"
Ficard asked sharply.

The androld glanced down unconcernedly at his partly orushed
aprm. "I sustalined slight damage from falling masconry, gir,™ he sald
brightly. "It 1s of no conseguence. I have the requilired eguipment
in my guarters to make the necessary repairs."™

YDatat® Pleard gestured helplessliy. YYou. ., . Does 1t hupte®

e trilied to make him beam aboard when 1t happehed, but he
wouldn't,” interjected LaForge, "and ne cutranks us.!

"There was no neeaed, my friend,™ replisd Data. "My left arm wasg
quite undamagad and I preferred to gtay with you all as long as T
could be of usa."

"And Data can do more with one arm than all of us can with
twao, " added Yar, her volice tinged with admilration.

The Lleutenant-Commandaer paw that hisg Captain still looked
unconvincedg. "There is absolutely no cause for concern, gir," he
assured him earneastly.

"YVapry wall. See that you recelve any assistance you may
need." Picard's eyea cagt over hils afficers ranged before him,
noting the varying degrees of fatlgue In thelr faces, and the gulet
triumph that comes from the knowledge of a worthwhile job well
done. "I'm very proud of all of you,™ he zmald guietly. LaForgze and
Data looked pleaged, and Yer pogltively glowed wilith pleazure. He
smiled. "Carry on and take care of yourselves; that's an order."”

They took their leave and moved off in a group, their
conversation turning to hot showers and food. A shadow: dark and
indefinable, crossed Plecard?s face az he looked at the faint orange
footprinte they left behind in a trail on the deck. He turned away
abruptly and continued briskly along the corridor, finding the
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thought of Data repalring his own arm digtinctly gruesome.

His destination was holodeck I where the majorilty of the
medical staff and voluntears were working in triage, treating the
casualties beamed directly to them. His pace qulckened as he saw a
familiar figure huddled on the floor near the entrance, dark head
buried in her arms, hands clasped around her shins. He bent down
and gently touched her shoulder, "Oounselor, what ils 1t2"

Whan she did not respond, he knelt beside her to determine hex

level of consciousness. The doors beside them opened to admit a
nurse gulding a gurney, retreating rapidly towards the turbolilft and
aslckbay. During the seconds the doors were open, a raucous

cacophony of nolse from within assanlted thelr eardrums; disturbing
gounds of choking and moaning and retching and sobbing and a child's
sCereams. The doors cut off the tumult with startling suddenness,
and silence fell once more in the corridor.

tosungelor, ! Piceard sald again. "Talk te me."

With an obvious effort she lifted her head; unghed tears swam

in dark eyes in a face deeply lined with strain. "Pain,"™ she
gasped, "Can't... 2o much pailn, fear... " ‘
"You've been in there too long.”™ The Captaln realised

immediately what had happrened. He tried to imagine the emotions
hehind the sounds of suffering that had shaken him, and how they
must have been congtantly battering her defensive shields, bruilsing
her receptlive mind. Ha shuddered. "vay nead to get awa)y from them
- from everyone,'" he sald decigilvely. He tried his best to subdue
his own worry and turmoll, guessing that she couldn't shut out
anyone's feelings right now. "Come on, I'Ll help you. You'll be
all right, Deanna."™ He 1ifted the exhausted Betazold woman ta her
feet and she sagged againsgt him. He mupported her, half senseless,
to the turbollft, which deposited them near her quarters. Cnce
inside, she collapsed limply, trembling, fists pressed against her
templed. He strove to overcome the alarm he felt. "Tg there
anything T can do for you?" he asked gquietly.

After a minute she whispered something Iin her native language,
put it was not one of the few phrases she had taught him so he did
not undersgtand what she wanted, Then one of her arms moved vaguely
towards her computer congsole, and going over to 1t, Picard saw that
the musilc selector was on standby. Be touched the control and a
hauntingly beautiful melody played softliy on Bome kind of reed pipes
spllled scothingly inte the room. He llstenad, enchanted, to the
intricate harmony weaving a spell of tranguillity, and did not
realise his eyelids were drooping until he gwayed on his feet and
had to open his eyes to regain his balance. He cast a gullty look
at the Counselor, and saw with some rellef that she was not shaking
sco badly, although she kept moving restlessly as though unable to
find a comfortable position. e had an idea and crossed to the wall
glot - surely her food processor would be programmed for - % - Yeasg,
there, Behallan tea! He 1lifted the cup of greenilish liguild carefully
and set it down on the table beside her bed. Har eyes opened as the
bitter aroma of the restorative herbal Brew native to her planet
raeached her nostrils. She uncurled a 1it%le, waakly smlling her
thanks at the Captain. She struggled to sit up and he helped her,
propplng up the pillow to support her. Her long, slender fingers
closed around the comforting warmth of the cup and she sipped at the
tea, gome of the strain eaging from her features. She ralged one
hand to remove the hailrpin from her bun and soft waves of dark hailr
cascaded onto her shoulders, framing the daelicate face. Her lips
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parted and she tried to speak, but he forestalled her.

"pPlease don't try to talk, Counselor. Jugt resgt gquietly.
Don't even think about coming back on duty until you hear from me.
Call me 1f you need anything."

Her eyes closed and as he waltched anxilougly from the door, her
expreaesslive face relaxed towards sleep. He let himself out of the
room gquietly; the door closed on the muted alien music and the
exhaugted alien woman.

He entered higs own quarters, deeply worried about her, blaming
himself for not checking on her persoconally earlier, instead of
relying on the brief exchanges they'd had via communicators. Ha'd
had no idea it would have affected her so mpeverely, but now, with
the benefit of hindsight, it seemed bhlindingly obvious That such
constant, close contact with stressed, suffering pecple would affect
her mantal shlelding. He could onlily hope fervently that the
solitude @f her ecabin wilith the familiarity of her native music would
comfort her, and aliow her abused system to heal 1ltself, and that
there would be no long-term effects.

