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IDIC is a fan-run club with approximately 1200 members
world-wide - roughly 100 live outside Britain, half of these
in America. It is run by Janet Quarton, Sheila Clark and
Valerie Piacentini, all of whom have been active in Star
Trek fandom in Britain for many vears - Janet and Sheila
since 1974 and Valerie since 1976. Sheila and Valerie are
also known as fan writers, although neither has written
anvthing for some time.

The late Gene Roddenberry was an honorary member; and we
have as honorary members several of the actors and
production staff of Star Trek, including Majel Barrett,
James Doohan, George Takei, Walter Koenig, Nichelle Nichols,
Mark Lenard, Patrick Stewart; Marina Sirtis, John de Lancie,
Siddig el Fadil, Michael Okuda and Rick Sternbach.

. We put out a newsletter, usually of 100 pages, six times a
vear, in February, April, June, August, October and
December. We say in each newsletter when the next one is
due, and so far they have always been sent out on time.

We print news, views and reviews in the newsletter. We
cover everything from The Cage, through Classic Trek and
the movies to The Next Generation, Deep Space 9, and bevend.
We try to keep a balance between the three series, although
of course DS9 has not vet been seen in Britain.

We welcome member participation, The Postbag, at 30 - 3%
pages long, is a forum for (polite) discussion on anything
arising from star Trek. Articles on any aspect of Trek are
most welcome, as are book and (especially) zine reviews.
All we ask is that the material you send is original - ie
has not been printed anywhere else.

One of our activities is the support of Guiae Dogs for the

lind. We save used stamps and ask members to send in anv
that they can (these are sold to dealers); we alsoc dc some
fund-raising, both through the newsletters and at
conventions; sc¢ far we have sponsored 4 dogs, and are saving
for the fifth. Venus, Aero and Lindsay have all qualified
and are now working; Sadie is still in training.

Dues for one year {6 newsletters) are, as of August 1992,
Uik, £7.50; USA/Middle East £13.25 (USA $23); Europe £9.50:

Australia/Japan £14.50. Payment (in sterling) can be by
cash (your risk, but paper money or British stamps only
please), cheque (we can take bank drafts or personal cheques

in dollars from America only) or Visa/Mastercard. Enguiries
about the club should be sent to Janet Quarton, 15 Letter
Daill, Cairnbaar, Lochgilphead, Argyll, Scotland.
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THE DISTAFF SIDE

Debbie Lee

“Women would rather be right than reasonable”
Ogden Nash {1902-71) US poet
Frailty, Thy Narne Is a Misnomer

ONE

Captain's Log, Stardate 50410: En route to
chart the gas clouds of the Achos
planetary nebuls, the Enterprise has been
summarily diverted to pick up two
parties bound for Starbase Lima as part
of a Federation assimilation study. Our
first party to embark inciudes an old
acquaintance of mine, Patricia Evans,
widow of Dr Jess Evans, who was
foremost Federation expert in Starship
control systesns prior fo his death three
months ago from Darnay's disease. Mrs
Evans would appear to be something of
an unusual choice for an unusual project.

The preparation for our Achos wisit
proceeds as planned.

Commander William T Riker stood upon
the Bridge, his arms folded, watching in the
viewscreen the stretch of space ahead over Lt
Commander Data's shoulder, ag tha android
officer busied himsel! at Ops.

"“What 3¢ the recomputed Hme for our
reaching the Achos seoior, Data, taking into
account our newiy scheduled stopover at
Starbase Lima?"

“Slightly in excess of 72 hours and 30
minutes, sir," Data replied, his tone reflecting his
utmost confidence in the accuracy of this answer.

“What! No seconds, Mr Data?” Riker
remarked quizzically, then as Data turned his
chair around to regard the First Officer. his
mouth already forming the more accurate update
to thjs answer, Riker quickly said, "No, on seeond
thoughts, Data, that 35 more than  accurate
enough to answer my question!”

The hiss of the turbolift doors made Riker

turn to see who had just entered the nerve centre
of the Enterprise, and was interested 1o sov
Captain tean-Luc Pieard swriding from the Hift
down onto the main Bridge arca; his bearmng
strajghl, s face seb in an unusualiv grim line as
he surveyed his command area before retiring to
his command chair.

Riker walked over o sit down next to him
on the Captain's night, learing back and wugging
at his uniform top.

"Our guests are aboard safely, Captain?”
he enquired

“They arc indeed, Number One.  Mrs
Evans was most keen to discuss the arrangements
for certain aspects of the commencement of the
assimilation study with Lt Worf. So | have left
thern in the holodeck area discussing ‘settings’
‘access’, securify , and the like.”

"Have Slarfieet given any indication as to
fow many people we are (o expect, Captain?”

"Um.. Five in the second party, two
aboard now... seven in all, 1 suppoese, Number
One," Picard supplied absently. “Has Mr Data
finished the preliminary study of the Achos
sectoy yet?”

"yes, sir.  Only seven? Hardly a large
enotgh sample to base an assimilation study on,
surely?”  Riker was puzzled; rarely content to
accept information at face value, his keen mind
was aiready seeking to understand any further

ramificaions  of the small diversien  the
Enterprise was making from i original
assignment.

"You may change your mind, Will, when |
actually tell you nf the nature of our second party
due 1o board,” Jean-Luc Picard replied in & low
undertone, nware that every ear upon the Bridge
was by now mmed in to their conversation, “and
now may wetl be the time to appraise you of it.




Nuwnber One, would vou like w0 accompany me
to mv Ready Room? Mr Data, you have the
Bridge.”

“Sir,” acknowledged Commander Data,
and preparing to leave his post at Gps, made way
for his relief.

as he
of the
to the
board,

"So,” Commander Riker started
followed his Captain to the privacy
Captain's retreat, "do enlighten me as
nature of this second party due Ic
Captain.”

"Please sit.” Captain Picard indicated a
chair as he sat at his desk. "The second party is
Syrenusac.”

“Syrenusae?  You mean Syrene? L You
have agreed to allow five Syrene to board the
Enterprise, all at the same time?” Will Riker was
increduious. “Permission  to speak  ireely,
Captain.”

“Alwayvs, Number One, you know that.”
"Have you gone mad?”

A wry smile broke over Jean-Luc Picard's
face as he heard his First Officer's words, for
although they did not exactly paraphrase his
response  upon being hailed by Starfleet
Command not three hours since, the sentiment
was close enougii.

"l sincerely hope not. Starfleet sees the
transfer of the Syrene contingent to be a small
chore, and one that the Enterprise is conveniently
situated to carry out. 1f all goes well, it means a
slight detour of some 12-18 hours to Starbase
Lima, and then we can resume our original
course for the Achos planetary nebula.”

"If all goes well... That does have a good
sound about it," commented Commander Riker
drvly, "pbut why am I so sure that that is not going
to be the case?

"I count myvsell as a reascnably tolerant
man, 1 like to think of mvself as one of the
broadest minded people vou could hope to meet -
but isn't the Federation aiming a little too high
here, even for the UFP?  These people are an
itinerant group of unknown numbers, but a well
known disposition. [f they are not thieves, they
are traders that even the Ferengi consider
disreputable - or mercenaries... or assassins... the
lowest common denominator on any number of
fringre worlds you carc to mention.” Riker locked

at the Captam suddeniy, s face concerned. "And
what if onc of them is an assassin with a targot
aboard this ship...?"

"Calm yourself, Number Gne. | am swre
Mr Wort will ensure security is extremely tight
once he is aware of the exact nature ol our
guests.”

"You haver't toid him yet?” Riker rolled
his eyes, and put a hand to his temples.

"And it does not get much better, Wi in
the forthcoming party, we will have a very
special puest, Thelxepia of Achelous, who at 207
years of age i the oldest of the Syrene, and is
thus nominated the delegation leader. As such,
we have been instructed to treat her as a visiting
dignitary and to indulge her wishes as fa as
possible within the scope of our brief, as a sign of
the sincere intentions on the part of lhe
Federation in this matter.”

"Captain, I do not think it wise to adlow
them free run of the ship.” Riker's face was grim,
bis words carrying & warning note.

"Agreed, Number One. Let us hope their
requests are modest. The good news is that their
visit coincides with a two day festival called the
"Yrice', during which time thev want absolute
privacy, and no contact with outsiders - which
indicates to me that, hopefully, ail five will be
securely located in the chosen holodeck for the
butk of the journev.”

"1 was unaware thal the Syrene actualiv
observed any form of ritual or caliing,” Riker
replied. "Yrice?”

"To be candid, Will, I was rather surprised
also. Tha! is apparentiy the whole point of this -
nething is known about this group at ali as a race
or areed; customs, Titual, lifestyle or even basic
biological or medical data. But they are subject to
extensive persecution and discrimination, and as
they have no home world or systemn to give focus
1o their voice, until now any protest has gone
unheard. The Federation is seeking to ajlv themn
with a suitably similar society, assimilating them
into the Federation and so improve their lot.”

“It is hardly in the spirit of IDIC, and
furthermore... if this is a race, what of the Prime
Dircetive...  Thouw shalt wof interferc  with  the
developnent of another's soclety?”

"I agree, Number Cne... but it appears to
be something of a grey area in that the Syrene



ARE a disunet group within the structure of the
Federation.  And it would appear that some
quango within the Federation has decided that
this s the way forward - and it the Svrene are
happy with that... who are we to argue?”

“And how much say does the race due to
be allied with them get?”

“Good question, Number One.  And one
that] sincerely doubt has been aired quite yet.”

The two men sat in silent contemplation
for a few moments, dwelling respectively on the
wisdom of good intentions. Both men knew that
their room to manoeuvre on the matier, was, to
say the least, fimited as they had their orders
from Starfleet. and they were there to serve after
all.

"Worf to Captain Picard.” The Klingon
Chief of Securitv's voice boomed into the silence,
even through the comparatively restricted
medium  of Captain Picard’s communicator.
"Captain, we are being hailed by Earth colony
Omega XXI on a priority channel, Sir.  The
Governor of Omega is insisting that vou receive
his message imunediately, personally. Shall §
direct it through to the Ready Room?”

"Negative, Mr Worf. | will receive it on
the main Bridge viewscreen.”

Captain Picard stood, straightening his
jacket with a sharp tug before indicating with his
right arm that Commander Riker should precede
him onto the Bridge. The Commander walked
from the Captin's Ready Room straxght to his
command position; Picard followed him as far as
the Bridge Ops conscle before turning to face the
main viewer just behind Lt Commander Data’s
chair.

“Indicate | am ready to receive the
Governor's signat now, please, Mr Worl," Picard
said quietly over his shoulder to the Klingon at
communications, not blinking an eve as the view
of deep space was suddenly replaced by a very
unflattering close up of a very warm looking
gentleman showing all the il effects of being
somewhat corpulent as he mopped his sweat
beaded brow with a puce coloured handkerchief.

‘Picard! At last” he blustered, his tone
furious, his compiexion red. "1 would have you
know that 1 do NOT appreciate being kept
kicking my heels awaiting vour reply in lhis
fashion. Most shoddy, Sirrah, most shoddy!”

Picard turned on ms heel 1 ook at
Commander Riker, whose eyebrows were raised
with 4 liftie incredulity and some humour at w
Governor's treatment of his Captain.  Like ali
great men, Picard's response to such a tirade was
unpredictable; however in this instance the
Captain had obviously decided agamst taking
offence.

"Governor. | am afraid that vou caught me
in the middle of a meeting.” Picard's tone was
that of one making a statement, not an apology.
“In what capacity may the Enterprise assist vou?”

“You will shortly be receiving an order, if
you have not done so already, from Starfleet
Command, directing vou to remove certain
undessrables from Omega XXI post haste.”

"Governor... 1 am sorry, 1 did not catch
vowr full name. Governor...?"

“Cliphant. Governor Mujos Oliphant!” the
man shouted, his frustration clear.

"Governor  Oliphant,”  sfarted Captain
Picard in a quiet, reasonable veice, “the
Enterprise is already embarked upon two

missions at present, so there is nothing 1o say that
Starfleet will automatically assign this ship o
address your problem. Naturally, as we are the
closest ship to you in location, you may well have
assumed...”

"I demand you remove these... infidels from
my planet now!" roared the Governor, his face by
now an impressive bucolic red. "This is not a
satisfactory response to my request, Picard! 1 tell
vou now - 1, Mujos Qliphant, am not without
influence! Does reassignment w [reighter supply
work really seem so attractive to you in this late
stage of your career?”

At this peint it scemed as i the entire

Bridge <rew shifted their attention from
viewscreen to their Captain in one fluid
movement. Commander Riker found himsel

looking from the portly Governor Qliphant on
the viewscreen to the ramvod-straight figure of
Captain Jean-Luc Picard on the main Bridge, and
having to give the Governor of Omega XX a
miserabte 1/10 for his diplomacy in dealing with
a man of Picard's calibre. The lone point was for
the fact that he spoke Federation basic, although
chances were that he might have had more
success if he had spoken a language not
understood by the Captain or the Universai
transiator, as he could not have done much
worse. It would appear that it was Oliphant's



diplematic skills, or rather lack of them, that nad
resulted in hiz being Governor of one of the
UFP's gutter worlds. despite his claims of great
influence.

"1 will await my orders from Starfleet,
Governor.” Picard's response was sitky smooth;
enly the sharp movement at his thumb indicating
to Worl to cut the transmission revealed anything
other than urbane professionalism.

"We are being hailed once mwre from:
Earth colony Omega XX} Captain,” Worf
informed his Commanding Officer.

Picard took a deep breath, veleased it as a
fong sigh, and went to sit in the chair of
commangd, next to Commander Riker. Soivie
moments passed, the Bridge crew's discreet
attention focussed on Picard, and TPicards
attention focussed on the main viewers display of
deep space.

"Still hailing, sir” yeported Lt Worf,
checking the readings on the communication
console.

Finally, closely scrulinized by Riker and
Data, Ficard stood and said in a curt voice, "On
sereen, Mr Worl."”

The view of deep space was once more
replaced by a figure in the Governor's Office on
Omega XXI, but it was not Governor Mujos
Oliphant's quivering jowls that now filled the
Enterprise’'s main viewscreen. Instead, the lean,
high cheekbones of a haughty-faced woman
frowned down onto the occupants of the Bridge.
Large almond-shaped eyes of the most
viridescent green  stared brazenly onie  the
Enterprise, with hypnotic clarity from within the
fine.boned, almost elfin-featured face.

"Captain Jean-Luc Picard?” The voice was

well modulated, cultured in tone and paolite inits

cadence, as it asked the question.

"Ves, speaking. 1 am Captain Jean-Luc

Ficard, Commander of the Starship USS
Enterprise.”
"Greetings to vou, Captain Picard. My

name is Aglaopheme of Sterope. | am one of the
group that Governor Qliphant of Omega XX is
seeking to deport, and have been elected
speaker.”

"With all due respect. Aglaopheme of
Sterope, I am afraic that my response to any

request made 0 remove you from that colony is
the same as the one given o Governor Oliphant.
Our present - "

“Captain Picard. Before you explain vour
posinion further, 1 think you may find our request
actually has more to do with one of vour current
tasks than vou would think.”

Captain  Picard rtermained silent at her
interruption, an act which Aglaopheme of
Sterope apparently took to be a sign 1o contimue.
"I understand that your next port ot call is to be
Tigris vV, where GSyrene Elder Thelxepia of
Achelous is due to board lor the purpose ol
discussion on the assimilation of the Syrene into
the United Federation of Planets, correct?”

"That,” Captain Picard finally answered, "is
classified information and 1 think Starfleet would
be most interested in divining vour source,
Madame, Governor Qliphant, perhaps?”

"Captain, please - and no, it was no!
Oliphanl who divulged any information.  You
have just seen an admirable example of Mujos
Oliphant aving to get what he wants, and | think
vau would agree, subtle it is NOT.”

“Agreed,” conceded Picard abruptly. "And
50 to your point?”

"My point, Captain Picard, is that 1 and
five other members of the Syrene House of
Sterope disagree with the moves being made by
Thelxepia of Achelous and Mrs Patricia Evans -~
Aglaopheme spat cut the Emissary's name as if it
was a particularly bad taste in her mouth before
continuing with an arid precise tone. "We
consider their activities to be subversive, divisive
and dangerous. | ask that vou notify the official
delegation inumediately of cur intention to attend
the Yrice aboard your vessel; and furthermore,
tell Mrs Evans in particular that she cannot aveid
confrontation over the issue of assindlation by
furtively  hatching  secret  meetings  aboard
Starfleet Starships, however deep in space they
may be. I awail the official delegation’s reply,
Captain Picard. T think you know where to reach
us.”

The transmission was ended as abruptly as
the Captain’s original contact with Omega XXI
had been some moments carlier, leaving the
viewer filled only with the slow moving
starscape of the Enterprise’s present course, and
the background noise of ship's systems.

Commander Riker released his breath in a



iow rush through pursed lips. "It would appear
that there is maybe more fo this modest Syrene
study than first meets the eve, Captain.” Moving
with deliberation, Riker had moved to stand
beside his Commanding Officer in the middle of
Live main Bridge area.

“But if they genuinely have something to
contribute to this gathering, then they should be
made equally as welcome. Do you not agree,
Commander? Tcan see no justification in denying
their attendance.”

Riker pulled = considering face, and then
nodded his agreemend, briefly, airnosl abruptiy.

“Then ! shall notify Starfleet of this
development immediately, Number One, and
await further instructior. Some cursory study... it
is developing all the tellitale signs of a cultural
debate - and so much for a Toutine, non-essential
mission. Mystery, conflict. a hint of political
intrigue. All very mundane.”

Picard smoothed the back of his head in a
habit he tended to assume when matters were
taking 4 fast turn for the more complicated

"Bt it is just what we need to keep us on
our toes, sir,” Riker responded with a small smile.
"Eleven Syrene... all on beard the Enterprise. All
at the same time. Will there be any additional
arrangements you wish made for the second
party 7 He pansed momentarily before adding,
“And are you going to inform Mrs Evans of this
latest development Captain, or shall 7"

“! think this is a job,” Picard replied fimtly,
“for Coungeor Trol."

Deanna  Troi, ship's Counselor and
mediator aboard the Enlerprise, strode atong the
Enterprise corridors towards the Emissary’s
quarters,  Her purposeful gait brooked no
interference, but she had a nod and a smite for
virtually everyone she met on her way, for she
had come into contact with most of the ship's
crew in some capacity or other. But as she drew
neaser to the guest quarters her steps slowed, and
a frown ereased her brow.

“Mre Evans?” she hailed using the door
comm, "It is Deanna Trof, Mrs Evans.”

No answer. Deanna then repeated her hail
to no effect. Finally, the sound of raised voices
managed to escape even the soundproofing of

Starship cabins, and Deanna jamped as she heard
the clear sound of a fragile object being smashed.
Automatically her Starfleet fraining cut in and
she reached tor her communicator. “Counselor
Troi to Ship's Security. 1 may require assistance
in the guest quarters immediately.”

She paused long encugh for Security
return an acknowledgement before allowing her
Betazoid curiosity to get the better of her and
tempt her into using her empathic powers 10 une
in to the arguing minds and voices within the
cabin.

Deanna gasped as she opened her mind to
he duelling personalities beyond the closed
doors, sensing white hot anger, pain, betrayal,
fury and fear.  An amazing specgum of
passionate emotjon hit Deanna Troi's empathic
senses with the force o) a runaway freighter. But
worte was to come, for just as the maelstrom
appeared to be at its zenith, a telepathic biip
knocked Counselor Troi's thoughts straight out of
her head, and the Counselor backwards tnto the
floor of the corridor, senseless.

“] think she is OK... Hey, Dearmal”

A gentle hand patted her cheek as the grey
fop started clearing from her mind, and Deanna

blinked  her eyes against  the  harsh,
unsympathetic  lighting within the Starship

corridors.

“That's il, come on, wake up. You're
plocking the corridor and causing something of &
stir, Ms Trot”

Deanna moved a hand to her sore head
and smiled weakly in spite of herself as she
siowly focussed on the unmistakeable red har of
Dr DBeverlv Crusher bent over her emergendy
med pack, pulting away bits and pieces, her med
scan still in her hand.