Plcard stared at hiz reflection in the bathroom mirror. "Not
doing a very good job of protecting your officers, are you,
Jean-Luc?" hae asked hilg image sarcastically.

As he showered, he congidered the cost of this misslon, growilng
all the time; his crew exhausted but battling on valiantly through
thelr fatligue to save llives; Tasha's brulsed face; the Iintricate
device that enabled Geordl to seea, and Data's unique biomechanical
bedy, both damaged (he prayed only temporarilyl); the sensitive Troi
injured in a way that could only be imagilned... And what of the
ship's Doctor? He scowled, steppad out of the showed only half
dried, and paged sickbay. Ayubili responded and informed him that Dr.
Crusher had Jjust gone off duty, sounding as 1if he didn't quite
believe it himself. “icard thanked him and dropped wearily onte his

ned, hizs worry about her reduced a few degrees by the news. He
pubbad the back of hig neck and only now realilsed the tenslon ache
had been there for days. He reached again for the Intercom, vaguely

surprigsed at the heaviness of his arm.

"Captaln to bridge. Everything all right up theraet® He leaned
back agalnst his pillows, his chin sinking onto his chest despilte
his effort to stay alert, at lesst for the duratlon of caoantact with
the bridge.

a1l under control here, sir," replied the voice of the science
officer who had relieved him earlier. "Numbers of incoming
casualties have slowed to a trieckle and the second city has Just
been declared safe for habitation."

"Mmm. Ctagt blen - Uh, thanks. Good work," he murabled, not
vary coherently. He cut the connection with an effort, ordered the
ilghts down and ztretched out. Slesp came, but not gradually, after

a comfortable degcent into relaxation of aching muscles; 1t arrived
with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer blow, as it does when the
body has been denied rest for toe long; the kilind of sleep that
guarantees a bad headache upon awakening, almost asg if the body
wraeaks revenge on its owher for not taking better care of 1it.

His gsubecongcious still haunted his mind with strange dreams;
disturbing, fleeting images, superseded by others. He dreamed of
Gecrdi operating on his own eyes: of Data crushed to biomechanical
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pulp but still asgsuring him earnestly that it didn't matter; of
hundreds of tiny children crawling like ants over Troi'ts face and
her putting her hands over her ears to stop them reaching her brain;
of Beverly coming towards him with a phaser to take hig 1ife asg
payment for his crime, which seemed only right - and sveryone,
everyone wore a mantle of the thick orange-red dust that Jack had
been covered in when they beamed aboard; that had gstuck to his dead
face and permeated hizg clothing and only the blood from his wounds
had been thick encugh to wagh 1t away.

Plcard awoke, awesting coldly in the darkness, his head
pounding, his throat raw as 1f he had been shouting. He froze pigild
ag Jack spoke to him.

"Wake up, please, sir; prou've got to wake up!”

He grabbed &t the hand that wag shaking his shoulder andg
hoargely called up the lights. He squinted blearlly at the tousled
figure whoge wrigt he was clutching, and let go immedlately, sinking
back onto the pillows with relief so powerful it left him dizzy. He

licked his lips. "What on earth are you dolng, Wesley?™ he
demanded. "What time ida ito"%W
o3, 00 hours, sir. - "
"Why are you here?" he asked hazily. "This dgn't your room.m
"You've got to come, slr, pleass,. It's Mom. Pleage come,"

begzed the boy, hia eyes lookding huge Iin the pale face lined with
anxiety.

Picard sat up so fasgt the room spun arvound him. He reached for
his dregsing robe. "What's wrong wilith heprt"

"She's having one of her bad dreams agaln and I can't wake her
up, " came the breathless explanation.

The Captaln stopped half-way through tying hig belt. "You woke
me up because she's having a bad dream?" He stared ilneredulously at
the spon of his old friend. YWhat am I supposed to do about tt® I

can't just walk in on her when she's - "

"You don't understand!" Wesley bit hig lip to control his
Cry. "It's really bad thisg time - usually 1 can take care of her,
bhut she won't wake up. Pleage come, gir, I don't know who else to
ask. B8he'll lismten to you. You did say. .. P Hisg volce trailled off

and he moved agitatedly towards the dcor.

"Yeg, I dld, didn't I?" =zaid Plcard, half to himgelf. "But
gurely somecone better - the Counselor... " He cut himself off,
remembering the condiltion she'd been in. He rose, disturbed by the
genuine fear in the boy's eyes.

They sped along the deserted corridor and Plcecard spared a
glance for the worried young face beslde him. Surely, he thought
fuzzldly, Zt's bthe parents who are meant (o get wup in the night to
see to thetr children. Isn't thaot what parents do? He shoolkk hise
head to clear the cloudy remnantes of sleep from his mind. "What do
you mean by 'usually'?"™ he asked brusguely. "How often does she
have these nightmares?"”

Wasley's urgent pace did not slacken as he anawered. UNot
often, but when she's got really worn out or upset, then it




65
happensg. The last time was the day we beamed aboard."

A plcture flashed before Plcard’s gyezs of her standing on hig
bridge, l1ike a ghost from hig pest, defending her son agalnst him
that first day, and another memory, later, when he had gone to hervr
office to offer her a transfer and had made a complete idiot of
himeself by misunderstanding everything she'd tried to say to him,
and his feeble parting line, "I hope we can be friends, Docter." He
groaned inwardly. A hand tugged hesitantly at his sleeve and he
realised they had reached the threshold of the sulte shared by the
Crushenrs. Wegley led him through to hias mother's room, then hung
back in the doorway, his eyeg fixed worriedly on the subject of
their concern.