"Do you feel well encugh to walk to sick-
bay Deannal” Beverly's voice was oisp and
professional. “If you do not, just say and we'll
fransport you.”

“No. Ne, 1 am fine. 1 can walk,” Deanna
insisted as two officers from Security helped her
to her feet, and she swayed there once released.
“Waw, is my head sare.”

“all the more reason for us to have a little
lcok-see. Here, grab my arm... it's not too far.”



Beverly  Crusher tuckea her  arm
underneath the Counselor's delicate elbow and
steered her down the corridor, trying to balance a
sensible speed with undue haste. She signalled
with her head that she would like one of the
security detall to accompany them as they headed
off in the direction of sick bay.

"So, then, Counselor Trol" said Dr Beverly
Crusher once her patient was safely ensconced
within the fields of one of the examination beds
in sick bay.  “Care to tell vour friendly
neighbourhood Doctor what brought this attack
on? Any working theory will do... Although, all
joking apart, are you feeling a little better now?"

"l am fine Beverly, really, truly?” Deanna
sat with her feet upon the examination bed trying
o suppress the feeling of being a complete and
utter fraud, "In fact Lam so fine 1 should not even
be sitting here taking up one of your valuable
beds."

Deanna went to swing her feet down onto
the floer, but found her movement neatlv blocked
by the decepiive strength of Dr Crugher's arm.

“Whoa! Hang on there a moment.
Examination first, fhen you get to cireck out, nol
before. See, that's how a sickbav tends to work,
Counsclor.” Dr Crusher repyimanded her, mock-
primly, whilst shining a fight probe into her eyes.
“BNow blink.”

"Beverly!™ Deanna half laughed with real
impatience, but blinked all the same. "I was on
an important errand for the Captain - 1 can't go
and put my feet up half wav through!”

"Okay, so you'll do it ter minutes later
than vou had intended, Counselor. You arc not
the only one with a job o do here.  Any
probiems, send Captain Picard to see me.”

Beverly gave her a theatrical frown, before
shutting off her probe with a decided click. She
then spun on her heel and walked off in the
direction of her office, passing Nurse Alicia
Ogawa as she went,

“Watch her, Alicia,” she said as she strode
past,

“Yes, Doctor!” laughed Alicia, walking
towards Counselor Troi. "Hi, Deanna...”

Commander Riker and Worf stood upen

the Bridge, their expressions preoccupied as the
voung, Security Qfficer reported the disturbance
both outside - and inside - the Federation
Emissary's cabin shortly before.

"And Counselor Trol... Is she all right?”
questioned Commander Riker, his brows drawn
together into a frown.

"Dr Crusher was hailed as soon as we
found the Counselor, six,” said the young Security
Officer, wishing that he did not have to be the
unfortunate member of their ream in possession
of the facts right from the time when Counsclor
Troi had been found unconscious in the middie of
the corridor - the net result being that he ha¢
been summicned to report personally to his
commanding officer as weil as the ship's First
Cfficer, on the Tridge.

"I owill check with I Crusher on
Counselor Troi's status,” Riker informed Worf as
their relieved messenger was finally dismissed.
"Well, Mr Worf, what do vou think>"

‘T would be happier i I was in possession
of Counsclor Troi's version of events, sir. Mrs
Evans maintains that she was having a smal
disagreement with her daughter, and so did not
hear either Coumselor Troi's hail or her fall,” Worf
replied, his voice low.

"It seems rather unusual that they did not
hear anything, if the comm was open and the
disagreement was as small as they say it was,”
commented Commander Riker dryly.

"As soon as the Counselor is available, |
will discuss these events with her,” Wor! stated.
“At the moment both the Counselor and Dr
Crusher have business with Mrs Lvans. The
CMO  has just completed the embarkation
medicals of the Emissary and her daughter.

"Good.  Keep vour eyes apen, Mr Worl,
There js something not quite right here..” Riker
smoothed his close cropped beard before adding,
"It may be worth while checking vour no doubt
very efficient security measures one last time
before the second party arrives, Lieutenant,”

"Sir... T already have, twice,” Worf growled
mreply

Counselor Deapna Troi and Dr Beverly
Crusher made therr way to the door of the
Emissarv's  quarters and paused before



admittance.

"Here goes" Deanna smiled hesitantly at
lrer Doctor colleague before using the door comm
to hail the Emissary.

A Bit like someate refurming to o badiy i}
firwork... thought Dr Crusher wrvly as they
finally gained admittance.

The only person evident was Patricia
Evans herself, who was picking up a flower
display from the floor, along with what musi
have originally been its ceramic container.

"You have had an accident? asked Troi,
her voice reserved.

"Yes, Counselor, something like that,” said
Patricia weariiy

"I thought | heard a disturbance when [
called carlier,” she said. "There were some very
angry voices in evidence.”

“You heard?” Mrs Evans suddenly seemed
very guarded.

“indeed. In faci | was the one who
summoned  ship's  security,” Deanna added
candidly.

"Oh... I see”

"Is there anything that you or wvour
daughter want to discuss, maybe with mysclf as a
disinterested third party, Mrs Evans?”

"No, there most certainly is not.”

Beverly Crusher and Deanna Troi
exchanged glances, an act that did not escape Mrs
Evans' notice,

"There is absolutely nothing wrong,
Counselor, honestly. But I do thank vou for your
concern.” Her tone of answer was frosty

"Well, in that case, the main reason for my
visit, Mirs Evans, is that Captain Ficard asked me
to inform you that he has been hailed by a group
of Svrene on Omega XXI, led by an Aglacpheme
of Sterope. They are intending to join your party
aboard the Enterprise for the Feast of Yrice, and
Captain Picard can see no reason to deny them
that, subject to clearance by Starfieet, and, of
course, yourself.”

Dr Crusher watched the Emissary closely,

By Gadd. but hter poise v goad! thought Beverly. Nota
murmr, not & mnse, abiest qs Jf she wvs net fazed by
this unexpected request al all. But something, maybe
that often disregarded sense of intuition, told
Beverly Crusher otherwisc.

"“Wonderful.” She smiled urbanely, lier face
almes! fike o glittermg mask, thought Deanna, privy
to other thoughts emanating from beneath it
thanks to her empathic senses, "I look forward to
them coming aboard.”

A sarcastic laugh from the far end of the
living quarters almost shock this composure, but
not quite,

"How fortunate, mother,” came Lucy's
voice. "If's going to be quite a lively party with
both Agla and vourself to meet the old buzzard of
Tigris.”

"Lucy!"  Her mother's voice was like
chilled steel. "You sorget yourselft”

"] just find it amusing. The number of
people that wriggle out of the woodwork when
they think things are about to rock their own safe
little boat. Otherwise they do not give a damn.”
Lucy furned to retreat once more into her
sleeping quarters, her beautiful face set in an
artful smile. "But then 1 am lucky enough to have
amother who has time for such good works - one
whe is prepared to show, by example, no less,
what could be done for such an ill-done-by race
as the Syrene if people would only take the time
to UNDERSTAND them! Such altruism.. such
generosity of soul... Am 1 not the LUCKIEST girl
alive?

“Encugh!” snapped Evans, for the first
time appearing truly rattled by events. But all
that answered her was the mocking sound of
Lucy's Jaughter from behind the yet again firmly
closed cabin doors.

“She is at that awkward age,” Evans
muirmured uneasily.

"You're tellimg me,” responded Beverly
Crusher, regarding the closed doors with some
reservation, obviously recalling Wesley's teenage
years and wondering at the comparison,

“] think... we need some time alone,” Evans
finaliy managed. "If you would be so kind as to..
leave us?"

"Of course,” both Deanna Troi and Beverly
Crusher chorused, relieved at being given the



ideal exit from such an uncornfortable situation.

Once outside the cabin, Deanna stretched
up an arm to Lift her thick hair from the back of
her neck and ease her shoulders.

"What a dreadiul child,” she marvelled as
the two of them started down the corridor. "It
sometimes amazes me what Human children are
allowed to get away with compared to the way 1
was brought up by my mother.”

“Human?" Dr Beveriy Crusher's attention
was back on her companion.

"You know, Dr Crusher, Human - as in
adolescent, young, rebellious, Human Being?”

But Dr Crusher's response was to shake
her head firmly. "No, Deanna” Beverly Crusher
pinched her lips between finger and thumb.
"Having received the results of both their
compulsory boarding medicals was why I
insisted on accompanying vou t¢ the Emissary's
quarters.”

"But an embarkation medicai is normally
just routine procedure... isn't it?"

"Well, on this occasion I thought it might
be prudent to discuss the results with Patricia
Evans.”

"Why?" Deanna prompted, stopping in her
tracks to turn and look at the Chief Medical
Officer.

"Although the medical was positive for
general health and lack of infection, it alse told
me that whatever they are.. Human they are
not.”

"Then, Beveriy, what ARE they?”

“At a guess - or maore like pure conjecture -
i would say that the Emissary and her daugheer
may weil be Syrenusae. But then due to lack of
medical data, standard Syrene physiology is a
matter of pure conjecture anyway,” the Doctor
answered with a frustrated shrug of her
shoulders.

Commander Riker stared down at the
length of the cbonite table at the assembled
familiar faces of the senior members of staff from
his customary position to the right of Captain
Picard. 1t was not often that William T Riker

wished for abilities other than those he was
already blessed with, but this was one occasion
when he wished he had some Betazoid blood,
with its associated empathic ability, running in
his veins, so that he could divine the real source
of the discord in the meeting before him at
present.

Riker would often quite consciously act to
buffer his Captain from the extremes of response
on command decisions, and to share in the
fielding of feedback, as he knew from his own
experience that command decisions weve, by
their very nature, difficult to make and otten even
hioder 10 justify.  But on this occasion e was
beginning {o feel at something of a loss, although
he allowed himself a small smile of consolation
when he realised that even the erudite Counselor
Troi was feeling somewhat powerless in the face
of the clash that was taking place before them.

Ordinarilv Beverly Crusher was the model
Chief Medical Officer, making the towerkny
arguments that used to occur between Katherine
Pulaski and Jean-Lue Picard during Dr Crusher's
vear-fong absence from the Enterprise something
of a distant memeory. She would rarely disagree
with the Captain's decisions, and neither would
the Captain seek o interiere in her work, boii
having a strong professional respect 1or each
other built up over the vears, but there wore
exceptions to this harmonious rule - a3 on this
occasion, for when resources were dght and the
Doctor felt humanitarian  issues were being
pushed to the rear, she could be guaranteed to
come out fighting.

Similarly, as the rather complex mixture of
orders recentiy sent to them by Starflea: were still
the official line, Capiain Jean-Luc Picard was
prepared to defend his interpretation of them to
the last.

iromienfly, Riker mwsed. #f fhe Capiam jusi
patsed for n few moments fo achaliy ke @ boord
Brveriy's passionate arguanent, I wonid prebably agree
with her. But the Captain so ravely had someene
prepared to disagree with him that it seemed
aimost a shame to stop the two participants of
this particular skirmish too quickly.

Beverly Crusher had warmed to the cause
of the Syrenusae study with somwething of an
almost evangelical interest, and her ability te
somehow perforate jean-Luc Picard's almost
regal shell had resulted in one of the most
confrontational meetings Riker could remember
having been a party to aboard the Enterprise. It
had started some time ago, innocuously enough,



with a discussion as to the Achos planetary
nebuta and details of senior crew assignments 10
Picard's favoured project.

“Mr Data, [ would like you 1o work with
Mr La Forge and Chief O'Brien on some of the
finer modifications to the ship's sensors being
made for the study....”

*Captain, | had rather hoped that Data
would be working with us - that is, Counselor
Troi and myself - on starting on the Syrenusae
study prior to their disembarkation at Starbase
Lima," Beverly Crusher objected firmly.

"Doctor, | would remind vou that we are
responsible only for the initiai stages of this
very... bueresting.. assimilation project” Picard
shaped his words as if they were unwelcome.
“The butk of the research work will be done, and
properly so, using the facilities and resources of
Starbase Lima."

That had been it. Riker had caught Trol's
eve as he slunk low in his chair, and she had
raised her evebrows at the almost visible
capitulation to the forthcoming storm. Oft no,
Rikers resigned attitude seemed o say, #ie
Capiain has starfed #is one, and I am sure he is nive
tian capable of finishing it as ewell.

“Well, T wish I could be so certain that the
project will get that far, Captain” Beverlv
responded quickly. “The unexpected opposition
t¢ the assimilation study could be all that is
needed to send the various participants scuttling
back te their respective corners of Federation
space, with us none the wiser, before Starbase
Iima is even within transporter ranget"

“Dr Crusher, we are a Federation Starship,
Our job is the exploration and scientific study of
space, not social work better left to those
Federation personnel who would have the
Enterprise fumctioning as an inlergalactic taxi
service!"

Data iooked at Geordi, as if to say
something, bur the Chief Engineer signalled him
to stay quiet with a small shake of his head.

"We canrnot afford to indulge ourselves in
the lwxury of prevarication and delegation. In
this instance, Captain, we should be doing as
much research as we possibly can... and now!” Dr
Crusher insisted.

"Doctor, we have neither the resources,
nor the time at present, to indulge ourselves on

this project or any ofhwr,. and do it justce
Picard answered. "Leave this one w the expoerts.”

“Experts!” exploded the Cluef Medical
Officer.

The following ten minutes was an
education for the uninitiated in the finer points of
debating Starfieet regulations and verbal point
scoring, Riker's ears finally pricked up when it
sounded as if the Doctor had realised that she
would never win an ali out victory against the
Captain in his present mood, and was aiming for
position. of honourable runner up with 3% of
what she originally requested.

*The medical team aboard this ship is
second to none in the disciplines this project is
erying out for - we could continue the study in
addition to our other duties. All Lask is that vou
give us Data. He would be invaluable in the
coordination of psychological and physiological
studies with known sociological data,  God
knows we could doe with his speed, now so more
thar ever.”

"It i= conceivable that 1 conld work on both
projects  simultaneousty, Captain,”  Data
interceded, the firsi of the DBridge wew t¢ have
spoken otner than CMO and Captain in this
meeting 5o far. "As 1 do not need to rest for the
same period of time as other crew members,
could split my day into two twelve hour shifts,
concentrating on one project per shift.”

Commander Riker glanced at Picard. He,
personally, did not like Data o push himself o
the limit of his abilities in this way, which in
another lifeform could be considered excessive.
To take advantage of him in this way, however
villing he was, because he was an android, did
not rest well with Will, Nor with Captain Picard,
it would seem, as he took one of his characteristic
deep breaths and released it as a short sigh, his
wry glance at the CMO not missed by others
present.

“That will not be necessary, Mr Data. You
are assigned to Dr Crusher's team.. subject to
review,” he added in a warning tone to the Doctor

“Thank vou, Captain,” said Dr Crusher
quictly.

"Sa how will vou proceed, Doctor?” Riker
asked, sitfing forward in his chair, aware that the
clearly signalled compromise meant that the
meeting was now ready to resume.



"First of all we have to get the agreement
of the Syrene themselves. The reason so little is
known about them is that they have done an
excellent job of eluding any form of medical
study or biopsy for a long, long time. Their
apparent amazing health combined with a
mistrust of anything and everything that may
intrude into the secrecy that surrounds them has
served them well."

"Doctor, there is something that has been
puzzling the hell out of me.” Geordi La Forge
spoke up from the end of the long, conference
tabte. “There has been no mention of any Syrene
men. So far I haven't heard or seen any evidence
of any males of the species. Any idea why?"

"Excellent question, Geordi,” Beverly
congratulated him, "and it's going to be the
queston on the top of my list toeo. It may be that
Syrene male children are too weak fo survive, or
that they have some fatal flaw in their genetic
makeup that means they are never a valid birth
prospect. Alternatively, the Syrene may have
some form of self fertilizing hermaphrodite
metabolism, although they have been accused oy
some Taces of ceremonial sacrifice  and
consumption of.."

“Ahem.” Captain Picard cleared his throat
and directed a clear, straight look at his Chief
Medicat Officer.

"..but of course you probably don't want
to hear about that right now "

Beverly finished, somewhat lamely,
whispering to Deanna some thime later that she
now knew how Data must feel when cut off in
full flow.

“What facilities have beer arranged for the
Syrene contingent, Mr Worf?" Ficard asked his
Chief of Security.

“Holedeck 3 has been programmed to
Emissary Evans' strict specifications regarding
the setting of the Yrice. In addition, the doors
have been adjusted to respond o secured
computer input only. All manual and local
control systems have been temporarily put off-
fine, save emergencv systems. Two armed
guards will be in attendance outside holodeck 3 at
all times, each on specifically short duration
duty.”

“Excellent, Mr Worf. Has anvone else
anything to contribute whilst we are on the
subject of the "Yrice'?” questioned Ficard.

"Mrs Evans briefed me as to the siart and
duration of the ceremonies surrounding the Yrice,
and upon  Thelxepias embarkation, the
ceremenial period can be expected to start within
the following 48 hours for a total period of two
days.” Deanna turned to Dr Crusher who was
Iistening quietly to this. "The two day
observation of the Yrice is cdlearly going to
preclude any study during this period.”

"Then the arrival of Thelxepia of Achelous
would appear to mark the start of our duties in
earnest. Thelxepia of Achelous is considered by
the Federation as a visiting dignitary of the
ivghest order, and is to be accorded the respect
and amenities that go with that honour.” Picard
turned his gaze onto the Docter. “Dr Crusher, as
Chief Medical Officer T will expect you to attend
to our guests' needs 24 hours a dav, personally if
needs be. At well 1 excess of 200 vears of age, a
Doctor to hand may be advisable.” Geeing Dr
Crusher about to protest, he raised his hand.
"Consider it a perfect opportunity to study one of
the most eminent of the Syrene race at close
quarters Doctor. It may even allow you a
glimpse of their very private ceremonial rites.”

"l is somewhat curious that there is so
litde record of the Syrene observing any form of
ceremenial or religious yitual, save one obscure
reference in the ancient manuscripts of Miseris,"
commented Data, his head filted to one side as he
continued accessing his vast store of knowledge.
"Indeed. the very crigins of the Svrenusae are
clouded in mystery, with very little by way of
substantial fact. Most factual records pertaining
to the Syrene involve writs and criminal...”

Picard raised his eyebrows slightly at his
third in command, which Data correctly
interpreted as a signal to pause in his recitation.

“From my Umited knowledge of the
Syrene, as regards this project Mr Data, their
names bear a curious similarity to those found in
the ancient classics, those of Homer and the tales
of Orpheus.”

"Indeed. Fascinating." Data's interest was
obviously piqued by this new avenue of research.
"Creatures of ancient earth mvthelogy, half
women, half birds or malevolent monsters of the
sea. They feature prominently a¢ agents of
vengeance or death.”

“Which is all very well... put what puzzles
me is why DPatricia Evans was chosen by
Federation Officials as their representative in this
assignment,” Riker told the assembled meeting.



"Avreed, Number One, I fnd ms self
hecomng CVen MoTe uneasy as it becomes clear
that this is obviously a task requiring no little
skill m the art of negotiation,” Picard replied

“How much do we actually know about
Mrs Bvans that qualifies ker for this roie?” Riker
asked quietly, his face concerned. "All T know
apout her is that her husband was Dr Jess Evans,
wher surely evervone must at least have heard of
within UFP and Starfleet technical.”

"How could they not have?” concurred

Geordi, "The technical guru of control
inieraclion, specializing in linkage and feedback
of control within star class vessel systems

soltware when it was still an art rather than &
skill. The man was a genius.”

“Jess Evans died of a severe wasling
disease, an acute form of Darnav's, accordimg to
vecords on the Vulcan colony planet which was
the Fvans family homeworld for the last 16
vears,” Data informed then. “Little else is
known, apart from there being a son George,
aped eight, in addition to Lucy, from {heir
marriage.”

"So there is nothing cise?” Riker asked.

Deanna wondered whether to speak out,
but she was aware of Beverly Crusher's silence
and debated if to do s was in fact a breach of
professional confidentiality to their guesis, on the
part of buth of them. But, surprisingly enough, it
was not Dr Crugher's voice that broke the silence,
but Caplain Picard's,

"Patricia Fvans was at Starfleet Academy
for two vears, but left to mary Jess Evans before
she graduated.” he said, somewhat reluctanty.

"Really?”  Counselor Troi glanced at Dy
Crusher quickiv as she moved forward in her
chair. "Captain, | had no idea. You know i is
nowirere on her personai file.  Are vou guile
sure?”

“Of course ] am sure - | was damn well
there at the time!” Picard snapped somewhat
irritably. "And I hope for all our sakes that the
woman who is acting as Emissary aboard mv
starship is somewhat more mature than the girl
who attempted to fly a shuttlecralt upside down
into a gravity field!”

“She what?" Troi and Crusher exchanged
glances that showed they were both gving to
reconcile the image of the austere, raven- haired

]

woman i the guest quarters with someony
prepared to conumit such an act whilst in Starfleet
uniform. "What on earth for?”

"To prove me wrong!” Picard bit out and
his jaw clamped shut in such a way that his
colleagues realised he was not about to divulge
anvthing more on the matter,

“Then..” Deanna Troi spoke slowly and
precisely. 1 think Patricia Evans is unicuely
qualified for the job of Emissary in the Federation
dealings with the Syrenusae contingent.”

All the meeting, save Dr Crusher, looked
at the Counsclor in some surprise.

"She s obviously committed ¢ the
principles of the United Federation of Planets,
else why would she have origmally joined
Starfleet Academy? And, if I make so bold, the
fact she was accepted, says much about her
psychological make-up that reassures me.”

"l agree,” joined  in Beverly  Crusher,
obviousiy deciding that the Capiain had a right to
now, now, of the implications o the medical
results. "And where else would the Federation be
fortunate enough o iind a Svrene commitied to
the principles of the UFP?

“The Brnissary is Syrene?” Worf boomed.
Riker and Picard looked at each other with a
mbdure of alarm and astonishment.

“Flow tong have vou known this Doctor™
Picard fixed the MO with a steely glare, but Dr
Crusher was not sbout to be so  easily
intimicated.

“Not long, Captain. 1 was sbout lo inform
you of the results In formal report,” she
answered promptly. it will be on your desk after
the meeting.”

a

"I look forward to i arrival” Picard
replied succinctly.

“T'welve Syrene?” Riker put his head in his
hands and moaned.

“Thirteen, actually, Wil Lucy iz Svrene
ajso.”

"My God. ! had no idex’ Picard
murmured faintly as the realization started (o
sink in.

All that could be heard from Will Riker



was a groaning neise, until he finaliy Hfted his
head from his hands and locked across at Wort.

“I hope vou are not a superslitious man,
Mr Worf,” he said

"No, 1 am a Klingon. And there is a
Klingon saying... ‘superstition is the religion of
feeble minds," growled Worf across the table
width, "and a warrior's mind is NEVER feeble!”

TWO

Beverly Crusher waited in a position as
near enoligh to attention as she was ever likely to
gt her hands clasped behind her back, balanced
lightly uporr her feet, feeling hot and
uncomfortable  in her abswrdly impractical
Starfleet dress unitorm. Beside her stood Deanna
Troj, similarly attired but managing to exude a
sense of rool serenity rather than the warmth and
frustration Beverly felt she was prev to, Fauwicia
Evans had no such problems; simply and
elegantly clothed in a black, tailored suit, she
served to make Dr Crusher feel even more idiotic
invher regulation dress.

The transporter room was quiet, almest tos
much so, thought Beverly Crusher, betraving her
straying thoughts by the almost cat- like jump
she gave as Commander Riker burst through the
wansporter room doors, hurriedly fastening his
dress uniform collar as he dashed in.

"Captain's  orders.” He  grinned
unashamedly. "l hepe 1 haven't missed
anything!”

"No, sir,” said Chief O'Brien from the
control console, "we are just about 1o beam now,
Coramander.”

"Commander Riker." Patricia Evans spoke
in a cool voice. "I had expected the Captain to
accompany you.”

"The Captain sends his apologies,
Emissary Evans - " Riker's charm came on almost
like a light - but at the moment he is needec on
the Bridge. ! hopel will do in his place for now.”

That famous Riker smile, renowned
throughout the known galaxy, worked its magic
once more, and Deanna tried to hide her slight
smile behind her hand as she perceived definite
signs  of unstiffen- ing from the Federation
Emissary, and even the glimmer of indulgent
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amusement in tne Svrene face, at the Farst
Qfticer's words.

“Preparing to beam now.” O'Brien’s voice
cut clearly into the pause in conversation.
"Transporter activated, sir”

The welcome party stood facing  the
wansporter pad as six figures shummered into
shape within 1z field. accompanied by the
fandliar whine associated with transporter
equipment. The first thing that struck Deanna
was the sheer height of the women - they were all
surely over two meires in height, and the added
centimewes of the raised transporier pad made
them look almost like giants

The Svrene were dressed in black from
head to toe, bul in layers of clothing rather than a
simply tailored suit of clothes. Shawls were casl
around them o protect against the notormous
Omega XXI winds, and hoods covered their
heads. The first one ot the group to step off the
transporter pad shook her hood from her hair as
she stepped down towards the Enterprise
reception party.

“Welcome to the UISS Enterprise. 1 am
Commander Williasn T Riker, First Officer,” said
Riker warmly, stepping forward to greet his
guests as the other Syrene saw fit to follow suit.

“Agiacpheme of Sterope; Ligia, Xepia,
‘Pheme, Molpe and Thel - all also of the House of
Sterope.”

The first of the group spoke with
authority, now easilv recognisable as the woman
whose transmission to the Enterprise earlier had
caused a flurry of subspace communication
between the Galaxy Class Starship and Starfieet.
Her familiar viridescent eves shrewdly studied
the assembled group before her.

"Federatton  Emissary  Tatricia  Evans,
Ship's Counselor Deanna Troi and Chief Medical
Oificer Dr Beverly Crusher,” Riker replied
prompily, but Aglaopheme’s attention had been
lost after the first name had been uttered by the
First Qfficer of the Enterprisc.

“Parthenope!” she hissed sibilantly, tossing
her head back haughtily. "Weil. Parthenope of
Gaea, I cannot deny surprise.”

‘Do not call e that™” Evans bit out. “You
will refer to me by my Terran Human name,
Patricia Evans.”

5



“Seoyon chowse to deny yous House..
Then as you wish, so be it

The sight of the bwo women standing, face
to face finajly convinced Commander Riker, if he
needed any convincing, that there was no doubt
as {0 Evans being Syrene. Both were of a similar
build ard physical demeanour, the only apparent
difference being that Patricia Evans lacked the
curious green eyes evident in Aglaopheme and
all the accompanving Svrene.  She alse had a
smooth raven dark bob haircut, whereas all six of
the Syrene contingent had huge manes of hair
settled into thick locks trailing down their long
backs, making their already considerable height
seermn even greater.

Finally, after a few moments of taking
stock of each other, Aglaopheme finally broke
eye contact with Bvans, giving her a final

insolent assessing  look  before turning to
Commander Riker.
"We have cargo to come aboard. 1t is..

tradition that an uninvited guest should bring
such an offering to an Yrice,” Aglaopheme
explained, with great reluctance, "but no doubt
vour pet Syrene from the House of Gaea has
aiready rold you that and more!”

The strange Syrene woman's voice was
conternptucus, prompting Riker and O'Brien to
exchange glances of concern.

"} can yun a check on the cargo whilst it is
in transport, sir,” O'Brien pointed out, "and delay
materialization temporarily, if need be.”

Do it, Chief," saic Riker simply.

"We hope you will find vour stay here
comfortable,” Deanna said with a smile. But no
sooner had she said the words than she closed her
eyes in a lengthy blink as another empathic blip
shot through her head, though thankfully on Lhis
occasion nowhere near as strong ag the iast. Asif
the lesser power of the emission allowed greater
clarity, Troi was almost able to hear it
composition, discerning it as a clamourinyg of
voices, a massive chorus, gone before it was
properiy there but its effect still making her
stagger.

"Troi?" A cool veice spoke 1o her, yet did
hot.

Deanna opened her eves to see
Aglaopheme jooking straight at her, her lips
unmaoving but her words clear,

et
o

‘Do not be aiarmed. My father was
Betazoid.  So, thev have a Federation empath
also... Well, greetings anyway. Deanna Troi of
Enterprise - and vou mav call me Agla.”

Then Aglaopheme of Sterope put out her
hand. obviously expecting Deanna Troi to shake
it in the old Earth tradition, which she did with a
stariled look towards Beverly and Will's curious
stares.

Once her hand was released, Counselor
Troi moved closer to Beverly Crusher and
inclined her head towards the Doctor. "l have just
had a mild recurrence of the phenomena that
caused my iainting fit." she said quietly to the
CMQ. "1 think it may be worth discussion.”

"OK, Sickbay - 20 minutes,” Dr Crusher
whispered out of the corner of her mouth

Meanwhile, Commander Riker was busy
with his offictal reception duties. "Your quarters
have been prepared,” Riker informed the
delegation. "1f you will join the security detail
awaifing you, they will escort you to your

cabins.”

"Excellent, Commander.” Agla regarded
the Commander in a haughty, assessing, almost
masculine manner, but her glance was one of
pure feminine appreciation as she said, "And do
thank your Captain for being so kind as to send
such an... efficient... officer to atiend to our needs.
Hopetully we shall enjoy your company again
shortly, Commander Riker * And with that the
Syrene filed out.

It was not so much what Agla said,
thought Deanna, as she watched Will Riker
assume a look more familiar upon Captain
Picard's face - a ook somewhere between shock
and unease, bui the way it was almost... weil...
purred out. She chanced a glance at Beverly
Crusher to see the CMO's blue eyes twinkiing
mercilessly at the First Officer of the Enterpnise.
From behind the assembled tio, a hastily
smothered laugh come cough reminded them of
the presence of Chief C'Brien at the controls.

“Chief," Commander Riker rapped out

"Sir,” the Chief responded, his countenance
poker straight, as if it had never been anything
else.

"Bring that carge up - but 1 want full
analysis of jts contents before even one atem of
its pattern is put into place.”




"5ir," the Chief responded again.

Deanna Troi, Beverly Crusher and William
T Riker turned to watch the transporter as its
high pitched shimmering whine once more filled
the air, and a large crate approximately 1.5
metres square and high wavered into focus.

“Container, simple metal alloy, watertight,
custom built for carriage, light but strong,” Chief
O'Brien reported clearly. “Contents, liguid.
Composition, 50% H20 water, 30% CH3CH20H
aicohol, 10% protein, probably in suspension, 6%
vegetable extract, 2%  vegetable matter
comparable to celiulose, 1.5% anomalous
biclogical molecules and finally 0.5% trace
clements.”

The crate finally maiterialized onto the
transporter pad.

‘It would appear to be some form of
alcoholic beverage, Commander,” Chief O'Brien
observed.

“Great,” Riker sighed. "Thirteen Syrene
aboard the Enterprise, and now it looks like they
intend throwing a party.”

"Real alcohol," Dr Crusher pointed out, her
face deadpan. "Not synthehol..”

"Could be very
chimed in.
Picard?"

interesting,” Deanna
"Are you going to tell Captain

Will Riker gave them a warning look as he
instructed the Chief to transport the crate and its
contents to holodeck 3 immediately.

“If the computer scan shows a ‘harmless’
alcoholic beverage...”

30% proof, Will™" protested Dr Cruslier.

"And in all likelihood the Syrene will drink
themselves stupid, and spend the rest of the
journey to Starbase Lima sleeping it off.. then I
am not complaining, and neither, 1 hazard a
guess, will the Captain.”
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"But imbibing strong alcoho! can often .

cause aggressive, uncontrolled behavicur in
many species,” Deanna pointed out, her voice
suddenty serious, “"particutarly when individuals
are under stress.

"Will, T sensed from the Svrene on their
arrival, as a whole, a spirit of reunion, of

excitement.., almost celebraton.”

Will Riker regarded the Ship's Counselor
steadily as she recounted her impressions.

"But this could be deceptive. Not ondy the
accurtence of strange empathic anomalies T have
experienced around these creatures concerns me,
but also their emotional state. Agla telepathed to
me just now: while she did so she allowed her
guard to drop, and the emofions she revealed
were most definitely NOT reunion, celebration
and the like."

“What were they then, Counselor?”

“Fear, anxiety,” Counselor Troi replied,
"and at levels that 1 would normally associate
with life or death situations. As a snapshot of the
Syrene emotional state... T find it a muatter for
some concern.”

Lucy sat upon the bed in her cabin,
crouched Jow over a collection of circuitry on her
lap, and most particularly a small box balanced
somewhat precariously upon her knee. From her
teeth dangled a couple of lengths of optic fibre
which had been drawn previously from a slim
bundle that lay on the bed in 2 long grov box.

In the main living area of their temporary
quarters, the outer door swished open and Lucy,
startled, looked up at her own shut cabin door,
the incredibly delicate soldering gadget balanced
in her fingers.

"Lucy?”

With a gasp. Lucy jumped as she Jooked
down and realised she had left the tiny laser tool
on and had new burnt a minuscule hole in the
aireuitry’'s black casing,

“Lucy - are you in there? Canlcome in?°

Lucy coolly gathered all her equipment
scattered over the covers into the long, grey
container, and then pushed it all into a drawer
beside the bed.

"This will not work, Lucy,” came Patricia
Evans’ voice from the other side of the door. "It
will not make me change my mind on the
matter.”

Her daughter did not answer, instead she
lay upon the bed, stoically staring at the ceiling,



ner mouth set in a mutimous Line.

"Lucy.. Leucosia,” came the Emissary’s
voice once again, softer this time. "I wish vou
were old enough to understand.”

And finally the tootsteps moved away
from fhe door, signifving that her mother had
finally withdrawn, but Lucy's eyes were button
bright, almost feverish, as she glanced towards
the door.

The young Syrene twisted across the bed
and puiled a small alarm from her bedside, and
set the chronometer with swift, nimbie fingers.
She then lay back on the bed and with one final
glance at the arystal display of time, she seemed
to finally relax. Sinking back onto her pillows,
she allowed her eyes to close as if in genuine
sleep, her hand falling from where it lay at her
side, to dangle protectively close to the drawer
containing the boxed evidence of her genius.

The viewscreen on the Bridge displayed its
usual haunting expanse of space, the stars
blurred stightly as the Enterprise decreased her
speed from warp 4 1o warp 1, but had yet to drop
into impulse - after all they did have an
appointment to keep with a 207 year old
dignitary, mused Picard as he sat ire his command
chair, position relaxed, his chin resting on his
fingers.

"Captain, we are du 1o enter orbit around
Tigris V in a few moments,” the Ensign reporied
from the conn.

“Excellent,” Picard muttered, stretching
from his chair, "and almost on time.”

The Captain walked to the fvont of the
Bridge before turning to address his Security
Chiet at communications.

"Worf, are we within
range of Tigris V yet?”

communication

"Almost, sir”

“Then prepare to tell Tigris V we are about
to arrive and are prepared to receive our guest.”

*Yes, Captain,” Worf responded.
"Keen to get on with things, Captain?”

Commander Riker smiled quietly from his
position beside Worf as the Captain paced back to

tas Chat,

"Indeed, Number One,” Picard answered
crisply, and then carried on, almost in an
undertone, "Data has just submitted a study that
reveals there mav be some excellent examples of
Trojan asteroids situatect within the bounds of the
Achos systern.”

“Ah" said Commander Riker, his smile
widening. “Captive astercids?”

“Planetary  building biocks,”  Picard
corrected him, a small smile tugging at the
corners of his mouth. A potential set of kevs t0
the birth of the Achos system is always werth a
look, Number One.”

“Captain, Tigris V js hailing us” Worf
signalled the Captain as Picard prepared to talk at
some length to his First Officer on the subject of
the forthcoming stellar study.

With a small sigh, Picard glanced at the
sympathetic face of Riker and gave a wry smile,
“0n screen, Mr Worf,” he said, “but no audio as
yet. Let's see to whom we are about to speak.”

The main viewscreen flickered to reveal 2
by now unmistakeable face of Syrene origin -
although this individual seemed somewhat older
than those others of the race they had seen thus
far.

“Why do 1 suddenly get the feeling we are
rapidiy becoming cutnumbered?” Picard confided
to Riker as his First Officer came to stand beside
him.

“although the arithmetic says otherwise,
sir, § do know what vou mean!” agreed Riker
emphatically

*Audio, Mr Worf,” the Captain instructed
the Klingon Bridge Officer

"This is the USS Enterprise, Captain Jean-
Luc Picard commanding. We shall be arriving at
Tigris V very shortdy, How may we help in the
meantime?”  The Captain enunciated his words
clearly in his precise tones.

"Greetings to vou. Captain Picard, My
name is Pisinoe of Achelous, aide to Thelxepia of
Achelous” The Syrene had the siightest trace of a
lisp that gave her a vulnerable air, totally in
cantrast to the scar high on her left cheekbone.
“We wish to discuss the matter of embarkation
prior to your artival at Tigris V."



"Of
proceed.”

course,” replied Picard. "Please

"We understand it will be via transporter
to the “transporier room’ aboard your ship.”

“Indeed,” agreed Captain Picard. "That is
quite correct.”

"Unsuitable,” lisped the Syrene aide. "That
is not satisfactory. A shuttlecraft is preferable.
We do not consider a transporier room to be..
secure.”

Commander Riker glanced &t his Captain’s
face and discerned instantty what his Captain
thought of such a request.

“That is not possible,” Riker replied, Tt
would take too long {o dispatch a shuttie to the
surface of Tigris V. Plus that, if it is security that
worries  you,  transportation almost
instantaneous whereas vou would be vulnerable
for a longer pericd of ime in a weaponless
shuttlecraft travelling from planet to Starship.”
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There was another pause.

"Agreed,” came the response, "but we do
still not consider a wansporter room {o be secure
enough.”

“Madame, this is a starship of the United
Federation of Planets,” Picard pointed out, his
tone frosted with sarcasm, “and evervone aboard,
with the exception of your own people, are
Starfleet personnel and therefore, with all due
respect, are hardly likely t¢ be prime suspects for
some form of machiavellian plot, 1 am
responsible for these people, and | trust my crew
implicitiy.”

“Captain.” The response from the Syrene
aide contained a measure of dry amusement.
“Trust me. Everyone in the entire Universe is a
potential assassin. One just has to find the right...
price.”

Impasse. Captain Picard signalled Worf to
cut the audio and turned to look at Commander
Riker whe had turned his back on the screen to
rub his nose with his forefinger.

"Suggestions, please.” Picard turned to
address his First Officer. “I would appreciate any
ideas on a REASONABLE compromise to resolve
this. Wili?"

"We could transport them direct o

Thelxepias quarters. A secunty team is alreads
present and thev would not be required to move
along ship's corridors either, thus avoiding
general exposure.”

"They could also board in two parties, with
your permission, Captain.” Worl spoke from his
position to the rear of the Bridge, “as thev mav
prefer to dispatch a  first  group for
reconnaissance, to assess security arrangements
aboard the Enterprise.”

"Which 1 am sure are more than adeguate,”
pointed out Riker, with a glance at Worf, “as Mr
Worf's  extensive arrangements seerm  mosl
thorough.”

"Of that | am sure,” Caprain Picard agreed.
"Make it so, Number One, subject o the aide's
agreement.  Thelxepia is an old woman; the
transporter may well be traumatic encugh for
her, o the least we can do is make all this as
painless as possibie.”

"But Caplain - what if thev insist on
having the shuttlecraft?” Riker asked with a
frown.

“Then they shall have i, Number One,”
Picard responded without hesitation, "and. as an
honoured guest of Starfleet, should Thelxepia
require that § personaliv pilot the shuttle - then of
course we wottld have no choice but to accede to
that request alse.”