Plicard locked at the woman writhing in the torment of some
inescapable nightmare, then glanced guestioningly at her son, not
gure what was expected of him, but Wesley Just shook hiz head and
bilurted out, "Help her," and backed cut through the door intoc the
gi ng room, leaving them alone together. He watched her
heilplessly for a2 minute. He could not make out the words gshe wag
whispering to herself; her head threshed from glde to gside as 1f in
unbearable pain. Shadows under her eyes were gtartling purple
smudges agalinst white skin.

The Captalin approached the bed slowly and his mouth get in a
hard line when he picked out her husband's name from the endless
stream of words she wag muttering. He tried not to listen:; she
seemed to he begging him to forgive her for something. He sllently
damned Ludros to hell - was it going to hurt everyone he cared
about? He moved nearer in sudden alarm when he spetted blood on the
bedcover. A figt was crushing a fold of blanket 4in its grasp and he
saw that the back of the hand was marked by long, deep scratches,
oozing blood. He hegitated ne longer, but bent over the bed and
ghook itg distregsed occupant, gently at first, then harder. It had
no effect and as he peused, wondering what to do next, he saw her
right hand move to her left, fingers bent with blood-stained naills
ready to inflict more damage.

Hastily he caught hold of the offending wrist, thinking, Mon
dieu, 18 this what Wesley meant by Locking after her? The wrist
fought to be free of his restraint and tugged him off balance and he
found himgelf sitting unexpectedly on the edge of the bed, still
clutching the wrist as it strained to reach the injured hand.

"Raverly, wake up!"™ he ordered. "You'lre having a bad dream.™ She
stopped struggling and lay tensely, her head tilted as if listening,
her breathing ragged and harsh. Encouraged by such an improvement,
he repeated, "Wake up, Beverly. It's all right. Iit's Jean-Luc."

When he spoke hisg name, she suddenliy flung himself upright into
his arms, hugeging him fiercely, c¢rying and laughing all at once.
"Oh, Jack, Jack!? I've had such an awful dream!" Picard sat rigid
with shock, holding her by automatic reflex, staring numbly at the
tangled suburn hair on the head leaning ageinst his chesgt. Words
poured from her. "Oh, Jack, I dreamed you'd been killed and your
captain brought home your body and there wag orange dust Iin your
hair and I hadn't told you about the baby and I was so afrald and
lonely, 1 was going to - "

"Beverlyt!" His voice cracked on her name as he found the
strength te hold her away from him and shake her slightly. God knew
he didn't want to be here doing this, hearing this. feeling this...

Her eyesg came open and stared at him, not seeing him, he knaw,
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but who she wanted to be there. "Please, Beverly, wake up," he
begged.
She smiled slowly. "I am awake, darling. It was only a dream

- the baby's fine, he's in the nursery wlith Wes, everything's all
right." She pullied away from his support and sat up, leaving his
neck feeling cold where her arms had been and pushed back the
tangled blankets to free her legs. Picard watched in growing alarm
as she padded barefoot over tcoc the mirror and sat on the stool
before it. She picked up a halrbrush and began brushing the tangles
from her hair with regulay, methodical strokes. She smiled a 1little
vacantly at his stunned reflection in the glass. "What shall we do
today, darliing<? I thought we might take Wes and the baby out for a
plenic by the lake.

Plcard stood up irresolutely. What was wrong with her? She
appeared to be awake but she didn't know him. Was she still asleep,
and dreaming all this? - suvrely thelr cool, regerved doctor gidn't
walk in her sleep? Yat that was a more preferable theory than that
the strain of dealing with the Ludrogans had proved too much for
her, and her mind had regressed in time to spare her the pain she

had guffered since. He did not know what to do - this was cutgide
his experience, and command training had not included dealing with
somnambulists on the syllabus. ie ¢lung to the hope that was all
this was. He only recalled vaguely that pecople sald you werent't
supposad to awaken them. S0 he wouldn't. He advanced towards her,
feeling curicusly apprehensive, and tried to sound more confident
than he felt. "Come o©on, Beverly, back to bed now."

She replaced the hairbrush carvefully and seemed to look right
through him. "No, Jack. I don't want to. I might have that dream
again. "

He marvelled that whatever was going on inside her head could
be so real to her. Eut dt's not time to get up yet," he said
perguasively. "It's still nlght."

Oh." This scemed to make sense to her. "A11l right." She
stood up and he reached an arm around her shoulders to gulde her
back to bed. Halft way across the room her gteps faltered and she
stopped.

"Come on, you're nearly there," coaxed Picard, his eyes fixed
on thelr goal. When she did not move, he looked at her and saw
disorientation cracking her calm, mask-iilke expression. She glanced
arocund willdly, then back at him, and he steeled himself as he saw
horrified realisatlion dawn with agonising slownegs 1in her eyes. Hear
kneegs buckled suddenly and he caught her before she fell. "Iit'gs all
right," he galid softly, manoceuvring her to the bed. She zat down,
shaking, and covered her face with a2 hand in =& gesture eerily
simlilar to the one her son had used & few days previocusly.

"I'm sorry," she saild, her volee catehing on the words. "Itve
made a fool of myself, haven't 19 Plemse go away now."

"No, you haven't, and ['m not golng anywhere just yet," he
replied firmly. There was no way he could leave her in this state,
no matter how inviting the thought of resuming hisg own interrupted
glumber might be. He wrappeaed the half of the blanket she wasn't
sitting on around her trembling shoulders, and gat beside her.

"I'm sorry," she sald again.
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"Pleaszse don't apclogise." Picard felt quite unnerved by her
continued, unnatural calm - he would have had a better i1dea of how
to treat her 1f she was howling her eyes out, which was surely what
she ought to be doing.