“Then let us sincerely hope that thev find
our  compromise  acceptable,  sir,”  Riker
responded, unable to stop himself breaking into
an irresistible smile.

"Let's,” Picard agreed, "for ALL our sakes,”

Deanna Troi leaned against the side of
turbolift one doing her level best to stifle a most
unofficer-like laugh at their honoured guest's
pithy observations on Starfleet's flagship in
general, its ransporters in paricular. and now 1t
turbolifts in most particular.

Emissary Evans had been hailed sone time
carlier by Captain Picard, who had informeg her
of Thelxepia's imminent arrival, whilst extending
an invitation to & tour of the bridge for both
Emissary and Syrenc Elder, the atientive and
protective Syrene security contingent being a
major factor in this. They did not want the Elder
to go alone, the Captain did not want surplus



Svrene on the Bridge.

Thelxepin of Achelous was not what
Deanna had expected when she was intormed
that she was o be one of the party to escort the
Syrene Elder, and her aide/bodyguard Pisinog, to
the Bridge. She was surely the sprightiiest 207-
vear-old that Deanna Troi had seen in her
Hifetime, not that she had seen many humanoids
of such advanced vears.

The ancient Syrene was unbowed by age,
her eves were as shrewd as they were bright, she
had artistically grey streaked locks of hair that
were some length, in what appeared w0 be true
Syrene tradition, and was easily as tall as Evans.
The UFP Emissary stood in conversation with the
Syrene Elder and Pisinoe, as Deanna and Dr
Crusher stood in attendance. The condifion of the
Syrene aide Pisinoe's releasing  subsequent
responsibility of Syrene security to the Enterprise
had been that the Elders life signs would be
constantly monitored and logged by the main
compuler.  Although it had been a reluctant
decision, Evans’ argument that there had to be a
display of trust at some point had won the day -
hut only then because Thebxepia had agreed, and
what Thelxepia of Achelous decided upon was
put into effect immediately by the Syrene without
further question, Deanna had noted with her
customary acuteness,

"Doctor.”  The sharp toned voice sliced
casily over the hum of the turbo lift. "Come
round here where | can see you. No doubt you
are waving one of those ridiculous remote
sensors around my aura as if it was a dementod
shat!”

"No, | am not, and 1 wouid certainly not do
so without your permission,” the CMO ponted
out with a great show of injured dignity, her chin
up.

"Then what are vou doing here? Have vou
not got any sick people to fuss over, Doctor?”
came the tart rejoinder.

"On the contrary, sickbay is as busy as
ever, but the Captain felt that someone of vour...
disposition, might require a Doctor  in
attendance.”

"Someone of my advanced years you
mean. This Captain of yours would appear to be
an interfering... Wried I'm going to drop dead
on his Bridge, is he?”

“No, the Captain s simply concerned”
Beverly Crusher started 1o explain patiently, b
on perceiving Troi working hard to avoid
catching her eve, a betraying twitch tugged at the
corner of her mouth.

"Concetned...  harumph!” Thetxepia
snorted in disgust. "And ! would never be so
‘convenient as to drop dead in such a nice public
place as the Bridge. His private quarters, now..
tha! would ciuse something like a decent str,
would it not?"

“Of that, 1 am sure,” Beverly Crusher
agreed, her face an example of iren willed
discipline, her features poker straight.

“Well, Chief Medical Officer - how do vou
think I am coping with all this exciterent al the
grand old age of 207 of your Eartiv vears?”

“Honestly? | think you will probably
outive us all” Crusher responded drily,
following thal great tradition Enterprise Doctors
had of speaking their minds.

There was something of a pause before
Thelxepia of Achelous released a booming shout
of laughter that obscured the swish of the
opening turbolift doors and exploded onte the
Bridge as they finally reached their destination.

The Bridge aew all looked towards the
group as one, the Syrene Elder's vocal
amusement altracting attention and then the
sight of the Syrene Eider holding it.

Pr Crusher hung back to the rear of the
parfy as Counselor Troi and Patricia Evans
moved forward to make the introductions and
observe the necessary protocol. 1t was impossible
not to appreciate the humour in the momen! as
Picard met his Tfailing’ 207 year old guest for the
first time. The Doctor seriously doubted whether
anyone but Jean-Luc Picard's dosest friends and
colleagues would have noticed, due to how well
he covered his shock with his own personal
mixture of reserved charm and politeness.

"] think Thelxepia likes the Captain,” came
Troi's amused voice at her side as Beverly
watched the Syrene leader shake Picard firmly by
the hand and pat him heartily on the shoulder in
the manly fashion so characteristic of the Syrene
race as a whole. Picard's surprise at such a
gesture was patent.

"l agrec... although it would appear Jean-
Luc has his own thoughts about being so



manhandied,” Beverly responded, not without
humeur as she observed the Captain on the verge
of being physically dwarted by the height of the
three Syrene around him. But it was not size of
stature that made Jean-Luc Picard a commanding
figure, but his presence, and with an urbane
smiie he introduced his second in cormmand.

"l think Thelxepia likes Wili Riker too,”
chuckled Dr Crusher, as Cormnmander Riker was
also subjected to Syrene pleasaniries and was
given that same visual study. "Or perhaps a little
more!”

“Have you noticed how the Syrene aimost
visually dissect male Humans on introduction?”
tie Counselor asked in a low undertone. "No -
that is not quite the right description...”

The Ship's Counscler appeared to be
having problems finding suitable words to
complete her observation, so Beverly attempted
her best shot for her.

“Like an ancient horse dealer judging
horseflesh?”  DBeverly glanced at Deanna’s
patentlv confused face. and said quickly, "Sorry.
Counselor, an old Earth analcgy.. 1 meant
assessing, almost as if they are about to make a
purchase. I must admit, I am standing here half
expecting  Thelxepia t¢  examine  our
Cormmanding Officers’ teeth and lmbs for
general heaith.”

"Yes, that is what I meant.” Deanna smiled
behind her hand as she finally comprehended the
Doctor's words, watching the diplomatic party
start their tour of the Bridge stations.

Suddenly, Thelxepia let out a distinctive
shout that made both Dir Beverlv Crusher and
Deanna Troi simultaneousty jerk round and look
towards the UFP Emissary and the Svrene Elder.

"Are you all right Madame?" Picard asked
Thelxepia, somewhat concerned at the Syrene
Elder’s involuntary shout of disbelief.

"Of course ] am!™ Thelxepia snapped
terselv before striding with a surprising turn of
speed over to the Ops position and Lt
Commander Data, who was busy working with
the controi panel.

"Good God!" the Syrene Elder burst out
unexpectedly, staring hard at Data.

Data looked up. and then looked at
Captain Picard with an expression of some
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conjusion. While used w being something of a
curiosity to  visitors to the DBridge of the
Enterprise, he had never vet elicited such a
response from a visiting dignitary.

"Please don't be alarmed.” Captain Picard
visibly relaxed somewhat on discerning what the
object of her agitation actualy was, and was
quick to reassure. "Commander Dala is a unique
Starfleet Officer, and a valued member of my
Bridge crew. He will do vou no hann.”

"l am an android,” Data supptied heipfully.

“Thank you both most kindiy." Theixepia
let out another of her almost audible snorts of
disgust as she continued to speak. "But I am
quite aware of exactly what you are, Commander
Data.”

As she moved about the android Bridge
Officer, who was still sitting at his posihon at
Ops, Riker signalled one of the other members of
the Enterprise Bridge crew to relieve Data from
his post.

"You don't think she sees Data as a
potential threat, do you Captain?” Riker asked
Picard in an urgent undertone of concern,

“Lord knows. If only I knew, Number
One," Picard responded. "The Syrene appear to
be as unpredictable as they are mysterious.”

Data moved slowly from his post, almost
reluctantly for him. as he cast another glance of
inquiry towards Captain Picard, who responded
with an almost imperceptible nod towards his
third in Command. Thelxepia circled him slowly,
fer hands on her hips, her attention focussed on
the remarkable being before her. Meanwhile
Data, used so often being at the centre of interest
on such occasions, waited patiently for her to
finish her perusal, with an expression of wary
interest upon his face.

“You have no cause to be alarmed,” he
said, repeating the spirit of the Captain's words
earlier. in his characteristically very gentle voice,
"for | cannot harm vou,”

Thelxepia of Achelous merely smiled, and
said, "1 have a question for you Commander
Data.”

T will endeavour to answer jt adequately,
Madam,” Data replied without hesitation.

Thelxepia stoed for a brief moment, one



considering, slender finger aganst her sculpted
lips, betore she removed it and asked, "Tell me,
voung man.... 400 quadrillion bits of memory or
800 quadrilion?”

The silence upon  the of the
Enterprise was almost deafening,

Bridge

"800 quaciriltion bits is my iotai memory
capacity,” Data answered promptly betore his
face started to register his version of surprise.

"So he managed it... That sly oid dog! 5o
that means &0 willion operations pur second
linear computational, correct?”

"Er... correct.” Data cxchanged &
bewildered look with Captain Picard  and
Commander Riker before returning his atiention
to the Svrene Elder before him,

"My, my, my. Quite beautiful.  Quite,
quite beautiful. The man was, of course, quite
exceptionally gifted in so many ways...” Her tone
briefly changed to one of mild criticism. "He had
the atfention span of an Ortalian water mite, of
course, if things didn't inferest him, but if they
did... genius!”

"Did ..did you know mw creator?” Data
asked candidly, clearly puzzied.

"Comunander Data - a gentleman may
always ask a lady if she knew a man, but cannot
always expect the answer to be an honest one.”

Data frowned as he atlempted to discern
exactly what her answer had been to his question,
but on seeing his difficulty, Thelxepia smiled
with such sweetness that Deanna fell the urge
blink with dishelief,

“Let us just say that 1 helped Soong, in a
very minor capacity, on a ridiculousiy
insignificant project, a long, long time ago.”

Data regarded her with no little fascination
upon hearing these words, and was about to ask
her vet another question, when Thelxepia
stopped him with the simple action of reaching
out with one long, thin elegant hand to pat the
android's pale cheek with tender gentleness.

"You know something,” she said, so
quietly that her words were almost lost against
the background hum of the starship Enterprise.
"l had forgotten how much ] ajways liked that
particular face.”

i

THREE

Chief Medical Officer Dr  Beverly
Crusher. Medical Log supplemental:

The study of the Svrene delegates by
Counsetor Troi, Commander Data and
myself proceeds so slowly that we appear
o be oniv tew points off fotal
stagnation. 1t would seem that potential
millenta of silence are not about to be
miracuiously broken in just a few days.
Therefore, [ have resorted to studyiag, in
far greater detail than is normal, the
results of the boarding medicals of
Patricia and Lucy Evans. This brief
report at present forms the most detailed
record of Svrene physiology in the
Starfleet data banks io date...

]

Or Beverly Crusher paused as a polite
cough disturbed her reverie while she silently
pondered what to put in the next line of her
supplemental log.  She looked up to see the
Emissary hovering somewhal unceriainiy at the
entrance to her Office, which was positioned
cpposite the main door into sickbay.

"r Crusher?  The Emissarys normal

poise seemed less pronounced as she addressed
Beverly Crusher within her own domain, “Have
you got a few moments "
"Certainly.”  Beverlv indicated that she
should come in, and waved her to the chair on the
opposite side of her desk. "How may [ help vou,
Emissary?”

"It is Lucy, Doctor. | am.. well” Patricia
Evans self-conirol was all that seemed to stop the
woman collapsing in the chair. " am very
worried about hier, Dr Crusher - she doesn't eat,
all she seems {0 do is sleep and since we came on
board the Enterprise, she has been -*

“Whoa, hang on a second! Dr Crusher
threw up one hand to halt the verbal flow. "Not
so fast. I'm a Doctor, not a speed linguist. Now
just slow down a bit and ke it @ little more
easihv!”

Dr Crusher moved from the chair
positioned behind her rather large desk to perch
in a more approachabie fashion on its top beside
the Syrene Emissary.

"l am sorry, Dr Crusher.” To Beverlv's
surprise, she realised that the woman appeared to



be on the edge of tears. " find such things verv
difficult to discuss... in public most particularly.”

“This is my oftice, Mrs Evans, we can be
quite private here; no one will disturk us. Now
exactly what is this about Lucy?"

"She has been sleeping a lot... Well, almost
continuously since we came on board the
Enterprise. She has refused to come out of her
room to either drink or eat whilst 1 have been
present, since our,., disagreement,”

“Ah, yes... the one that Counselor Trot
overheard?” Dr Beverly Crusher observed with a
smail professional smile. "Well, she checked out
fine physically at the medical 1 gave her upon
embparkation from yowr home world, Nothing
wrong at all, so unless there is something maore
specific, maybe other sympioms... fever, sickness
mavbe?”

‘No, none that 1 know of.  Sie has just
hidden herself away since we came on board,” the
Emissary answered quietty.

"l see. Mrs Evans, did Lucy WANT to
come on this trip, or did you make her come?”

"Well, it was a bit of both, Doctor,” Patricia
Evans confessed awkwardly. "In fact, part of the
reason | accepted this assignment was that it was
an ideal, and timely, opportunity to remove Lucy
from some rather... bad company she had become
involved with on cw home world. 1t was not 2
popular decision with Lucy, but it wags the only
way - she should have known better than to
associate with the like... but then that is, as they
say, in the past now.”

“For Lucy, mavbe not. Which means this
could simply be a case of teenage rebellion,” Dr
Crusher stated cautiously, “should Syrene
adolescents be anything like their Human
counterparts.”

There was the briefest of pauses. “Ah, so
vou know, Do not worry, Dr Crusher, ] am in no
way upset. Quite the contrary.,” Evans smiled
slowly. "You did subject us to a very thorough
medical examination upon embarkation - 1 would
have thought vou a very poor doctor indeed if
vou had missed such a monumentally obvicus
fact as our being a completely different race!”

"But I would have thought that that very
fact would have made you avoid that medical at
all costs," stated Dr Crusher, puzzled, “as about
the only thing I have divined about the Syrene
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race for the assimilation study so rar is that they
arc incredibly secretive.”

Patricia Evans threw her a sideways
assessing look as she said, "Ah, but I never
actually TOLD you of my origing. You found it
out all by vourself - therefore 1 have not actually
broken any Svrene rules.”

"Rules?
frownead.

What kind of raies?” Crusher

"Oh, § think mavbe vou are bright enough
to work that out by vourself, Dy Crusher.”

Beverly Crusher regarded the rather
austere figure before her, and realized she might
just have found herself a very real ally in this
rather complex game they all appeared to be
engaged in at present.

"Please, Mrs Evans, feel free 1o call me
Beverly."

"Then you nust call me Patricia,”
Emissary replied graciously.

the

"On the subject of Lucy, Patricia, it may be
as well if [ ask the Counsejor to drop in on your
daughter when she has a moment, because it may
well have more to do with adolescent blues - or
even stress - than physical illnegs.”

"Stress?” You think that is possible - 2"

"Of course. To be, one moment, a
relatively normal persen witlun a society you
kave been part of all your tife, then, the next,
apboard a starship and regarded with some
clement of suspicion by all these surrounding
vou, can be most stressful.” Dr Crusher paused
momentarily before continuing. "And speaking
of stress-related ailments, how are you bearing
up? It cannot be casy worrving about vour
daughter whilst juggling the group dynamics of a
very... imdividual collection of peopie.”

"Ne, it is not easy,” Patricia admitted, her
eyes downcast, "but 1 WILL manage, for there is
far too much at stake for me to even consider
failure!”

The tone of the Svrene woman's voice and
the angie of her shoulders made it appear as if all
the troubles in the Universe had been hecaped
onto this Syrene's narrow shoulders.

“What exactly is at stake, Fatricia?” Beverly
asked quietly.



P cannot answer thal questien.” Pamoa
replied in an apologetic tone am sorrv. We
have very strict taboos about what we can discus-
with ‘outsiders’, and what we cannot..”  She
paused. "That is not to say, of course, that if you
were to ask me even vory porsenal auestions,
thev wouldd ALL be subject to lire taboos.”

Dr Crusher promptiy stood from her perch
on the desk, and asked, "Why are vour eves biue
wher all the other Syrene, including Lucy, have a
distingt green coioranon.., and tell me if this is woe
personal,” she amended quickly.

“No, net al all. Bul therein Hes a sad tale
which does not really bear repeating ir any great
detail. Tell me, have you ever heard of a man
called Mandale?"

“Mandale..  Not Vidor Mandaic?  Of
course | have.. Eminent geneticist of the late
23rd century, his papers are required reading at
Medical sciwool  and  beyond” Dr o Crusher
answered.

“Vidor Mandaic - Professar Miandale - was
my father.”

“Vidor Mandale was voul..
would make vou... "

But  that

*Perhaps a little older tivar vou thought™

"Gut nothing 1 have cver read reflected
Mandale s marital status.”

"My moflier died when 1 was very young.
It fact, [ cannot even remember her clearly, Alif
do know is thal they met under a rather unusual
sel of cireurnstances due o my father’s work.
These so-called  circumstances  were  never
explained fully, but suffice to say my whole
family lived a very reclusive existence.”

"Did vour fathey know who.. what you
were?” Beverlv Crusher asked, her voice barely
above a sympaihetic whisper as she added, "It
sounds a really stupid question!”

But it was almost as if the Emissary had
ceased to hear her.

"Oh ves. He knew. Hence, Dr Crusher,
my eyes. Upon my mother's death, he took it
upon himself to replace my origmal Hyrene ones
with cloned genetic implanis of his own.”

1 noticed that there were some curous
anomalies in e medical,” Dr Crusher said, "but !

1=

put it down 1o the rar that I know so bttde abew:
Svrene  phvsiciogy Why or ecarby wouid
someone do such & thing it the originals were not
crsfunctional?”

“It was e act of a loving father, Doctor. if
a slightly misguided one. And it worked. With
my mother gone, no one was the wiser as to mv
heritage, myself inciuded. 1 was the mode
doughter to my agemg gpenmius of a rather,
swcdious, nard working. the perfect Starfleet
cadet, in fact.”

“Yes. jean-luc  mentioned vou had
aitenried Starfleet Academy. He also menuoned
something about an incidenl with a shustie..”

"He did?  Not much though, 1 would
wagcr... and it is not for me to tell any more than
he probably has. §will say this though, Capiain
jean-luc Picard is very, verv different from the
rather quick fempered, rash young man I knew.’

“Really?’

"Yes, really. But he still has that . distance,
Then again, we were nevey great friends, andd !
Hink he remeinbers me as § was then - and [ wasg
rather wild!”

"What happened to the hard working,
studious, Starflect cadel?”

"She had been tracked down by Thelxepia
ni Achelous and told site was in fact a Svrene,
descended from what was thought to be the lost
Fouse of Gaea. When 1 heard T was in fact not
veally just Tatricia Mandale, but Parthencpe of
Gaca, | guess 1 flipped out for & while. 1L was a..
shock. | had never been told who or what [ was...
T30 vou know | even had a tutor when I was little,
who told me if | didn't eat my supplements, the
Syrene witches would come and use my hair for
their nets! My whole life was based on a tissue of
haif truths and  deception; my  incurable’
headaches were the result of periodic telepathic
battering - and should I Bive to the same age as
Thelxepia of Achelous, these - * she indicated her
striking blue/grey eves - "will have to have been
replaced at least three times by cloned impiants.”

“The empalhic shock that Counselor Froi
felt, and the blips that she keeps cxperiencing.
They are quite normal then, aren't they?” Dr
Crusher reatized “In fact, 1 bet it forms quite an
effective tracking system, if one knows how to
use it of course. Well I never!”

“You are qnick, Dr Crusher,” said Evans,



with a note of admiration in her voice, "and
correct.  Simple but effective, Thelxepia found
me when 1 was about to enter my second vear at
Starfleet Academy. Her timing for that particular
revelation was not good.”

"What happened afterwards?”

"My father had died. I had just met Jess - I
hated the arrogant son of a bitch on first sight. 1
fell in love, and 1 left Starfleet.”