She picked at a2 loose thread in the blanket, her face averted
from him. "Mother and father used to be angry when I sleepwalkeq, ™
she szaild flatly.

llWhyl‘? "
She shrugped. "I nad to promise not to tell anyone about 1t so
they wouldn't be embarrassed by their cdd daughter. In fact, my

whole existence was an embarrasament te them."™

"What do you mean?" asked Plcard, resolved to keep her talking
ag long as she would in the hope of easging some of her rigid
tension.

"They never wantad children," she explained, =still in that
flat, monotonous tone. "I was a very late baby, totally unplanned.
A mistake. They didn't know what to do with me - I was an intrusion
in thely well-ordered lives. They preferred 1t when I was kept out
of thelr way, so I figured out very early on in my life how to cope
wilith problems myself. I never let them gsee me upsget bhecause it
irritated them. My parents were never there when I needed them so I
learned never to nesd anyone."

You learned well, Thaought Pleard, full of gsorrow for her.

"But you never stop trying to win thelr approval, do you? No
matter how obvicus it 1g you'll never get it."

Picard szhook his head. besmused. "y don't know. Thig dsn't
like anything in my childhood."

"They made large donations to Local hospitals -~ veritsble
rillarg of the community. Father had a cardiac problem; he had to
see a gpecialiat quite regularliy. They both had a lot of respect

for the medical profession.®
"Is that why you became a doctor?®

"I only wanted them to be proud of me. Just once," gshe
whispered.

"Oh, Beverly!" Picard groaned softly in an agony of
helplessnesgs.

"It didn't mazke any difrference, cf course. But 1t didn't
matter. I enjoyed my training, perticularly the academic aspect of
it. I wasn't so comforteble coping with the patlients but I got bhy.
I started doing research In my own time. It was a ugeful way of
helping people without having to get... involved with them."

Or letting them get close to you, realised Picard, beginning to
understand more about this enigmatic woman than he had ever imagined
pogsible.

"I spent all my spare time working, =80 before long the other
students stopped asking me o go out with them for meals and visits
and left me alone. I got more wrapped up in my research in between
my studying. But then I started having problemsz with my medical

s
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training."” She smiled, a smsall, grim smile. "No doubt you've
noticed my bedside manner leaver a lot to be desired. Well, it was
much woras then. Patients always wanted to talk about their
problems and theilr families - and they'd want me to help them and
reassure them. I Jdust didn't know how to do that - I couldn't
understand how they expected talking about their worries to solve
anything when they should have been getting on and doing something
about them." A frown of frustration creased her forehead, as if
thig was still beyond her comprehension. Picard thought 1t bhest not
to interrupt her to offer his own opinlon at this point. She
continued, "During my fourth year of training, I was on the verge of
being dropped because of my ‘celd, unfeeling attitude' to patients.
The situation was something of a predicament for the faculty,
because my academic work was always the best in the class.'" She
atated thig matter-of-factly, with no pride or sense of achlevement.

Picard ghifted his position slightly. H"You never had a chancoe
to learn how to relate to people.™

"A poor excuse," she saild. Then her sxpresgion softened.
"Anyway, one day a young Starfleet cadet f2l1l down a flight of
atairs in a shopping mall and landed on top of me!" She noticed the
Captaln'a involuntary grin. “Yes, 1 suppose you already know that

story, don't you?"

"t heard about the matching sprained ankles, and a very heated
lecture an the subject of cadets nolt watching where they're going
given by a highly attractive young medical student.”

She smiled reminlzcently. "T don't know what came over me - T
didn't make a habit of shouting at strangers. This stranger - he
wouldn't leave me alone, All the excuses I'd perfected over the
years to avold golng out with people never worked with him. He
wouldn't take 'no' for an answer."

"Ha aiways was a single-minded individual,!" observed Picard.

"] learned so much from him,"™ the Doctor sald wonderingly, as
if even now she couldn't belileve it. "He taught me how to be
genuinely interested In people and thelr lives, to stop being so
afraid of them and to enjoy thelr company. He had so many friends,
and they all welcomed me and included me in everything. I couldn't
understand why, but it was a wonderful world te be part of, instead
of on the outside, always looking in. I got better at dealing with
patients - there was no more talk of my being dismissed. I had to
suspend my research - 1 never seemed to have time for 1t any more.
We both graduated our respective academies with honours and we got
married and I was happier than I'd ever dreamed anyone could ever
be. Life was a different colour - like a rainbow! Of course, when
he wag assigned to his shlp and away for long periods we missed each
other a lot, but his friends were very kind to me, and I enjoyed my
work at the hospital and resumsed my research, and we planned our
I1dves around his ghore leaves. We kept in touch by tapes and
subspace comm wheh we could, and the time we szpent together was s0
special it made up for the partings. When Wes was born we had
averything we ever wanted. Jack adored him and we made guch plans!
I was golng to be the best mother there had ever been and our baby
wag going to be the happiest. At the very least,” she sald,
suddenly fierce. "I was always going to be there for my son when he
naeded me. And then, one day - " She fell silent, and the spark of
animation faded from her eyes and life seemed Yo drain out of her.
With & visible effort she continued. "One day a Starfieet chaplain
turned up at the hospital to see me, and not long after that you
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arvived, so I had to believe what he'd told me, and 1t was all

over. A door slammed shut and the ccolouras died and 1t wasg all grey
again. I went straight back to my old ways.” Her face contorted.
"It waeg almost asg 1f he'd never existed. ALY he'd taught me was for
nothing - I couldn't believe 1t on my own. I couldn't bear anyone's
company but my son's. I must have hurt all our friends very badly
when I rejected all their offers of help. I realilised that caring
for people doesn’'t always work. There was no point in trying any
more - apart from Wes, of course. I couldn't switeh off my feelilngs
for him - and I wouldn't have made the effort to survive that time
if 4t hadn't been for nhim.'™