"A happy ending, then?”

“No, not quite. It was not unti} the birth of
Lucy that Jess realised exactly what he had been
living with all those vears.”

“You didn't tell him?>" Beverly asked,
appalled. "1 take he did not react well.”

"Nu, he did not. 1t was all s¢ painful, and |
had just come to terms with what I felt was my
father's betrayal. 1 felt | was not Human, not
Syrene I, I had nowhere, except with Jess.
jess’s reaction was to move us to a Vulcan colony.
He felt the Vuican philosophy of IDIC would
mean Lucy would be safer, happier, less
victimised than if she had been raised amongst
Humans or some less tolerant races. It seemed a
good soiution to the problem of being of Syrene
descent and I most certainly did not want to put
her through what I endured with these” Evans
indicated her own eyes.

"And Jess Evans came to terms with your
heritage just like that?" Crusher queried.

‘WNo. He did his best, but it was not untj!
the final stages of the Darnay's disease that I
realised how betrayed | had macde him feel. But
he still wanted a son, to carry on the famity name
in that quaint Earth tradition, and ] eventua].ly
managed to give him the son he wanted so badly.
But the disease was, by then, getting a good hold
on him and he was but an evii shadow of the man
he had once been.”

"But you still joved him,” Beverly observed
with some understanding,

I did. The Syrene tongevity means ene
will undoubtedly mourn more than one husband,
but Jess was... is special; and the more he tried to
hurt me, the harder 1 tried to please him. Lucy
despised me for it, quite openly too. She saw it as
weakness that [ did not retaliate - even when he
told a Starfleet colleague of my Syrene heritage in
an effort to humiliate me when 1 dared argue
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with him on one occasion.”

"Is this the same colleague who asked vou
to act on this mission as UFP representative?”

‘It was, It also secomed an  ideal
opportunity for Lucv to see the Syrene as they
really are, with their petty blckermg and mllv
rules, and not as the dashmg figures of romance
she has built them up into.”

"It's a big job, Patricia,” Beveriv cautioned
her. "Are you sure your are up to it?”
Palricia suddenly looked down at her
hands.  They were wembling in an almost
convulsive fashion.

"WNo, not at all.  And T must apologse,
Doector. | ho.have said far too much - | do not
make a habil of going on so, | can assure you. lt
is my Human upbringing that makes me talk...

"Patricia, do nrot  apologise,
Beverly crouched down beside the Einissary.
want to learn, to know all | can about your race,
But 1 can only do it i you let that Hurnan
upbringing of yours take control more often.
Talk to me, share things with me, like vou are
now.. You must trust us. Not only me, bug
Deanna and Data t00.”

please.”
"I

"It is.. hard,” she managed, endeavouring
ko regain some of her fron composure. "It is not
our wav, you see.”

1 have worked that one ouf,”
Doctor drity.
question?”

replied the
"Now, are vou up to one more

“Mayvbe just one more.”

“You mentioned a son George. Is he
Syrene also?"
"Georgie? No!  He is male.. thereiore

George is Human.”

"Human? You mean that there are NO
Syrene males at all?"

“Nou, not one. 1t is geneticaliv impossible,
Dr Crusher. Usually Syrene - it is actuall wrongy
saying ‘'Svrene females' as there is only one
gender - bear children in a ratic of 7:1, seven male
children to one female child, which manifests
itself as.."



“Seven males of the fathers race o one
female pure Syrenusae race.” Dr Crusher finished
on an excited note. "Isn't that exciting!”

“S0 vou are telling us, Beverly, that a
Syrenian mother, and there are only ever
mothers, will bear one Syrenian daughter for
every seven sons! 1 have never heard the like
within humanoid races before,”

"I is intriguing,” Data agreed, "and that
would explain why the Svrene race is so thinly
scattered throughout the charted universe.”

“In a way, it is almost wagic,” Dr Crusher
continued, sobering slightly, “for it is a
physiological patiern that is almost guaranteed to
isolate. That is, if it were not for these 'blips’,
acting almost like beacons.”

“Indecd.” Counselor Troi rested her clun
on her hand, her elbow upon the Conference
table. "That is the part ] find most interesting,
and I have been having a good think about it
since cur chat earlier, Beverlv.”

Beverly Crusher had in fact immedately
hailed the Counselor after her long talk with
Patricia Evans, ecager to share the small
discoveries she had just made about the
Syrenusae with her friend and colleague - hence
the hastily called meeting.

" have a theory that the intensity of these
‘transmuissions” must be linked some way to
emotional well-being, as well as to age. There are
now thirteen Syrene aboard; if they were ali
emitting "blips’ of the intensity 1 experienced
outside Emissary Evans quarters, ! would have
becn continuously out cold since they arrived. In
addition, the one I experienced in the Transporter
Room upon the arrival of Agla's party, was
cooler, more distant.. Controlied, almost.”
Dieanna sat up straight in her chair to look at her
two other colleagues.

"I think that the intensity may weil be a
product of youth, and of strong, basic, negative
emotions such as fear, anger and the like. That
would also explain why it took them so long to
find Patricia. The headaches indicate she was
obviousty  capable of  receiving  these
transmissions and by the same token would
imply she could emit her own. However, since
the Syrene would not have been going solely on
physical appearance, and up until the death of
her father Patricia Evans' life was almost idyllic
by Svrene standards, she must have been silent,
Why should she be anything else - no one knew
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her to be Svrene!”

“How much is known abous Svrenusae
ongins Data? Dr Crusher asked their android
colleague who had been listening with interest.

“Unfortunately, not a lot. Their origins are
as mysterious as the race itsell. which i
commoenly accepted to be an itnerant race,
predominantly female, that wander the known
galaxies, some as assassine, SOmMe as Mercenaries -
even some less ohvious byrene are known io hold
positions of considerable power. 1 have also
consutited ancient Earth literature as suggested by
the Captain, and have found some interesting
coincidences as to the Syrene svstem: of names

and what they refer (o as their house’

"Could it just be that, Data, coincidence?”
Troi asked.

"Possible. The anciert Earth mythologies
describe 'Sirenes’ as sea nvmphs who would lure
unfortunate ancient Barth mariners to their death.
Most interesting is that they are called daughters
of Phorcus, of Achelous and Sterope, of
Terpsichore, of Melpomene, of Calliope, or of
Gaea.”

"Some coincidence,” obseyved Troi, "and a
natural conclusion from that is that it couid
indicate that there are more groups of Syrene out
there than are represented at the assimilation.”

"Indeed. So what came first, mvthology or
Syrene race?” Crusher asked.

“If only we knew,” Deanna answered her.
"We know so little about the race itself, 1t could
be as old as space, or have been weated by
genetic science mere centuries agoe.”

“The nature of reproduction does show
evidence that the Syrene race characteristic is an
incredibly recessive gene, linked to the male/
female XY ciwomosomes,” Dr Crusher suated.
"When the genotype is XY, male, the Svrene
contributed X chromosome would appear to be
able to mimic that of the genetic structure
composing the Y chromosome.”

D Crusher scratched her head and sighed
heavilv.  "Qf course that js based on Human
genetics.  In other races 1 darc not even guess
what goes on, but Patricia Evans seems to have
an excellent understanding of Svrene physiclogy.
curicushy enough, so if | can mavbe persuade her
to share some oi that knowledge with us.. who
knows?”



"50, in simpie terms, the Svrene race
characteristic is ftriggered in Humans by
something recognising the other piece of genetic
input as non-male,” Counselor Troi clarified.
“That is a little weepy.”

"But fascinating,” Data observed. "The
question is, is Bus a product of natural evolution,
or has, at some time in the past, the Syrene
genetic make up been tampered with?”

"A race of male child bearers... but why?"
Beverly Crusher responded, puzzled  "The
concept is somewhat archaic.”

Data considered giving a shrug - his
programming told him it was appropriate in this
situation - but he did not want it to appear as an
affectation. "There are still cidtures who measure
strength by the number of males able o
undertake military duty. A ratio of 7 males fo 1
female would be an acceptable ratio te such
cultures, and such a ratic does not favour the
Syrene themselves.”

. "But then what of their longevity, and why
the strange intermittent felepathic ability?”
Beverly Crusher sighed with frustration.

"We obviously still have much to
accomplish prior to the start of the Yrice. But can
I caution you both to keep quiet about this until
Patricia can convince Theixepia and the other
Syrene that being more open about their race
would be of benefit to them.”

The three officers stood up to jeave the
conference table, and Data fell into step beside
Counselor Troi as they walked towards the
Conference room deor. "Counselor, | fail to
understand what such a race would gain from
being so secretive. For them to be so strangely
obsessed with hiding all facts about their race and
culture, is somewhat... confusing.”

"Data, many races seek fo survive by a
diverse variety of methods - Klingon
aggressiveness, the Human tendency to spread
and colonjse.. The Syrene simply seek to
preserve their own race via secrecy,” Trof replied.

“But it does beg the question 'why now?",”
Dr Crusher puzzled. "Why break all this age of
silence now?"

"No doubt we will never know.” Deanna
smiled. " TheSyrene do seem to be the masters of
discretion. Or should I say mistresses?”

26

Guinan stood at her bar in Ten Forwarg,
polishing glasses to place upside down as she
watched Agla and Evans deep in conversation at
one of the tables towards the rear of the
relaxation facility,

With her sat Data, perched on a bar stool
but with his back io the mysterious hostess of
Ten Forward, watching the two Syrene women
with such fixed attention that it bordering on a
stare,

"Data.”

No response.

"Data!"

Guiran's voice was sofl. but the android

still appeared to jump. Guinan®™  he
responded pleasantly.

"es

"Data, vou do realise vou are staring.”

"Am 17" He considered this for some
moments before adding, "Yes, | am. It is just that
Aglaopheme of Sterope and Emissary Evans are
having a fascinating set of conversations.”

Guinan had no wish to be hard on the
innocent Data for simply emulating what it
seemed every other crew member in Ten Forward
seemed to be doing. For although the Enterprise
Crew was well used to entertaining all manner of
strange and unusual lfe forms, a race that was s¢
mistrusted within the Federation itself hore some
watching. Which they did - coufiously,
surreptifioushy and not quite as obvioushy as Data,
Guinan observed wryly. Ir an effort to distract
him again, for his attention had once more
returned to the two women at the table in the
corner, she asked, “Data, what did vou mean by
‘set” of conversations?”

Data twisted back to face her on his bar
stool, his expression indicative of someone about
to divulge a fascinating and little known fact.
Guinan resisted the urge to smile, and simply put
down her polishing cloth.

"As part of a previous assignment in the
Ramatis star systemn, 1 taught mvself to ‘sign’ - to
use the skill of 'sign language to allow myself to
be understood by a Federation mediator after an
accident left him unable to communicate with
us.”

"Oh, ves. [ remember.” Guinan nodded.
"Riva and his chorus.”

]
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“That 16 correct. While T wa- watching wwe
two Svrone delegates conversimg ust now,
started to recognise some o the apparently
meaningless hand  movements  as  actually
representing coherent communication.”

"Really, Data? Guinan's face told him
nothing of her reaction to his revelation. but he
was beginning to know enough of other bemgs to
recognise sarcasnl, as long as it was not o
subtle. "You don't say.. It mustbe nard to keap
any secrets round vou Commander.”

"Apparently s0," he replied with a dead
pan face, "bul what does puszle me s the
contradiction  between the iwo  forms  of
communication. The words spoken via their
hands are quite different to those being vocalized,
and by the tormer, it would seem that the Syrene
are far more divided over cortain issucs being
addressed by the assimilation than we had first
anticipated.”

“Data,” said Guinan. "Give those women
some privacy. They must be fed up of being
under the microscope 24 hours a dav. And it they
WERE In perlect agreement, there would net be
much point in them being here!”

“Was | being intrusive, Guinan? Should 1
go over and apolog ise?”

“No, Data. No!" Guinan caught the
android's arm as he was about to get up from the
stoul. "lust stay here and look at me, and make
some nice polite conversation.”

instantly Drata's face went biank, and then
he lcoked at Guinan with an almest comical
expression of urbane sophistication as he said,
“You are looking quite lovely tonight, Guinan.”

“Datal™ sha barked at him, wying hard not
to laugh.

“The only other seasonable topic of
conversation was the weather, but that seemed
somehow... inappropriate.”

"Light years info deep space? You've at
least got that right, Data.”

Gruenan raised her non-existent eyebrows
in agreement, before sighing and  finallv
capitulating to the ortginal topic of conversation.

"So what dees Counseiof Trol think of the
Syrene poings on?”

“Counseior Tron seems to fhunk there s
more to this than a sunple assimilation study.
And | mus: agree, thew behaviour patlerns have
more in comunon  with crisis talks than an
academic project.”

Guman regarded Data in silence for some
momenlts bofore she finallv said in her mild way,
"Well, at least they are tatking, Data, and they are
here. That aione must count for something.”

Sickbay was, ag ever, a hive of activity as
Aglaopheme of Sterope swirled through its doors
{0 pause somewhat arrogantis by CMO Doctor
Crusher's office, which at present was empty.

"Hello, there,” said Nurse Alicia Ogawa,
nol recoghising the visitor as one of the normai
crew contingeni. “How may | help vou?

"l have been told that 1 am to sec Dr
Crugher.”

“Have you just come on board?”
Yoy

"Are vou here for a routine embarkation
bioscan?” the nurse asked her.

Agla shrugged and nodded, and looked
towards Nurse Ogawa with some surprise, as she
steered her towards an examination couch with
some firmness.

“In that case, the Doctor will be here in a
moment for vour prelim medical bioscan, We are
expecting quite a few peoeple today, so if I could
just take your name and details and just start to
make an indtial...

Alicia Ogawa reached for her med scan
spuipment and flicked it on without thinking
lwice about it. } was, after all, ene of her most
routine medical duties.  Aglaopheme of Sterope,
however, was NOT a rouline patient,

“No

A nerve numbing hlow io the small
nurses fragile forearm knocked the medical
scanner clean out of Nurse Ogawa’s grasp and
across sickbay.

"o not dare approach me with such
things,” Agla spat with great venom. 'li is

taboo!
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"Im  sorry, but it is also Starfleet
Regulations,” the Nurse insisted bravely, nussing
her arm as it started to show the ill effects of the
blow aiready. "I have my orders. All beings
granted permission of passage to a Starbase
facility aboard Starfleet registered vessels are
required to have some form of medjcal upon
boarding untess granted special dispensation by

Starfleet Command.

“And I say no,” Agla replied with icy
composure.

Nurse Alicia stooped slowly to pick the
med scanner up from where the Syrene blow had
dashed it to the floor, not for one moment taking
her eyes from where the Syrene sat crouched on
the edge of the examination couch.

*Come near me with that thing, Human,
and 1 will not hesitate to - " Aglaopheme of
Sterope started to threaten.

"Not hesitate to what?” came a glassy
response.

Dr Crusher moved into sickbay and
relieved Alicia of the med scan. "Thank you,
Alicia, and my apologies. I should have warned
you about owr highly strung guests. 1 will take
over from here” Crusher tapped her
communicator. "Dr Selaar, would vou attend to
Nurse Ogawa's arm while I continue the medical
arranged for Aglaopheme of Sterope.”

"Of course, Dr Crusher,” came Selaar's
distinctly  ironic  Vulcan tones over  the
COMMUNIicator.

“If you attempt to come anywhere near me
with any form of medical equipment, Crusher, 1
will not hesifate to break it and you aeross your
precious sickbay.”

“On coming aboard the Enterprise as our
guests, Emissary FEvans and Thelxepia of
Achelous agreed to abide by certain guidelines
and rules. By joining the delegation as vou have,
vou have also implicitly agreed to abide by our
requirements of passage for travel aboard a
Starfleet vessel. And, as so correctly pointed out
by Nurse Ogawa, one of those requirements is a
complete - and thorough - medical.” Crusher's
voice carried the timbre of cold steel as she
equably spelled out how it was ta the Syrene
woman before her.

“I will not be subjected to this, Crusher.”

"My full title is Chief Medical Officer, but
vou may call me DOCTOR Crusher, Madam,”
Beverly returned frostily, her face hard. "And 1
am not about to allow you o cause a mapor
disturbance in my sickbay.”

"You cannot subject me to this, DOCTOR
Crusher,”  Agleopheme  hissed  cibilantly,
uncoiling herself to stand on her feet by the side
of the exarmination bed, “for I will not aillow it.”

“If § have to call seaurity, I will,” Beveriv
Crusher insisted stoically, refusing to back down.

"I will break every one of those sargeon's
finggers of vours before you even have a chance to
hil your comymunicator,” Agla threatened, and
meant it.

Beverly clearly heard Nurse Ogawa gasp
in horror within the silence now resounding
through sickbay, and somewhat nervously licked
her Lips as she debated her options. She refused
to back down from this woman alter what she
had subjected one of her medical staff to, and in
the end, it was her Starfleet discipline that won
ot

"Security™ Beverly Crusher rapped out,
hitting her comm badge as she threw nersels out
of the path of the lunging Syrene. "Gecurity (o
Sickbay, now!”

"Big mistake, Dr Crusher. Do you really
think that their puny Human strength will be any
match for mine?™ Agla ground out as she
advanced purpesefully on the Chief Medical
Officer.

*I have no idea, but then | should imagine
i's a bit different when vou are up against
someone nearer your own size,” Beverly hissed
back, stepping cautiously across sickbay whilst
{acing her adversary. her hands loose as she
stooped slightly in the standard Starfleet ready
position for self defence.

"l am aboui to take great pleasure in
breaking not only the medical scanner, but your
very elegant nose before the Security team arrive,
Dr Crusher,” Agla promised chillingly.

"I think not.”

The voice from the entrance to sickbay was
enough to make everyone freeze.

“Ladies - 1 think that is enough excitement
for one day, don't vou?" came the dry tones of



Captain Jean-Luc Micard as he and Commander
Riker strode into the trav. "And | would thank

you NOT to  threaten Starfleet medical
equipmient, Aglacpheme, and  wilhin that

catepory | include scanner and the TMO's nose.
Doth, 1 feel, arc equally vital to the crew aboard
my vessel.”

Aglaopheme of Sterope straightened up,
as did Dr Crusher also, but the twa still regarded
cach other with suspicion, neither prepared to
fuliy drop their guard.

“Now | amn sure that if you would like to
come with me Madame, 1 could explain to your
satisfaction the requiremenls incumbent upon
corng aboard a vessel such as ours.”

The Capiain had moved gracefully into the
thick of the siiuation, diffusing the fractious Agla
by wsing his rare charm W remove the Syrenc
woman from sickbay.

“l am sure that Aglaopheme of Sterope
witl be back for her medical scar the instant ]
have explained it to her how important it is, and
whiv we need it.”

] wouldn't bet on it,* Beverly murmured
in an almost voiceless undertone.

"Doctor, 1 will see vou later.”

The combination of steely glance and
Captain Picard's tone did not bode welt tor s
Chief Medical Officer as he whisked the Syrene
from the medical facility, Commander Riker
moving to one side to allow his Captain to pass
by unhindered.

“Untit later, Doctor,” Aglaopheme purred
giumphantly at Crusher as she swirled ow of
sickbay.

Beverly Crusher watched them go, hey face
studiously neuwal. “just great. Just... great,” she
sighed.

“Are you OK, Beverly?” Wikl Riker asked,
his voice concerned.

“Thanks Will, I'm fine. Did you intercept
my call te Security?”

"Meck, no. You could hear what was
going on right the way down te nurboshaft 5 - we
were actually en route to a meeting of tie
scientific research team responsible for the work
1o be done once the Syrene delegation
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dhnembark.

“Oh dear.. So instead of getting 0 ik
about the Achos projuct, Jean-Lug gots to taik to 2
short tempered, aggressive prima donna of a -’
Beverly was suddenly aware that all eves i
sickbay were upen her. "Oh never mind. Come
on, siafions, everyone, Lers get this medical
facility cleared up and everyihing back to noymat
night this minate, Please!”

The long cerridor was dim. deserted save
for onv figure. The Enterprise ran on a 24 howr
clock, Hike any facility keyed towards the human
sace, and naturally  enough  those hours
designated ‘night hours” would find the large
majority of the aew asleep in thelr cabing,
Thercfore it was an excelient time to make a
mave, to not be caught. For, although Lhere was
of course essential ship's staff still about their
dutics, with the right kind of guile and cunning
one could avoid them.

The lone figure leaned against the corridor
wall, hard to discern as separate from the ship
construction itself, due to the subdued lighting
during the night shift. A slim hand against the
dark wall panel brought @ flickering response
from the Enterprise Computer, more so after the
question.

"Tow

many personael are  there in
corridor 35A at present?”
"One”
A simple answer fo a simple, and
apparently innccent, question.
Obliginglv, & map  was displaved,

indicating the figure's present position within
carridor 35A. With that, the inguirer withdrew a
small stlver cube from a hidden pocket within
voluminous folds of clolning, and it was placed
against the dark panel, whese it staved of its own
accord. Thne compuler display within the Incality
of the cube instanty died away as if neutralized.

"How many personn) are there in
corridor 354 at present?”

"One”

With that the figure crouched down and
eased off a small access panei beneath the
position of the silver cuboid, and started 1o
withdraw individually selected isolmear chips.




"How many personrel are there in

Corridor 33A at present?”

An isolinear chip was replaced, one that
had just been subjected to treatment from a small
optical device produced from yet another pocket.

“None.”

The computer generated map display
disappeared.

"Excellent!

And, audaciously, the figure hummed a
smal! tune as she worked, wreating cach one of as
many as 40 isolinear chips taken from direcily
within the open access panei.

On the Bridge, Worf stood on dutv,
monitoring - amongst other things - ship's
computer systems, Abruptly an alarm started,
and then haited; then restarted, and ther stopped
again. Worf regarded the Bridge equipment with
dour suspicion at this most unusual behaviour.

"Commander,” he
Riker.

hatled  Commander

What is it, Worf?"

"An  erroneous  signal aprareatly an
erroneous signal, sir. 1 am not sure.”

"Have you initiated a diagnostic scan, Mr
Worf?" Riker asked.

“Starting a diagnostic scan now, sir,” Worf
reported.

Riker nodded his approval before moving
down to the main Bridge area.

"Ensign Davies - anything to report that
could be linked to Mr Worf's signal ?”

A possible, sir.”  Ensign Davies' fingers
danced across the Qps panel before him before he
reporied, "There very briefly appuared to be some
torm of problem in location access point 354"

"Mr Worf, vour opinion?”

"Diagnostic  scan  has  finished clean,
Commander. It could possibly be some form of
glitck - but if we can identify & source, | would
prefer to investigate.”

£

"Of course,” agreea the First Officer.
nodding in agreement with the Kiingon Security
Chief.

"What was the nature of the probiem you
identified, Ensign?” Riker asked Davies.

“The area did not actively check as on lHne
for approximately 15 seconds, but was not being
flagged by the system as being in error in any
way "

"And now?”

"Now all svsiems fully functional, on hne
and all readings are within required parameters.”

"Hmmm"  Riker mused thoughtraliv,
before striking his communicator with ore finger,

"Riker i Data. Mr Data, are you busy?”

"Nothing that cannot wait, Commander.,”
replied Data, his voice as lively as ever despite
the lateness of the hour.

“Goed. Datg, | think we have something
that may require your expertise... "

Lucy stood knocking upon the door to
Aglaopheme of Sterope’s quarters, but she st}
ZOot no response.

"Agla...
Leucosia.”

Agla, It is

please  answer.

There was still no answer. Lucy glowered
fiercely at the Security Officer who was patrolling
the corridor upon which the temporary Svrene
guest quarters had been situated.

"Nobody has left this deck since I've been
on duty,” he informed the voung Syrene
helpfully.

"And how long is that?"

“Three hours,” he replied before returing
to his patrol duties.

"Agla, please open the door.
something o tell you.
important.”

1 have
Something  really

There was still no answer. Where am Aght
be? Lucy asked herself furiously, finally resorting
to banging the door with her fists in frustration.
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The security detail ad by this ime paced
speedily back, with his colleague. "Now, none ot
that. If vou persist in causing a disturbance 1 will
be forced to escort vou bach to the Emissary’s
quarters.”

"All right. Al right®” Lucy snapped at the
security officer, plunging her hands deep into the
voluminous pockets of her traditional black
gown. [ am going. See - here | go, round the
corner. back to my cabin like a good little girl,”
she arowed sarcastically, seeing the security
guards exchange annoyed lovks. "I have gone
now!"

Once out of sight, rhe sighed, and then
finallv shrugged, an evil light in her eyes. "No
Captain ever sailed his black shup past this peint
without listening to the honev-sweet tones that
flow from our lips," she murmured cryptically, a
grim smile spreading across her features as she
crooned on. "And ne one whe has listened, has
not gone on his way a wiser man.”

FOUR

Aglaopheme of Sterope glided into sick
bav and straight into Chicf Medicai Officer Dr
Beverly Crusher’s office as the Doctor was
organizing the morning schedules with one of
her nursing staff.

"l have returned, Doctor Crusher.” Agla
regarded Beverly Crusher with derision, her tone
supercilious.

“So 1 can see.” Dr Crusher replied, her
sarcasm as dry as bones, “and, of course, let's nat
stand on ceremony. Just come right on in.”

But her tene was totally lost on the Syrene
woman, who gave her a disparaging smile. "As
you wish Dr Crusher” And then she simplv
puited up the most comfortable chair in the
office, which just happened to be the CMC's, and
sat down,

The male nurse standing next to Dr
Crusher could not fail to notice how white the
CMO's knuckles were as they gripped the
clipboard she had been consuiting.

"Do vou need any help, Dy Crusher?”
Implicit in his offer was an understanding that if
she requested the woman's removal, he would

willigiy undertake the task, but Beverly shook
ner head and waved him from the office.

"Thank vou, Chris. We'll sort out the rest
of the scheduies later on” Beverly smiled, her
near legendary poise and collection neatly in
place. "l would ask you to take a seat, if vou had
not done so already.” she said to Agla, refusing to
take any one of the other chairs in the office,
electing instead to perch on the edge of her desk.

“Have [ annoyed vou, Dr Crusher?” Her
voice told Beverly that she hoped she had, but the
CMQ was not about to be caught out twice by
(s woman in so many davs.

*Ne, not at all” Beverly lied with
assurance, her voice silkv smooth.  "On the

contrary, | am very pleased to see vou have come
back for your medical, and will, no doubt, be
eager to apologise to Nurse Ogawa for hurting
her arm yesterday.”

Aglaopheme of Sterope crossed her legs
and lounged back in the CMO's large chair, her
facial expression aimost like that of an elegant cat
about to toy with an insignificant piece of prey.

"Oh no. 1 have not come to apologise
Doctor,”  She used Beverly's title with so much
scorn that it was tantamount {o an insult. "1 am
back because [ was asked to return by your very...
very... charming Captain.”

Beveriy realised that she had never quite
realized how many syllables the word ‘charming’
could be attributed with, when drawled in quite
that way.

"Well | am rather disappointed by that, 1
had rather hoped.. " started Beverly Crusher,
crossing her arms in an unconsciously defensive
posture across her chest, and then realising she
was doing just that, uncrossed them,

“Oh, you are disappointed? Break my
heart!” The woman's laugh was like fingernails
scratching on slate, and about half as pieasant.
“What a ragedy.”

Peverly regarded the woman before her
with dislike, using her personal discipline to
control the natural tendency of hor temper, as
denoted by her red hair, to tell this irritating
woman to go to hell. Or words to that effect.

"What would a woman like you know of
tragedy or disappointment Dr Beverly Crusher?
..Then, again, it must be diffieult 1o be on duty 24



hours a day. All this rote and discipline, all these
people around vou who do not even see a person
but just a blue uniform with three pips on the
collar and nothing more. Tragic - perhaps you do
know something of real disappointment after all.
My mistake, Dr Crusher.”

The Syrene woman lounged back further
i the chair and swung it artfuily side fo side in a
cajculating fashion.

“Your Captain is a very fascinating man,
Not as much fun as Commander Riker, mavbe,
but there is something so much more attractive in
a challenge, do you not think so, Beverly?”

Dr Beverly Crusher steed up, her
movements jerkv. This conversation had just
about gone far enough. "Now, to vour medical..”

“No, I do not wish to discuss things that
are taboo,” Agla snapped in an offhand manner.

"No, you want to discuss things that are
personal instead,” Beverly snapped back, "Well if
vou want fo discuss Jean-Luc Picard, go and have
a word with Patricia Evans; as a fellow Syrene
and Federation representative, I am sure she will
tell you everything you need 10 know.”

"I will not talk to such as she, and do not
foul the name of our race by linking it witlx one
such as she. She is not Syrene - she was brought
up as a weak Human. She amounts to nothing.
The House of Gaea is dead!"

"And what of Lucy?” Crusher spat back,
appalled. "If you consider the House of Gaea
dead, what does that make Lucy? Human? My
God, she is nothing more than a child -~

"It is our way, and trust me, it is... kinder
this way. Your life is too soft, too easy for vou to
understand -~

"Basy! My life easy?" Beverly curied her
hand into a tight fist, and hit the corner of her
desk twice as if to emphasize her quietly spoken
words, the volume of which were at direct
variance with her vehemence.

"Do not dare to presume how ‘easy’
someone’s life may be simply from the way they
are now or how their life superficially appears.
My life has not been ‘easy’ and it disgusts me that
vou presume to judge it 1 have endured
hardships that would make even your Syrene
toes curl. You want an idvllic childhood? 1 grew
up on Ovada 11l colony during the worst of the

woubles there. You want a happy ever after
story? 1 lost my husband whilst stilt with a babe
in arms when he was on a mission commanded
by Jean-Luc Picard. But ]l am a survivor and if 1
am a survivor of the calibre of Patricia Evans,
then I'll take that as a compliment!”

Beverly stood straight, her back ramwod
stiff, her hands plunged deep into her med coat
pockets as she breathed deeply, and then said, as
politely as she was able under the circumstances,
"I thank you, Aglaopheme of Sterope, lor
reporting  for your medical this morning.
Unfortunately our schedules are rather uncertain
at the moment. Please see the Nurse this
afternoon, at which point we should have a better
idea of when we could arrange a mutually
convenient time for a medscan.”

Dr Crusher maintained her position, her
eves coolly challenging towards the Syrenc still
lounging in her chair, but with a graceful swirl
Agla vacated it. "1 shall consider myself
dismissed then.” She smiled softly, leaving the
office with a small, disdainful smile on her lips.

Beverly Crusher sank down into her
recently vacated chair and put her head in her
hands, taking deep breaths. She then leaned right
back in her chaiy, staring at the ceiling of her
office before speaking to the Enterprise
Computer.

"Computer, where is Counselor Troi?"

"Counselor Deanna Trot is at present in
the Counselor's Office.”

"Crusher to Troi.”

“Troi here, Beverly. How may [ help you?”
"Have you got a few moments to chat?”
"Of course | have. Any particuiar subject?”

“Me."

"Mr Data. Mr Data!”

Data turned in some surprise as he was
about to enter the turbolift to see young Lucy
Evans running down the corridor towvards him.

"M Data, can | ask you a question?

"Of course.”



“l have something hat 1 osash o tell
Captain Picard. Personally. But he seems really
difficult to get to see - when he is working he is
aither on the Bridge or in his Ready Room, which
you cannot gel to unless you can get onto the
Bridge.  And Security will not allow mc
anvwhere near any turbolifts that could get me
there, Does Captain Picard not like talking to
strangers?”

Data stood to one side 1o allow Lucy Evans
to precede him into the turbolift, before following
the yvoung Syrene in and waiting on her to
request her destination,

“Guest quarters,” Lucy stated. "is it that he
perhaps does not like females on the Bridge?”

"Deck 8" added Data, belore answering
her questions. "Captain Picard is very.. sehsitive
as to who gains access to the Bridge of the
Enterprise. Most particularly to those whom he
considers to be children.”

"But ! am not a child... Weli, not realiy.”

“It is maybe that ‘not really’ that may make
the difference,' Data pointed out gently. “You
may have more success in approaching, perhaps,
someone like Commander Riker, than the
Captain.”

"Cormnander Riker?”

" have observed that Captain Picard does
not listen readily to those he considers children,
although  there  have been  exceptions.
Commander Riker, however, is considered by
many to be far more approachable. Ts it not
something that I may help you with, Lucy?”

"I'm sorry, Data, but | had particularly
wanted to speak to the Captain,” Lucy insisted,
before adding in a whisper, "it is on something of
a sensidve matter.”

“If Commander Riker considers your
information worthy of escalation, Lucy,” Data
whispered in reply,"there is nc doubt that he
would immediately inform the Captain as to its
content.”

"Go that is it?"

"I am sorry Lucy, but this is a Starship, and
it is part of how a Starship works. Just as there
are chains of command to be observed, there are
also chains of communication.” He regarded
Lucy in silence for a moment, the only sound
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boing the hae of te tutbolittin the bpackground.

"I§ it is that important, couid vou not tell
vour mother? A« UFP Emissary, she has the
access you require to the Caplan to speak
confidentially,” he suggested helpfully.

“No! B . No, no,” Lucy answered a litile
too quickly. She continued, her voice Carrying a
note of frustration, her expression a trifie cross.
"Oh, never mind. It is notting THAT important.
I shall just have to.. explore one of my other
options.”

Counselor Troi sat patiently in her chair
watching her close friend and colieague, Dr
Beverly Crusher, circle the room like a bird of
nrey, nervously wringing her fingers - her jaw
tight,

If the truth be known, Deanna had been
half expecting something like this for some tme
now - and it would appear that the personality
clash with Aglaopheme of Sterope had just been
sufficient to tip the balance of the Chief Medical
Offjcer's temper.

The departure of her son Wesley for
Starfleet Academy had been a big turning point
in Beverly Crusher's life, for no longer did she
have to be both father AND mother to another
individual, she was now truly responsible for
only one person, herself.  This realisation
combined with the ever increasing demands of
Starfleet medical had had Counselor Troi
shrewdly watching Dir Crusher for signs of strain
- but Beverly Crusher was made of sterner stuff,
and she had herself spotted the hairline cracks in
ner commitment before Deanna was even aware
of them.

" mean usually, normally, 1 would
NEVER have allowed someone like thal woman
to get under my guard like that. 1 mean she is so
damned irritating - but I have dealt with worse.”
Beverly gesticulated with her hands as she said,
"Oh, it's just... Oh,1den't know!”

“What don't you know?”

Beverly looked at Deanna, her face serious.
“1 just don't know why it does not seem enough
any more.”

"Maybe it has done too ood a job?”

"What do you mean?”



“Mavbe vour work has been a littie too
effective in filling your life, plugging the gaps - or
rather those bits not filled by Wes." Deanna Trof
smiled. “Maybe it is expecting too much of it o
expect it to fll the kind of space left by your son?"

"But we have been apart before.”

"That was a different kind of separation.
Before was more of a separation due to location
of callings, vou at Starfleet, Wes, here aboard the
Enterprise. This fime it is more - it is a separating
of the ways. Your lives are simply taking
branching paths. The previous occasion was only
ever temporary, whereas this one is... "

"Permanent,” Beverly finished for her.
Sitting glumly beside the Counselor, she put her
chir on her hand. "What's the cure?”

"spoken Hke the phyvsician vou are.
Deanna gave her a disapproving look. "And its
just not that simple.  You, Dr Beverly Crusher,
have got to decide what vou want.”

"Oh. Is that all?”
"Beverly, be serious.”

"I ani being serious. 1 don't know what ]
want, in all honesty I don't. Now 1 know what |
wish, if just to make my life a lttle casier.”

"Well, what do vou wish?" Deanna folded
her arms, and leaned back in her chair, crossing
her slender legs.

"I wish 1 was not so tired of fighting to do
this, and to do that, on every occasion that
warrants our help. | understand the rules and
regulations governing resources, but sometimes
Starfleet Medical becomes almost a contradiction
in terms. I mean, | do know from first hand
experience the kind of burcaucrats running it -
but sometimes [ feel I am in charge of a high tech
ambulance service instead of one of the foremost
medical facilides available. That's it - that's my
boring speech for today.”

“No-mnot at all. Go en. 1s there anything
else that you wish for?"

"I wish that there were not quite so many
more politically aware potential CMO's of the
Enterprise snapping at my heels at the chance of
cbtaining such a prestigious post. Oh. ] know I'm
good... damned good, but how long am I geing to
be good enough? And then, when ['m not, where
dolgo, whatdoldo? What is next, Deanna?”

M

"We all go through this, Beverly; its
natural that at points in our lives we go through
key decision periods, when we review what we
have done, and decide what we want ta achieve
next.”

"You make it sound so easy,’
Beverly.

" complained

"Well, for some of us it is mavbe not so
easy - those of us that aim high and achieve to the
same level” Deanna looked at the Doctor, her
dark eyes shrew. “There js ne failure in aiming ..
different,”

"Aiming different?
phrase is that, Deanna?"

What kind of hokey

"Almung for an alternative goal, for a goal
that mav not be discernible anyone but
vourself.”

o

"A change of direction™ Beverly Crusher
pulled a small moue of consideration. “Do not
misunderstand me Counselor, | like.. 1 e my
work aboard the Enterprise.  I've never even
really thought about ever doing anvthing outside

{ Starfleet - its been part of my life for so long
now. Hell, it has almost been my life, in fact.”

"Maybe that is part of the problem,”
Deanna observed. “Familiarity does breed...

"Ol, piease don't say contempt.”

"l would prefer to say, maybe comiplaceney
or confentient, depending on the person,”

“Weli, I hope vou have put me in the latter
categrory. But point taken, | will reflect upon my
persenal goals - and probably decide that 1 like
exactly where I am now.” Beverly Crusher stood,
stretching as she did so.

"Then that will be something achieved,”
Deanna pointed out, “and Chief Medical Officer
of the flagship of Starfleet is not such a bad
achievement, is it now?”

"No." Beverly looked at Deanna with a
wrv smile, and a self conscious look, as she said,
"I haven't done so badly have 17”

The door comm chimed out its hail into the
subsequent silence, at which point Deanna Troi
Inoked at Beverly iy puzzled surprise.

"Come,” she called out, siriding over to the
door to meet the visitor, who in fact was Data.



“Counselor... Urr Crusher.” The android
officer acknowledged them both before looking,
from one to the other and realising he might have
been interrupting a private conversation.

"I am sorry - 1 did not intend to disturb - ”

“Nea, Data, it's not a problem. I'm just on
my way to sickbay,” the Doctor replied,

"It is 1o both of you that I wish to speak,”
Dats stated calmly. "I have in fact an invitatjon to
both of vou from Thelxepia of Achelous.”

"if it is about the recepon priov to the
Yrice, Data, | understood from Patricia thal all
senjor crewmembers had actually beon already
invited,” Ideanna interrupted as she went to pick
up her files.

“FThat is indeed true, Counsclor. But the
invitation 1 refer to is not for the veception, but
for the Yrice itself.”

There was silence. Both Counselor and
Droctor looked at each other before Dr Crusher
gave a low, long whistle much like Geordi La
Forge when he was presented with something of
a Gombshell.  This reaction drew a leok of
surprise from Deanna, and one of almost envy
from Data. Whistling was one thing that he had
yet to master, vet il came so easily to Humans,

“The Yrice? The actual ceremony jtelf?”
Deanna Troi's face was surprised to the point of
shock.  "Data, are you sure? [ mean it ispt
possible that you misinterpreted her meaning?”

“No, T am quite sure Counselor. Syrene
Elder Thelxepia instructs you to speak 1o
Emissary Evans on caremony protocol and dress.”

“That sounds like a genuine invitation w©
me,” Beverly said. "What in heaven's name has
brought this on?”