There wag 2 long sllence. FPicard felt overwhelmed with the
amount of Iinformatlion he had recelved in such a short gpace of
time. He wanted to put her right about so many, many things, to
break through the wall she'd spent most of her life constructing to
hide behind, and {ffree her from this pitiful isolation, but he held
back, sensing strongly that there was much she had not yvet spoken of
that would enable him to understand her even better, and he wanted

to Keep her talking. He was gtlill congerned by her preternatural
calm ag she gat unmoving beside him, and wondered 1if her unyielding
gelf-control would break tondight. If 4t did not, at this time when

her normally impenetrablse defences were practically non-existent
{due, he supposed, to the after-affects of her sleepwalking and the
nizhtmare, whsastaever that had been about), he feared it never would,
and what bscame of a person who never, aver, gave Into their
feaellnga?

He noticed she was shivering. Ha passged her the dressing robe
draped over the back of = chalr, and looked away politely while she
put it on over her nightgown. Zhe leaned back agalinet the wall,

pulled the blanket over her knees and hugged 2 plllow to her
stomach, resting her chin on it. Flcard changed his peosgsition from
the bed te the chaidr 80 he could face her. She glanced up as he
moved, looking tired and pale, and veary vulnerable. "You aren't
golng?® He thouzht he detected panic in her voilca.

"No, I'm just fidgeting,” he reassured her. He nodded towards
the robe she wore. "That's nearly the same colour as the dreass you
wore to the party the year Stargazer was 1n mpacedock for
Christmas, "™ he remarked. She stared at him in surprige. Hig face
wag goerewed up wlth an exaggerated =ffort to remember. "It wag long
and floaty, sea greaen, and you wore your hair up with a sort
of... "™ his hands ciumslly sketched a small tiara 1in the air...
"thing in 1t."”

Her head tilted in acknowledgaement. "Well remembeared,
Captain. May 1 ask why?"

"Madam, you underestimate yoursgelf!" returned Picard, bringing

a ghost of a amile to her lilps. "Don't you think I wasn't intrigued
to meet thils beautiful young wife wlth whom my Flrat OFffilicer was
begotted?™ His eyebrows rosge In mock reproach. "You and I had one

dance together, as protocel demanded.™

"You trod on my foot!" she recalled.

Plcard lcoked embarrassed. "You were very polite about it.
You spent the reat of the evening dancing wilth your husband. You
never seemaed to tire - you were both still going strong when [ left

the party."

“She relawed a little, veliving the past. "That was a wonderful

:
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party. 1 was so proud of him."
"Beverly."

She glanced at her husband’'s friend, mildly curicus at the
hesitation in his voilce, still warmed by the memory of that happy
time.

"Tell me why you came to the Enterprisge."™ There was a note aof
pleadlng in hig voilce.

She sighed and hugged the pillow tighter to herself. "I think
I hated you for a while,” she sald frankly. He nodded; he had
expected that and was only relieved to hear her use the paat tense.
"I was ~ I found things... difficult for a time. I kept...
forgetting 1t had happened. When I woke up in the mornings, I gtill i
expacted his tapes to arrive, and the little presents he used to
send. I kept making plans in my head for our next shore leave, for
things to tell him on tapes." She shook herself and continued a
little more steadily. "But when I could ~ whan I gtarted to watch
his old mail tapes again, I began to notice just how many times your
name coropped up in storles and anecdotes he told me.'" She gtared
intensely at the hologram of him beside the bed. "I joined
Starfleet because they let me take Wes with me, and Jack always
wanted him to know and love space asg much as he did. We couldn't
take him, s0 I did." =Ehe reached cut for the hologram, smiled a
little at the image of the man proudly holding their baby. "and I
came to your ship because I wasgs curious to know what kind of man had
commandad my husband's loyalty enough for him to die for." &She
looked at the Captaln whose eyes were fixed on the floor, hig cheeks
flaming. "I had found myself thinking about you more and mora. You
shared more of Jack's life than I did, you saw & different side to
him. You must have known him better in many wayse... I thought by
coming here, I might understand him better. I wanted... to know
more about him."

"I wish you had told me,'" he reproached her gently. ®it has
been my dearest wish to talk with you about him, but you must
realise my position - the first move had to come from you."

She flushed and thumped her pillow into a more comfortable
shape. "It wasn't like I thought," she admitted, embarrassed.

"What wasn't?" The Captain's bewllderment was obvious.

"You don't like Wesley!" she blurted out accusingly, her face
burning.

Picard leaned back in the chair, his hands clasped with fingers ~
interlacad. "Ah." How could he expect her to understand if he
tried toe explain his conflicting feellngs about her son, when he
himself did not?

"And I had - I have," she corrected herself, "no idea how you

felt about Jack. For all T know you could have been Jjust another
PR ) )

"You have no right to say that!" gnapped Pilicard, coming to his
feet, his eyes blazing.

She looked up at him. "As I said," szhe replied mildly, "I have
no idea.
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and tTried to speak calmly. "Jack was an excellent First Qfficer -
and my best friend, and I sent him to his death that day. I will
always wonder 1f it would have made any difference 1f I'd sent fewer
men with him, or more, or if I'd been there too. I've never been
able to forgive myself for what happened." &She watched changing
emotlons shadow hils face ag gshe ligtened to the words she had wanted
to hear for so many years. He continued with difficulty. "y
haven't lost many men under my command,” adding bitterly, "as deaep
gpace migslions go, but," he stared into nothingness, reliving old
memories, "I've mourned all of them; Jack most and longest of all.
That night, when I knew he was dead and I couldn't even get to
him... " Hig hands clenched convulsively as he rememberaed the agony
of gullt and helplessness; the flaming row with his chief gecurity
officer who had tried to prevent him beaming back down; the
incongruocus beauty of the black, velvet sky strewn wilith diamond
bright stars above the c¢hill desert night; the weight of the 1imp,
jifeless body of hlsg friend in hilg arms. He looked at her almoat

plaeadingly. "Don't ever think I didn't care.®

She bowed her head to hide her face from him. "Thank wyou,!" she
whispared. "You don't know hoew long I've wanted to hear that. It
gives his death... some meaning. ™

"You could have agked," he said softly.

The Doctor reached up to pugh her halr back and winced as she
bent her hand. She glanced briefly at the scratches, stiff with
drying blood, and hastilly thrust her hand into her dressing robe
pocket in an attempt to conceal i1ta conditlon from the man watching

hap.

"It'as a little late for that," he pointed ocut gently. She
looked embarrassed. "It must have been gqulte some dream." His
volece was very guiet, hilg tone encouraging.

Zhe shifted her position on the bed wretchedly, almost angrily,
ag 1f unable to endure even the memory of 1t. The captaln walted
patiently. Her chin sank into the pilllow she 2till cluteched to her
chaest, "Have you noticed the awful dugt?" ghe asked eventually, her
volce muffled. "lit's on everyohe.!

Plicard nodded, grimacing. "I know. It's horrible. I wasg
dreaming abhout 1t." He chascked himself and loocked at her,
surprised. "How did you... 27

"It was in his hair,"” she said unsteadlily. "1 tried brushing
it out but it was stleky. "™

“I*m sorry, I thought I'd got it all... " He tralled off
uncaertainly.

HIit's all right. I've reailsed these past few days that he
mugt have been covered in 1t." &She bagan to shiver again, and
hugged the plllow to herself more tightly. Plcard started to move
towards her 1in concern, but she ghook her head and began to speak
raplidiy, a quality of desperation in her volce making the hairs on
the back of hils neck prickle. "laan~-Lua, have you ever done
gsomething you've hated yourself for, and however much time passes,
the gulilt never goes away?"

"We've just been talking about it," he said simply. He
wondered what wag coming.

2%
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"There's something Ifve never told anyone." Her shaking wasg
getting worse, her breathing Ffast and shallow. He was becoming
increasingly worried about her.

"Try to tell me," he sald gently,

She shook her head; wanting him to know, he could see, but
unable to say 1t. "You'll never trust me agaln,®™ ghe got out
through chattering teeth.

"if you trust me with a secret that's hurting you this badly,
how could T not trust you in returno® She loocked down at him,
tormented. and he could see her longing to believe him. "You can
tell me, cherie, 1t's only words.™

She began to twist the plain gold band arcund and around her
finger 1in agitation. He noticed ite exdistence for the first time
and with inwerd surprise - he had looked for but never seen hep
wearing her wedding ring since she had been aboard. "Do you
remember you came to see me the day before the funeral? You brought
me his things.?

"OFf course., "
"There wag a mail tape. He hadn't ogpened 1t."

Plecard cast his mind back. He recalled his own dread at the
meeting; how hollow his words of condolence had sounded in the gquiet
room; how unnervingly c¢alm the widow had been. Until - he had
passed over the box of her husband's pogssssions. A long-buried
menory rose to the surface of his mind with startling clarity. Her
nand had delved among the clothes, the holograms, +The medals and
ather personal affects, apparently mearching, and had picked out a
mail tape she seemed to recognise. Her eyes had fixed onto the
seal, stlll unbroken and flrmly in place, and her axpraession had
crumpled and she had fled to stand by the window, gtaring unseelingly
outside, clutehing the tape tightly. Picard haed approached her
cautiously, asking her 1f she was all right, 1f there was any¥thing
he could do, but she had given no sign that she had even heard him.
She had remalned moticonless, almost catatonic, for several minutes,
and the spell was only broken when her infant son trotted into the
room, carefully carrylng a plate bearing s sandwilich several inchas
thick, stuffed with a weird and wonderful assortment af filldnhgs,
both sweet and savoury, and topped wlith a melting blob of lcea
creaeam. He had presented the concoctilon proudly to his mothar,
declaring it to be her Llunch. She had collapsed into helpless
laughter, hugging her son close to her, and goon afterwards had bild
the Captain a polite farewall.

"I remember sesing the tape. It arrived a few days after - too
late for hilm to zmee 1t. Was it from you?"

She nodded once, tightiy, her eyes averted from his. Picard'sg
mind whirled with increasingly ridiculous scenarios. "o you want
to tell me what was in 1t?" He hoped against hope ghe wasn't going
to tell him she'd been having an affair because he <idn't think
there was anything he could say to make her feel legs zullty about
that. When she spoke again, she appeared to have changed the
gubject completely and his mind had to make another leap back in
time to keep up with hen.

"Three monthsg before he died, Stargazer stopped over in
spacedock to undergoe warp drive mdjusiments. The acrew all got a
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fortnight's leave.™

"Yeg, I remember.

"Jack came come, We had a wonderful holiday, the three of us.
Jugt like a normal family." A faint smile touched her lips for a
second, then was gone. "That tape - 1t tock me 2 long time to get

the words Just right. I had a2 gsurprise to tell him about. I'd much
rather have told him in person, but he wouldn't be home again in
time." She fell silent for a long time, her eyes closed, until the
Captain began to wonder if she had fellen asleeb. She finally spoke
agaln, 80 quletly he had to strain to make out her words. "I was
vregnant. ™

The words hung 1n the alr like oil droplets suspended 1in water,
and nothing between them would ever be the same again. Pleard
swallowed hard gseveral times. "Jack never knew."™ It was not a
guestion ~ hig friend would never have been able to Keep that news
to himself.