“What in heaven's name indeed!” agreed
Tyeanna. "It is an undeniable honour, but [ cannot
help thinking that this is &)} jasta littde... ™

“Too quick? Too premature?” Dr Crusher
sugested.

"Too fast,” Deanna replied, her face
sericus. "From total silence to ceremony
invitation ail within Jess than 48 hours.. H's
almost as suspicious as it is accelerated!”

"But we'te nol going to turm it down, are
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we now? Wit tme are we alf due to report o
the reception and ceremony. Data?” Crusher
asked.

"There is o be a three hour recess for the
recepiion prioy to the coremony itself at 1900
hours. 1 wili be atrending the receplion only, as
the invitation to the Yrice itself has been extended
only 1o yourself, Dector, and Counselor Trob
Thelxepia was quite specific about my exclusion.”

“Why?"

‘I wn apparently a subiect of some
controversy between the Syrene due to my male
form, aithough some of the Syrene at Jeast seom
convinced that a machine cannot possess gender.”

“And how do you feel about that, Data?”
Deanna asked him, deformined not o be satisfied
by the careiul neutrality of his voice.

"ee)?” Data Glted his head to one side as
il in puzzled inquiry, before answering, "Why, |
FEEL nolhing, Counselor; T am, after all, an
android.”

Dr Crusher and Counselor Trof exchanged
glances, eyebrows raised.

“Yos, of course,” Deanna rephed. "Silly
me.

The setting was the banquet room, but the
hospitality had ali the excellence of Ten Forward,
Guisian having personally involved herself in the
arrangements for the event. Data stood with Dr
Crusher and Counselor Troi, and watched with
his own distinctive air of observation the
activities going on about him. The first thing he
had noticed was that Guinan appeared o be no
stranger to the Syrene delegates, and indeed
seemed to be on terms of some familiazity with
some of thermn, most partimlaz'iy TFisinge, which
prechuded the explanation that they had met for
the firet ime within the last 48 hours. But Data
knew better than to question Guinan about her
past, although he was sorely tempted to do so.
CGuinan  was usually very mysterious and
incredibly cryptic about any aspect of her
background, except on those odd occasions when
one was able to tap into a rtich vein of hor
experience  during  the  process of idle
conversation at the bar in Ten Forward. Guinan
sidled past bearing a platter of hors d'oevres,
bound for the far side of the room.




"Data,” she said out of the side of ner
mouth as she sidled past, "you'ye staring again!”

Data timmediately averted his attention i
the entrance to the room, the doors of which had
just opened to admit Commander Riker and
Captain Picard, in their Starfleet dress uniforms
for the occasion. The two commanding officers
paused upon enlering the reception, obviousiy
unprepared for the sight that met their eves as
they entered the fray.

For, amidst the complement of invited
Enterprise crew and their guests, mainly those
who had been direclly involved in the Syrene
assimilation project to date, were the Syrenusae
themselves.  And for lhe first time, certainly
aboard the Enterprise and possibly for the first
time in the annals of the UFP, they were wearing
what appeared to be ceremonial dress.

A full suit of black, high to neck and close
to limb covered the long length of every one of
them, miaking them appear taller and possibly
more intimidating than ever, an observation that
even Deanna Troi had found herself making on
first entering the room. In addition to this, a large
sheet of material, distinctly coloured, was then
worn over the top - cunningly swathed and then
fastened or pinned by intricately wrought metal
clasps. The final effect was a startling explosion
of colowr against the banqueting room's stark
bow view of deep space.

“Well,  well, Number One” Picard
observed wryly as they paused upon entering.
"Alrnost worth the trouble on our part, wouldn't
you sav?”

He nodded a greeting io one of his
crewmen who weni past upon someone’s arm,
also in dress uniform.

"Indeed, sir” Nodding his head, Riker
agreed, a wide smile on his face. "Fascinating.”

“Indeed. 1 wonder if the colours actually
mean anything?”

“They do. If you care to look across at
Patricia Evans and Lucy, their colours are quite
different from those worn by Thelxepia of
Achelous over there, or indeed Aglaopheme of
Sterope, in the corner. Which would suggest., "

"Clan or family colowrs. Like oid Earth
tartans or heraldic costume,” Picard nodded in
agreement with his First Officer as thev slowly
made their way across the room, nodding and
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smiling - they went. "Which does beg a very
infercsting queston, Will.”

"Which s, sir?

"With a people of such mystery existing
within the Federation, to all intents and purposes
undiscovered, what in God's name are we doing
challenging new frontiers, if the ojd ones reman
insufficiently examined?”

"Keeping our minds open, maybe, sir)
Riker replied.

Picard simply smiled at his First Olficer,
and allowed him to Jead the final steps up to
where Deanna Troi, Beverly Crusher and Duta
stood in deep conversation.

"My compliments, Ladies.” Riker's smile
broadened as he perceived the length of silver
white wrap worn over the top of hiv two
colleagues’ uniforms.

“As it is a cultural mission, the CMO and
myself have been advised to dress appropriately
for the occasion,” Deanna  informed b
reprovingly, but there was an irresistible twinkie
in her eves as she spoke.

"Well,"  said Wil Riker, his  tone
contemplative, "I think 1 have identified the
colours of the House of Achelous, as modeljed by
the exceptional Thelxepia, the House of Sterope
as worn by the perceptive Agiaopheme, and the
House of Gaea, as seen on the Emissary and her
danghter. But I do not think 1 recognize this
particular House colour.”

He indicated Deannas
considering finger.

wrap  with a

"You surprise me, Will" Deanna smiled.
"Trv aguess.”

"My, my.. Riker released his most
waolfish grin in reply. “White. or is it grey? |
give up - pray tell me your House, most heautiful
ladies.”

Beverly Crusher's hastily stifled laugh
briefly caught the attention of Picard who was
standing to one side ostensibly discussing ship's
business with Commander Data.

"Well, Data chose the colowr,” Deanna
replied.  "He scemed a litte.. hurt over the
Svrene decision 0 exclude him from the main
ceremony, and so Beverly had the idea of giving



him the task of selecting us appropriate cotours
in deference to the occasion - as we are the first
Starfleet Officers ever fo attend such a function
after all.”

"You seem to be getting into this in a big
way," Riker said, a note of surprise in his voice,
before he turned to address Data, who was stiit
deep in conversation with Captain Picard. "Data,
I hear you had a hand in dressing Dr Crusher and
Counselor Troi?”

“No." Data then instantaneously divined
the true intent of the question, and amended lis
answer accordingly. "Yes - if you are referring to
my selection of the ‘caparison’.”

“Well, what else would he mean, Data?”
asked Crusher with wicked humour.

"With the help of Pisinoe of Achelous, |
wag able to cross-reference what she and other
Syrene have told me about colours chosen,
related to originating worlds and identifying
characteristics. it was all quite fascinating,” Data
carried on, ignoring the Doctor's low aside.

"Caparison?”

“That is the correct Syrene term for this
mode of dress, sir.”

"Were Pisince and the other Syrene stilf
quite happy to discuss such things with you,
Data?" Dr Crusher asked him, a slight frown
upon her face. "I thought they had decided you
were male gender.”

"I believe that Pisinoe has rationalised that
as an android, I am not, to the letter of the word, a
male. Therefore, she has not breached Syrene
etiquette by speaking to me on a wide range of
what are considered taboo subjects.”

"Word of spiri€?® Dr Crusher observed
somewhat sardonically, and Troi, catching her
words, hid a smile. Obviously her medical
colleague had also been party to those moments
when Pisinoe of Achelous, a vampetie of over
two metres easily dwarfing Data’s slim frame, ex-
Crion assassin and Starfieet ambassador's widow,
had regarded their android colleague with a look
that couid only be equated with that of the
appetite of a starving man. However, Data’s
manners, gentle quality and frequently setf-
effacing ways seemed to have the woman totally
at a loss with regard to how to deal with him. As
much as the Syrene fascinated Data as a source of
information, Data fascinated the Syrene in other
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ways.

Deanna felt an attack of the giggles
threatening, but managed to turn it into a hastily
concocted fit of coughing before she caught the
gaze of either Beverly Crusher or Will Riker.

“You were explaining the basis of vour
choice of colours for the Docior and Counselor
Troi," Picard reminded him, his suspiciously
sharp gaze tansferring itself from the face of
Deanna Troi who was in the process of trying o
compose herself,

“Indeed, sir. There are a number of
surprisingly complex variables to be taken into
consideration upon making the appropriate
choice - particularly in the case of Dr Crusher and
Counselor Troi, when one considers their very
different origins... "

“Yes, yes, Data," Picard agreed hastily in
an effort to head off what looked like turning infoe
one of Commander Data's lectures. Data,
realising that this was the sign he was most often
given when a more concise answer was required
of him, ocbviously cut his narration 0 the point
with some effort.

"The most obvious choice was the House
of Enterprise, sir,” he said succinctly.

A slow smile crept over Jean-Luc Picard's
face.

“l approve, Mr Data.” He smiled again,
took one last look at the cloth on the shoulders of
his two crew members, and then moved off t©
answer the beckoning wave of Emissary Evans to
himself and Dr Crusher as she stood talking to
Pisinoe of Achelous and twa others of the Syrene
delegation,

"A sensitive choice, Data, and one well
made” Troi smiled her approval, fingering her
communicator badge which was acting as fixing
pin on the length of material.

“Thank you, Counselor,” Data replied
equably, and then frowned as he tried quickly to
identify precisely what qualified the act as
sensitive before he lost the essence of the
moment.

Patricia Evans and her daughter were
standing in conversation with some of the Syrene
delegation as the Captain and Chief Medical
Qfficer finally joined the group.



"1 see vou foliowed my advice.” The
Emissary smiled at Dr Crusher, indicating the
length of fabric draped over the Doctors
shoulder.

“Indeed we have, thank vou, and as with
yvour other advice, Emissary, it has been quite
sound.” Dr Crusher smiled in return. It was then
that the Doctor caught a proper look at Lucy
Evan's face beneath her head of thickly braided
raven black hair. There was no denying the dark
circled eyes and chalky while palior - the young
girl locked really quite unweil,

"Are you still not quite right, Lucy?” she
asked quietly.

"No,.. ne, Dr Crusher. 1f no one thinks me
too rude, 1 think I should retire.” Lucy explained
graciously. "1 am sorry, Mother, Captain Picard,
Dr Crusher.”

“You are excused, Lucy,” the Emissary
stated, quietly watching her daughter go with
concerned eyes. 'T think this mayv all be a little
everwhelming for her.”

The Captain, Emissary and Dr Crusher
were now standing on their own, the Syrene with
them having started to talk amongst themselves,
a littie way off.

"It must be something of an ordeal, to meet
so many of one's race when you are 5o used to
being so dispersed across different worlds,”
Picard observed.

“You may be tight,” Evans agreed. "l am
wondering if perhaps Lucy was ready for such a
meeting.”

Dr  Crusher looked sharply at the
Emissary, feeling for a moment as if the UFP
representative was talking doubie sense.

"Is she still complaining of tiredness?” she
asked Evans.

“Yes. Considering 1 set out on this
assignment as a way of.. reaching out to Lucy,
she has seen very little of any benefit." Patricia
Evans sighed deeply. "1 had hoped that this
project would not only help the Syrenusae, but
that Lucy would see a side of the UFP and
Starfleet that may encourage her to consider
applying for the Academy.”

“The Academy?” Ticard's evebrows were
raised. "] had no idea you were ambitious to have
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Lucy folow in vour footsteps, Emissary.”

"Well, hopefuily not EXACTLY in my
footsteps.” Evans grimaced slightly, the
exchanged glance between Emissary and Captain
Picard making PBeverly Crusher feel almost
excluded. "But 1 do feel Starfleet has a lot to offer
Lucy - and 1 fee} that my daughter has much to
offer Starfleet in retwrn... perhaps more than they
could anticipate.”

“Indeed?”  Picard looked hard at the
Emissary and then continued in his forthright
manner, “But have vou considered whether she
has the temperament lo contend with the
discipline of Starfleet, Emissary Evans?”

"in other words, will she succeed where |
failed, Jean-Luc? Pafricia answered his guestion
with & question of her own,

"If you will,” he replied levelly. unfazed by
the impiicit challenge.

"Will you never let me forget that incident
with the damn Academy shuttle, Jean-Luc
Picard?" Evans suddenly hissed, much 1o
Crusher's surprise. This was the closest she had
seen the UFP Emissary come o aclually losing
her temper so far.

"Exactly what happened during this
notoricus  incident?”  Dr  Crusher  asked,
attempting te defuse the suddenly charged
conversation with a light laugh. "It could not
have been THAT bad - you are both, after all, still
here to tell the tale.”

An uncharacteristic snort of disagreement
from Picard and a reluctant sigh from Evans said
otherwise.

“We were on a fraining flight, and there
was a silly argument. Cadets should argue, it is.
after all, an intrinsic part of the learning process.
50 this argument arose from a rather fatuous
remark about the relative strengths of standard
issue shuttlecraft hulls.”

"You did not have to put five lives in
danger, Patricia, to prove vour point. Five voung
lives, It was an act of gross brresponsibility!”
Picard bit out, his raised fones catching the
attention of Commander Riker who was standing
a little way off across the room.

"Oh, come on, Jean-Luc, so we dangled
from our seats untii the Academy support team
could release us. Anyone would think the
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biggest danger was o vour repaalion as one o
the Academy's highest achievers.” Wilh a deep
sigh, she stopped herself and arden the
Capiain somewhat baletully. UButoves, with the
benedit of hindsight and my extra i ;
damn stupidd thing to have done”

T

As she findshed that sentence, 3was as if
Pauicia Evans aged before Beverly Crushor's
eves and the Emissary actuaily locked mwuch
closer 1o Picards ape than ever, she reflected
symipathetically.

"And you are probably right about Lucy's
temperament. 1 have asked mysall, maybe the
wariness of discipline, the tendency to buck any
syslem of authorily is something intrinsic to our
race, 1 just don't know.” She turned to look at the
assembled throng, "All I do know is that | have
to give her & chance. Like they all have fo be
given a chance - they are not 5o bad really...”

“Just misunderstood? asked Beverly with
& smile. '

"Oh ves - Doclor, T must apologise for
Agrlas behaviour. That was quite unacceptable,
and 1 will insist that your nurse receives a fuli
apology from Aglaopheme as soon as the Yrice
has finished "

Ioam sure Nurse
that,”  Beverly  said

“Thank you, Patricia
Ogawa  will appredate
graciously.

“Oh.. and Commander Riker - 7 Patricia
Evans had noticed William Riker and Geordy La
Forge making their way across the room towards
them - “and Chief Engineer. 1 must also
apologise for Molpe and Ligia being caught in
Engineering; that was also unacceptable.”

“Well, it was not maybe the fact that we
found them . in  Engineering,  unescoried,
Emissary,” Geordi pointed out, "but that they
were frymg 1o gain access at a secure lerminal at
the time. Luckily Data did interrupt them.”

BEvans looked most uncomiortable as
Picard and Riker exchanged glances and Dr
Crusher stared at the floor of the banqueting
rootn as if it had becone of fascinating interest.

"l can only apologise again, Captain. 1 am
naot seeking to defend their actions in any way,”
Evans sought te reassure the command staff, "but
vou must ali understand thal the Syrene on
hoard, are by their very nature exceptionally
inquisitive. Which is parl of the reason why they

ol

arc iere at ajl.’

Wili
“Hut

“bocan understand thal, Emdssan”
Riker had {okded his arms across s chest
we have done owr best to treat the delegahion
with those freedoms attributed  to guests of
Starficel. b frankly found that mcdident 0 be &
blatant abuse of our trast’

"L understand,  Comunander,”  Pairicia
Bvans informed him stifliy. "1 will convey your
feclings on the matter 1o those concerned with all
due hagte. Captain, Commander... Dr Crusher”

With that, the Einissary mnade her excnses
and jefl the group,

“Fwould be that ek happier i 1 thought
i knewe which side QUR Enissary was on” The
ironic tone of Wil Riker's voice was not lost on
Beveriy Crusher.

*Give heor a chance, Will. She has got a
difficult job here, Irying to balance evervbody's
interests whilsi olfending no one.”

“Have there been any other majoer breachies
of security Will?" Capfain Pleard was regarding
his First Officer with interest.  The incident in
Engineering had been reparted to him at the
smne time it had been reported to Commander
Riker, and the Commander had then been
somewhat more vocal about abuse of hospitality.

"No, sir. Thanks o Mr Worfs security
measures and the crew having been so vigilant -
the latier mostly due to the winerving cecasion of
having such a lage group of individuals so rarely
seen away from fringe colony worlds or the
gutters of zome of the inore disreputable dass M
planets of the Federation. However, the Syrene
still seem fo gel everywhere.. From the number
of complaints from the crew, you would think
there were surely more than a mere 13 of them!”

"Point taken, Number One. Hopefully,
with the Yrice ceremony about to take place, that
will be the end of our problems for a least a few
days. But get Mr Wuorf to step up security by
Holodeck 3."

"Aye sir,” Commander Riker responded
promptly.

Data watked briskly down the corridor of
the Enterprise bound for the Bridge, bul as he
stopped at the smooth doors to turbo lift one he
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heard an unusuwal thump from the corridor
branching off opposite.

As he went to investigate, he becane
aware of the fact that the Enterprise seemed a lot
less busy than he would have expected at this
hour, particularly as the corridors could almost
be deerned to be the arteries of the Galaxy Class
vessel.  Data rounded the corner, to find a
crewman slumped across the floor, "Sir.. © The
crewman swaved upon his hands and knees at
the feet of the androjd. [ don't appear to be able
o getup”

One efforiless helping hand under his
forearm soon had that particular problem solved,
but once on his feet, the crewman appeared to be
in no fit state to temain there unassisted.

"Data to sickbay.”

"Selaar here. How may [ be of assistance,
Commander?"

"T have just found a member of crew who
appears fo be suffering ivom some form of
debilitating iliness. 1t has rendered him unabie to
function normally.”

“Yet another one” The ironic tonc in
Selaar's voice always became more pronounced
when the Vulcan Doctor was under stress.

“This sudden outbreak is threatening to
exceed sickbay capacity. Commander Data, can }
suggest you assist the patient in returning to his
quarters and 1 will get a team to attend to him as
soon as i am able.”

"Understood, Doctor.”

himseif
able to

Commander Data positioned
under the crewman's arm, to be better
help the man to his quarters.

“it's OK, Commander. Don't you worry
about e, I just settle down here and get a
quick forty winks, then I'll be fine”

T do not think that closing one eye in
flippant or frivolous manner any number of
times will improve your condition sufficiently for
vou to resume vour duties,” Data informed his
fellow crew member helpfudly. I think it would
be tor the best it vou allowed me to assist you in

getting back to vour cabin, as the Doctor
instructed.”
"Yes, sir,” the crewman answered

obediently, stanng with some consterpation at
Data's poker straight face.

Captain Picard and Commander Riker
were discussing the outbreak of the mystery
iliness over hot tea, both of them having been on
duty for what was coming up to double shifts in
one capacity or another. Picard was perched on
the edge of his desk, his face a mask of discipline,
not allowing the fatiguc to creep through by
sheer force of will. Only his voice betraved him,
an undertone of terseness evident, frustration at
having to reduce speed and being in charge of a
dwindling crew growing more evident by the
second.

"Dr Selaar.” He hailed the Vulcan Doctor
abruptly via his communicator. "Has Dr Crusher
been raised vet? It is imperative that we get her
out of that damned ceremeny and back on duty
as quickly as possibie”

"Negative, Captain.” Sclaar's cool voice
came back. "No one has entered or left holodeck
31in 18 hours, and the Svrene delegation have Jeft
strict instructions that they are not to be
disturbed under any circumstances.”

Captain  Picard looked at Commander
Riker, and Will Riker interpreied something in
his commanding officer's gaze that made him say
quickly, "They were the explicit instructions lefr
by Thelxepia of Achelous, Captain.” He added,
“And she is an honoured guest of Starfleet. We
fmve  been  instructed fe  abide by  her
requirements, and in this instance, they have
been made very, very clear.”