"No. "™ She gtared blindly at the hologram. "Somehow, 1t
woutdn't have been #o hard if he'd known."

He thought back to the fltted black dress, the wind playing
through her hair, the toddler standing sturdlly beslide her,
raegardling the proceedings with solemn interest. "1t diddn't show at
the funeral."

"I know."
"What happened?! he asked gently.

She shifted her position uneaslliy on tThe bed. "what
happenaed. .. was... IT... " 2he stopped, shaking her head. "I can't
tell you. It doesn't matter. Flease leave me alcone now." Her
fingers twisted together wretchedly 1in her lap. He could see she
wag balanced precariously an the knife-edge between her great need
to share her life-shadowing burden and hexr fear at having already
revealed her vulnerability. He knew that 1f he left now, when sghe
had ztruggled to tell him thils much, she would withdraw into herself
permenently and nelither he, nor probably anyone else, would ever be

allowed thig close to her again. He moved to =it on the edge of the
bed and took her uninjured hand in both of his. "Yeg, yvou vcan tell
me, " he told her firmly. "You're nearly there. ™

She clutched his hands with surprileing strength, her breath
coming in choking sobs. "Oh, Jean-Luc, don't hate me... I couldn't
face having 1t, I felt 2o alone - I couldn't talk te anyone about
it; no-one knew. I already loved Wes, butr another unknown life
might have come between us. I wag all Wes had, and he was gtill
hardly more than a baby -~ he needed me. I wouldn't have been able
to love a new baby. The day after the funeral, I got some pllls and
in the evening, Just after I'd put Wes %o bed, I put them on the
table In front of me and Just stared at them. I don't know how long
for; hourg, I think." Picard's hands were crushed painfully in hers
and her head bowed to hide her shame from him. "7 knew it wouldn't
hurt much, just the cramps and the bleeding -~ 1t would have been all
over by morning."

Plcard realilsed that he was holding his breath, and made
himsel? exhale glowly. Ee could feel his stomech musclies
contracting in empathy with her searing emctions.




74

She contilinued unsteadily, "I pileked up the pllls to take them,
and just as I did the door opened and Wes came in. He had blue
pyjamas with spaceships on. He asked me 1f I wag a8ll right - saild
he thought he'd heard me crying. I wasn't, of course - he's never
seen or heard me cry," she added with a touch of bleak pride. "He
climbed onto my lap and hugged me and told me he'd look after me.

He wasg three years old, Jean-Luc." He sgueezed her hand, but did
not speak. She went on hoargely, "I tock him back to bad and tucked
him in and reasd him to gleep with a story. Then I went back to the
kitchen and flushed the pills down the gsink.”" A elenched flat

presgsged agalinst her mouth. "It was Jack's child I was carrying, for
God's gsake! I couldn't just... I'm a doctor, that's against
everything I belileve in. I knew we'd have to manage gomehow." She

drew a shaky breath, and her voice faltered on her next words.
"Exactly one week later I had a miscarvriage.™

The Captain closgsed hiz eyes maomentarlly. He understood
intellectually what she had told him, but he supposed only ancther
woman could fully identlfy with the emotional loss she had suffered,
enduring 1t alone, as she had, and so goon after the death of her
husband. He remembered suddenly an incident which had puzzled him a
month earlier, but had subsegquently forgottiten. He had entered
sickbay late one night, unnotlced, and had seen Beverly cradling I1In
her arms the lategt twenty-four hour esddition to the Enterprise's
complaemant. The expraession downturned to the baby was tender and
loving beyond any he could have imagined seeing on the CMO's face,
but there had also been some Iindefinable hunger, some deep sadneags
in her eyes. He had wilithdrawn sgilently, oddly troubled and feeling
ag though he had intruded on a very private scene. Now he
undergstood.

"It wasn't your fault," he managed.
"How gan you say that!"™ ghe cried degperately. "It so nearly
was my fault that it makes no difference. I came within secands of

taking thosge pillg; of killing Jack's bhaby."

"But you didn't!"™ Pilcocard caught her ghoulders in his hands and

shook her gently. "Ligten to me! You didn't take those pills. It
wagn't your fault. You can't be gure you'd have swallowed them even
if Wegley hadn't interrupted you. Do you hear me, Beverly? Having

the intention te do something doegn't make a shred of difference in
lifea -~ not until yvou do 1%, and yvou didntt do it. "

"Eut I betrayed Jack,'" she sald unevenly.

"Yaou did not. Stop being 20 hard on yourself."Y Picard reached
ocut toe tilt her chin upwards gently, making her look at him,
"Remambear you told me I knew him better in some ways than you?" She
nodded, her eyeg fearfully on his face. "Wall, you were obviocusly
right about that, becausgse I know, wlth no gshadow of doubt, that he
would have understood how you felt, how alone you were, and have
forgiven you, aven 1f you had carvied ocut your intention.”

She seemed to be having trouble with her breathing, "I don't
think I feel very weall," ghe told him faintly. Her eyesz were wilde
wilith fright as she began to labour for air.

"T'm not at all surprised," Picard sald gently. He knew what
was happening to her at last, even though she didn't seem to.
"Don't fight it. Let me help you." He touched her shoulder and sphe

half-collapsed against his c¢hest with a stifled cry and clung to
him, desperate for the comfort his arms offered. He murmured

SN
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somaething to scoothe her and suddenly, finally, her conscious will
lost to her aubconsclous needs and a great storm of weepling bhbroke
from her. She cried as somecone might who never had before, who
didn't know how. The racking sobs were wrenched violently from her,
ag 1f the escape of sach one was physically painful for her. and a
disgrace. Plecard held her close to him, bowing hisgs head to rest on
hers ag 1t buried into his shoulder. Her halr smelt falntly of
roses. The great depth of her dilistress brought an ache to hig
throat, and hig own eyes were not entirely dry by the time her sobs
gradually subsided, an eternity later. She leaned against him
drowgily and they remained quietly for some time until Plcard found
himself almogt dozing off. He stirred and withdrew his arm, stiff
and aching from its awkwerd position around her shoulders. She took
the tigssues he offered and rubbed listlessly at her red, swollen
ayes., Zhe glanced up to encounter deep compassion on the face
watching ber and she reached cut to touch hisg cheek, gmiling
glightly in almogt chlldllke wonder at the tear glistening on her
finger. "Ts that for me?"”

Picard amoothed her halr back from the face still damp and
flughed from crying. Hi¥or you, and for Jack. I don't think I
really cried for him eithar.’

"Thank you for caring, Jean-Luc."

"wWea 31111l have a great deal to talk about, cherie, but I think
for now 1t would do you the most good to sleep.!

"T feel strange," she told him az she lay down obedlentiy.
"Sort of heavy. Like I've bhaen drugged."

He tucked the blankets arcund her. "You'll feal better whan
yvou wake up, you'll see.™ He hesitated. "Plesse don't be
embarrassed in the morning for having teold me thils. I'm glad you've

told me, and you'll flnd 1t might hurt a lilttle laezg, now you
haven't got to bear it alone."

Zhe caught his hand for a moment. "Thank ¥ou," she whispered.

He squeezed haer hand before releasing 1t. "Thank you foar
trusting me. Friends nowe"

"Friends,!" she told him, smiling sleepilily.

He tcuched her cheek with thae back of twoe fingers in a gentle
caresyg and then headed for the door. Her drowsy wvolce stopped him
with his hand poised to dim the light.

Yilsan-—-{Luc? I forgot to ask. How did you know to come?™

"Wear fetched me."

"wWes?" Her eyvezs wldened in hazy surprise and she struggled to
prop herself up on one e@lbhow. "Not 'your son' or 'the boy'e?"

"I gald "Wes'," repeated Plecard firmly.

She smiled with pleasure as if he had glven her a glft she
would value abave any other, and he left her to sleep.

In the sitting room he discovered the subject of thelr parting
converzatlon sprawled out on the sofsa, his mother's labh coat draped
ineffectually over his lanky form. A line of worry creased his
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forehead even in sleerp. Pilicard entered the boy's slieeplng gquarters
in search of a blenket and lingered a moment in the untidy room to
leok thoughtfully at the star maps and sclence charts adorning the
walls, and the chain of molecular models arranged on the table. He
returned to the sitting room and was caretul not to waken the boy as
he covered him wilth the blanket, thinking drily that if the current
trend continued, there soon wouldn't be many members of hils crew
that he hadn't tucked into bed. He steppad back to admire hig
hendilwark, and hlg expresslion bescame pensive asg he found himszsels
gtudying the sleaping face. He zaw for the first time, not a
precocious, tactless chlld continually wmededling in matters which did
not concern him, but a yvoung adult with the initiative to take
charge, efficlently and uncomplainingly, <f a heprd of pesky infants
no~one @lse had time for during »a crisis: with the intellizerice and
maturity beyond his years to strive toe overcome a Llifetime of
understandable bitternsss towards a race of pecple responsible for
his father'as death and hiz mother’'s long years of unassuagable griaf
and loneliness; who consildered his mother's walfare his natural and
ohvious raesponsibility because he was the only person permltted
ciose snough to her hsart to do so, and defended her staunchly,
wlthout her even knowing., ageinst anyone, however high in Starfleet
hilerarchy bthey might be, who he considered was threatening her vight
to ag happy a life as wasn possibls.

Picard's eyes lifted to the hologram on the wall which he
recognilsed as the one Jack uszed to Heep in his guarters, of him and
hig wife, radiant on thedr wedding day. Wowlad worn approve of what
T've said to your wife and your son, mon and? ha silently ssked the
image smlling at him with heartbvealking familiavity. Hawe T,
perhaps, discharged o small pard of the great debt I owe you? T
will try to ftake bebtier care of them, now that 7 have glimpged o
tittle of what lies +in theidir hearts.

Wesley stirred, drawilng the Captain’z attention bzok to him.
He wondered whether 1t was the place of a confirmed bachelor,
inexperienced in family matters, to sugrgest to a mother that her son
wag old enough to understand much more than she gave him credit for,
and that trying to hide her feelings from him worriesd him more than
sharing them would. bid he dare to try to relterate the lessons
Beverly {rusher had ance learnaed from her hushand, that true friends
were the most preciocous blesszings held 1In the universe and that
people you cared for deeply did not always - or even usually -
reject your love, or dle and leave you vulnerable and alone?

Plicard's chin came up decisively and he nodded oncs at the
hologram 1in salute before leaving the room to head for his own
guarters, hig sxhausztion temporarily forgottan. It was hiz cholca
now to try his utmost to help Beverly - not as an attempt to vapay
the great debt of her hugband’'s life. becausne there could be no
repayment aof that, but because she was a valued mamber of the crew,
glven to his care and protection, and au such he owed her no less
attention and understanding than he tried to accord the rest of hils
kKey offlcers - his patience with Tasha, his trust of Deanna, his
encouragement of Data, his friendshilp with Will. It would need all
of these considerations and more to give her the chance of believing
that love was something to be cherished and rejolced in, not feared
and fought against, and he knew it would not bae easy, bult his
decision to try was made, and this night he had taken the fivst step
in making 1t sgo.