Picard the diplomat hesitated, his face both
serious and thoughtful as he weighed up the pros
and cons of the argument to hand. Buf it wag
Picard the leader, Captain of the Enterprise, the
man uitimately responsible for the well-being of
his crew, who finally hit the communicator.

"Picard to Crusher. Emergency, Doctor.
Please report to me now.” The Captain lovked
briefly at Riker before hitting his communicator
again. "Picard to Data. Commander, increase
speed to Starbase Lima to warp factor six."”

"Aye sir," came the response.

And with that, Captain Picard calmly
moved to sit down at his desk, and started fo stir
his fragrant Ear! Grey tea. the smell of bergamot
spicing the air.



"The Syrene may well be most upset, sir,”
Will Riker cautioned him.

"They will be more upset it they are lett
stranded in deep space because the entire crew of
the Enterprise has been knocked out by some
mystery virus, Number One" Captain Picard
released a deep breath, and put a tired hand up to
rub his forehead.

"Having had the fortune of being able to
study the Syrene at close quarters, I will hazard a
guess that they will only be put out if it suits their
ends. But T have taken your cauton to heart,
Will, and should the situation require it, I will
apologise most profusely to Thelxepia and the
enfire Syrene delegation, as soon as this damned
crisis is over!"

"It should be very noisy at Starbase Lima
then, Captain.”

"How 5o, Number One?" Picard asked him
with a frown.

"Why, with everyone apologising to
evervhbody else at the end of this trip, the
Federation assimilation team will probably be
unable to get a word in edgewisel” Commander
Riker observed with a weary smile.

The corridors of the Enterprise seemed
strangrely deserted as Beverly Crusher almost ran
in her haste to gei (o one of the turbo-lifts thal
would take her to the Bridge. 1t was late; she had
left the Yrice ceremony halfway through, and the
CMO  felt decidedly unwell as the only
sustenance allowed during the Yrice was the
ceremonial wine that had been transported
ahoard with the party from the House of Sterope.
In addition to her rather sore head, her mind was
spinning with so much information that she felt
as if it was about to explede,

She had spent the larger part of the past 18
hours, sitting coss-legged upon the floor of
holodeck 3, which had been programmed to look
remarkably like an authentic wooden floored
temple over- looking a purple misted valley. At
first Beverly had only haif listened to the droning,
lisping voice of Pisinoe, followed by the crisp
tones of Thelxepia, reciting the Syrene ceremonial
in what appeared to be a well used oral tradition.
She couid see Troi opposite, listening intently,
both of them having been appraised of the
ceremoniai phases prior fo their attendance.
Recognition, reunification and then a phase of

debate. during which period the question of
Syrene  assimilation was fo be brought up.
Beverly Crusher found herself still amazed at the
cultural depth and substance ot this disparate
community, that had not only survived the
vastmess of galaxies but also the brutality and
isolation of discrimination and prejudice.

Siowly, withont realising it, the hypnotic
quality of Thelxepia's words droned or and
penetrated her consciousness without the CMO
having put much effort into it as Thelxepin had
sat with her eyes closed and her hands gently
resting on her lap, telling a story.

It was a story of a pool, a deep pool, the
deepest pool known in 5 gataxies and at the
bottom of the pool lay the most fabulous wealth
and power. About the pool sit five Syrene
guardians, pledged to protect its contents from all
those who seek to plunder, pillage or prey on its
depths. But, as the Syrene had aso fo provide for
themselves, the creator had given them the
power of charming, by their songs, all who heard
them, the power to persuade anybody who
approaches them. There was no home-coming
for the man who drew near them unawares and
heard a Syrene voice; no welcome from his wife,
no children brightening at their father's return.
For with their clear high song the Syrene bewitch,
Jeaving only the mouldering skeletons of beings
whose withered skin still hangs upon their bones,
because they stopped to listen. But should they
sing in vain, it had also been decreed that they
should live only as long as it would take until one
hearing their song should pass by unmoved.
Then they should throw themselves into the pool,
where they would either be consumed by the
waters or tuyned into another form, the latter part
of the story being somewhat unclear,
accompanied as it was by numerous Syrene
mutterings and shouts.

Dr Beverly Crusher had been unable to
avoid a distasteful shudder, [t was after all a
ghoulish tale, and one that seemed quite fantastic
even by Earth standards. Ever the scientist, [
Crusher then found herself contemplating ils
origins,. Was it fiction, created as a means of
filling the gap presented by the Syrene ack of
origin or ‘Toots', or a fable, or was it myth,
allowing the Syrene to embody their own ideas of
natural or social phenomena in a way that they
understond? Or was it more than just that - was
it, maybe, some form of allegory for the very
existence of the Syrene?  Doctor Crusher's
curiosity had been piqued by this and her sharp
analytical mind had already applied itself to a
logical extrapolation that had been gripped by the



continuing words of the Syrene Eider.

The Syrenusae had no culture in the
conventional sense as was mose normally
accepted and recognised within the Federation.
With no world of their own, they lacked a focus
for attention for their achievements. Thev had no
obvious society. no fine buildings to showcase
their race... had they ever achieved great things in
technology, suience or the arts”  Thew was no
record of il. No, the Syrene had nothing, save
other  Syrenc. These  individuais, swongly
interconnected across vast wacts of space by
empathic/telepathic links, woven into a system
of clans or 'Houses' 1o prevent thelr being iost te
cach other, prepared to hunt missing individuais
down over decades if required, as demonstrated
by Thelxepia's search for tihe lost House of Gaea.

The Syrend's ondy documentod
achievement was their ability 1o survive lie
ravages of space, suspicion and the resentment
they aroused in other races. The only thing of
theirs that endured fime was their kind, and if not
indivichials, then their 'Houses’, their creed, their
genealogy or genetic lineage... Their gene pooi:
This intuitive leap made Dr Crusher's spine tngle
ay the larger part of the mystery that was the
Syrene vace finaliy citcked into place and raised
yer another, big, question.

Why was it symboiised in the story by
wealth and power?

The progress of the Enterprise was about
to be impeded even further.

“Perimeter alert, Captain,” Worf bermed
out from the rear of the Bridge.

"Identify?” Captain Picard snapped out, the
lines of fatigue on his face clear for the remaining
Bridge crew to see.

"It has  goneg, sir!"  replied  Wort
puzzlement clear in his deep baritone voice.
“Could it be another glitth? Riker

questioned the Security Chief, frowning as he did
50, tired lines clear in his tace as weli as he strode
towards Worf's position.

“Urknown, sir.  As the last problem has
still vet to be adequately explained,” the Kiingon
Officer intoned cautiously, "1 would have to do
some further research into both anomahes.”

‘Data?" Riker continued.

“There was insufficient diagnostic data
availabie from the recent system anomaly vou are
referring to, to make any adequate study,”
Commander Data invtormed them. “"System trace
tables reveaied no additional informanon other
than the 15 secone delay indicated by systems
sensors. 1 will start diagnostic scans immediaiely
to see i a problem can be tdennficd.”

The officer at Ops then Gwlined his head
slightiy before going o1 10 say in a warning tone,
"However, 1 would sugyest that if the sensor
equipment was nut under suspicion of being
faulty, such a reading could be interpreted as a
vessel at e edge of our sensor range
impiementing a cleaking device.”

“Agreed!” boomed Worl,
o red atert, Captain.”

"Suggest we go

The Enterprise was already standing at
vellow alert due to the rapid spread of the
mystery sickness that had reduced Lhe staff of the
Enterprise to a meagre skeleton crew.

"If it is another vessel, Captain, it is highly
suspicious that they are moving at the edge of
ow  sensor  range  without attemipting o
communicate, 1t would be a fair assumption that
if they have a cloaking device thev also have
iairly sensitive sensor equipment,” Riker advised
his Captain.

“Agreed, Number One, but T have no wish
to alarm our remaining rew who are already
ander incredible stress,” Picard replied as he
returned o his chair and sank thankfully mto is
depths.

"ls it possible we could outrun them o
Starbase Lima?" suggested Riker. "As much as |
hate to cut and run, the present state of the
crew,,.”

“Not an option, Number One. The odds
are more in our favour in open space, rather than
dragging & ship of potential hostiles to Starbase
Lima for a showdown - if there js indeed even a
ship out there! Let's find out, shall we?" Picard
gave a deep sigh, “Full stop, Conn. Jssue a
message, Mr Worf, all channels, all frequencies,
reguesting that the vessel identify itself.”

“Ave, sir,” Worf acknowledged. “Should..”

But the Klingen officer was interrupted by
the sound of Ensign Whitby crashing to the fjoor



frem her position at one ol the rear Bridge
stations

“And then there were nive,” Riker observed
with grim amusement.

“Sir?" said Data, who was watching the
cewman at the helm slowly ship from his seat
under the panei of the Conn controls.

“Sorry, Data, four," Will Riker replied as he
went to the aid of the crewman, accompanied by
Data, who moved from Ops to push the Conn
away from the reclining figure. Waorl,
meanwhile, was manceuvring Ensign Whitby
into the recover: position to aveid her choking.

"Merde.," Picard closed his eyes and put
his fingers to his temples, frowning hard.

"How are you teeling Data? Worf?"”

The two - the only Bridge crew, save Riker
and Picard, still conscious, answered promptly to
the Captain's enquiry, “I am tunctioning within
acceptable parameters, Captain.”

L. also,” Wart agreed

"And you, how are vou feeling Number
Cne?”

"Goddamn  awful!” Riker  retwned
candidly, to which sentiment his Captain nodded
in agreement.

"I would order you to turn in Will, but if
vou feel as [ do..”

"I know that if 1 shut my eyes, | wili
probably not open them this side of a fortnight!”
vawned Riker, "which at the moment, with
meagre number of crew awake and a potentially
hostile vessel within senser range, does not
appeal’”

“Indeed,” the Captain replied dryly, "which
leads me neatly to my next question - where is
the damn Chief Medical Officer?”

"Here, Captain.”

Beverly Crusher walked onto the Bridge
from turbolift one, obviously startied to see the
place manned by only four officers, then alarmed
t0 see two more crewmembers unconscious and
down. She speedilv went to the aid of Ensign
Whithy, checking pulse and respiration whilst
Worl, Data, Riker and Picard looked on.

13
EN

o apout e oo, Dr Crusher. Trwoukd
ro donibt be a waste of tine to ask what detained
vou?”

"l came as quickly as 1 could, Captamn,”
Beverly insisted, wishing, as she bent over her
patient, that she did not teel as if her traitorous
stomach was about to leap out of her body of its
own accord at any moment.

“You look rather pale, Beveriy,” Riker pu
in, his voice concerned.

" think 1 ate, or more likely drnk.
something that did not agree with me during the
Yrice ceremony, Will," Beverly explained shakily.
“That evil substance they transported aboard in
that craic had the taste of lubricating fluid and
the kick of an il tempered mule.”

“Well, as fascinating as thai may be,
Doctor,” Picard snapped tersely, *1 would rather
discuss the well-being of myv crew - o1 rather the
lack of it - than your adoption of Syrenc drinking
habits!”

*1 do beg your pardon Jean-Luc, but am }
to infer from that remark that you believe that the
Enterprise crew is NOT my top priority?” The
prickly undertone in her voice was clear for all w
hear. “Because 1 can asswre vou otherwise.”

"The clear evidence, Doctor,” Picard
returned coldly, using her fitle with deliberation,
“is that the Enterprise has less than a skeleton
crew 1o attend to those duties essential to the
running of a Starship. My people are lying in
sickbay, in their quarters, in corridors... and as no
doubt you may have noticed, even on the Bridge.”

Beverly Crusher straightened up onto her
feet from where she had been attending to
Whitby, aware that she was on the recelving end
of the closest Jean-Luc Picard had ever come to
giving her a public dressing down.

“What | want to know, Doctor, is what are
you going to do about it? Because for the
present, Chief Medicai Officer Doctor Crusher,
irrespective of other concerns, 1 want my ship put
first, at whatever the cost.”

Riker looked from Crusher o Picard. His
Captain was fired, exhausted from enduring a
double shift and the onset of this curious malaise.
For him to upbrai¢ his CMO in public, in this
manner, was out of character for jean-Luc Picard,
and Commander Riker braced himself to
intervene. He could not allow his Commanding
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Officer to say anvthing more that he would
undoubtediy regret after a good night's sleep.

Chief Medical Officer Beverly Crusher
regarded her Captain with wide, almost
luminescent blue eyes. Her cheeks had coloured
pink in her embarrassment and humniliation, and
she had started to blink rapidly, possibly in an
effort to prevent her eyes filling in a very
unprofessional manner before her Commanding
Officer. She was tred also, and such a diatribe
from such an unexpected source, for all its
reasoned tone and lack of volume, was trulv the
last straw..

"1 apologise, Captain Picard, i T have
given you any reason to doubt my commitment
to resolving this present crisis,” Dr Crusher
replied stoutly, her jaw quivering only slightlv. "1
was delayed momentarilv in sickbay before
reporting to the Bridge, after [ lett the Yrice
ceremony immediately upon receiving vour hail.
Dr Selaar had already conducted the first batch of
tests which we had discussed before we agreed
upon the requirement for a second batch with a
wider sample base - the resulis of which may take
some time to collate.”

The Doctor paused, appearing to draw

strength from her words, and as the flush receded -

from her cheekbones, it reveaied the alarming
pallor of her face.

"Dr Selaar is an excellent medical officer,
and has donte exactly what 1 would have, had 1
been called any earlier. The symptoms appear to
be extreme tiredness, and as you have peinted
out already, crew members have already
succumbed to a state of what appears to be deep,
non-threatening sleep. Both Dr Selaar and I are
mystified by what has caused this incapacitation -
but the most obvious point of interest is that non-
Human species appear to be totally unaffected by
this condition. Therefore, my recommendation as
Chief Medical Officer, Captain Picard, 5 to
charge those non-Human members of crew with
the task of delivering the Entferprise to Starbase
Lima with all possible haste - my prognosis at
this point being that it is verv likely that every
Human abeard this vessel will eventually
succumb to this condition. No doubt, once at
Starbase Lima, their ‘experts’ will succeed where
my teamn has failed fo resolve this probiem. In
the meantime, 1 will return to sickbay to continue
our efforts.”

Dr Crusher spun on her heel and marched
towards the turbolift to the rear of the Bridge, her
head held rigidly high, before she paused

momentarity by the doors.

"And Captain, with regard to the question
of my commitrment t¢ my Starfleet duties... With
all due respect, sir, the day that no longer applies
is the dav 1 resign from Starfleet medical. On
which subject, it is both timely and heartening to
know that I am not indispensabie.”

With that, the CMO strode inte the turbo
Lift and left with a swish of its doors in farious
silence.

The Captain watched her po, before
reieasing, a deeply held breath as a lonyg sigh,
"Qh, Hell! Jean-Luc Picard bit out grimly.
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The communicator chirruped again, and
insistently again... and again.

"What.. What?" Beverly Crusher jerked
back into reality, shaking her head frantically in
an effort to clear awav the shadows of sleep from
her mind. She locked at the time displayed on
the wall of her office.

"Oh, my God. Oh, no. No, no, no. Six
hours!™ she wailed as she pulled a distracted hand
through her thick chesinut hair, blinking with
owllike intensity. "Who let me sleep for six
hours.”

Groaning, she sat back in her chair and
balefully regarded her loaded desk (the piles of
reference material having made such a
comfortable pillow) feeling that she had just
wasted six whole hours of precious research time.
The glass of water, thoughtfully provided by one
of the nurses upon her furious return from the
Bridge, sat untouched next to the batch of resuls
brought in a little later by Dr Selaar. Beverly
gave an involuntary wry smile as she recalled the
Vulcan  Doctor's  characteristically  poised,
drawled advice to turn in for the night and et
some steep. With a deep breath, Beverly pulied
herself out of her chair.

“Oh, boy. Oh boy, oh boy,” Dr Crusher
whispered, mantra-like, to herself, unabic to stop
het body sinking back down nto her seat again.
She was not only in possession of a hideous
headache, but actually telt physically nauseous,
as if she was about to be very sick - a rare
occurrénce in these days of ultra-high-tech nerve
response treatment, which weuld wwke  Hiose



coceenmts when gkl occur seemt Soomuch oonse,
Beverly  reflected  gingerty D Crusher
swallowed with some difficulty before looking
hard and Jong ai the glass of water left by the
nursing staff the night before. Finally, firmly, she
pushed it to one side. She could not face One
milli-lire of liquid intake ai present - and that
inciuded good old H20.

Her communicalor sounded vet agamn.
roi to Crusher.”

L

Beverly gave a sjow sigh at the hail. There
raally was no rest for the wicked, no peace for the
good, after all.

“Crusher here, Deanua, go ahead,” she
croaked on hitting her communicator badge.

"Beverly?” The surprise in Deanna’s voice
was aimost palpable. “Beverly, that 15 you?”

“Well, you were the one hailing me,
Counselor. And | think its me. Mind yon, my
head gives a new definition fo the word "ache,
and my stomach feels like its been phasered from
the inside. Apart from that..”

"You are OF, Beverly? How do you feel?
You are fully conscious?”

Dr  Crusher lovked down at  her
communicator in some surprise, before Taising
her eves to the ceiling and offering up & silent
prayer

"Deanna, is there any reasen why 1 should
NOT be QK2 And why are you starting lo sound
more jike a physiciar than a counseior?”

“Stay there, Beverly. [ will join you in
sickhay,” was the quick reply - and was that relief
that Dr Crusher could detect in her voice?

"OK.., OK, Beverly muftered darkiy.
"Believe me, I'm noi going anywhere. For a little
while, at least.”

She leaned back to close her eves with a
pained expression on hey face, onc delicate hand
to  her temples. She coughed gently,
experimentally, just sufficiently for it to be raised
high enough to be heard in sickbay proper.

“Selaar? Dr Selaar? Are you out there?”

Dr Crusher was helping Dr Sciaar move

lon
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cne of the patens onte the dagnostie tnobea
being used sor lest examinatons wihen Deana
Troi finally marched, at somwe speed, nte the
sickbav facility. As the nwo Doclors glanced up
at the sound of the doors, mid fask, they were In
good time to see Guinan and Pisinoe following in
the wake ot the ship's counselor. What's more,
Guinan appeared to be carrying & large bulbous
brown glass boltle filled with very dark, almost
oiiv looking liquid.

“Chy no,” 11 Crusher said, caiching sight of
the malevolent looking brew. "If that is for me,
you had betler know that 1 have given up foud
and drink - most DEFINITELY drink, for.. oh.
er... possibly the rest of my life”

"Oh, come now, vou domt mean that”
Cuinan chided her gently. {inishing in a theatrical
whisper, "after all, it's not many people wio are
even offered my very special hangover cure - it's
all in the fermentation period of one centuy.
That and a few interesting ingredients.”

"How do vou even know Tve gol a
hangover?” Beverly Crusher fired back weakly.

“How do you know someone has
Thaiusian Fiu?" Guinan placed the bolile on a
nearbv surface, producing a glass from the folds
of her gown. “This s, after all, my own pasticular
fickd of expertise, Doctor.”

Cunan powred and handed Beverly the
fass with some ceremeny, brimful with the evil-
smelling concoction.
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"Oh no.d can't™  Beverly grimaced, her
nose wrinkling in distaste at the odour assaulting
her nostrils.

“Drink i, Dr Crusher, we haven't ime for
procrastination,”  [eanna instructed her in a
surprisingly firm voice. "Weve got probiems to

deal with that will need a clear head.”

Without furiher ado, Dr Crusher threw
Guinan's brewed concoction down her throat
with a face frozen in an expression of great
distaste and forbearance, followed by a bout of
coughing.

"OK," she managed
“You're welcome.” Guinan smiled as only
che could at the Doctor, who threw the hostess of

Ten Forward a thankless ook,

"o, Deanna, exactly what problems are




vou talking about?”

"Big ones.” Deanna folded her arms across
her chest and raised her concerned face to lock
straight at the CMO. “The most pertinent of them
is that at present you, Chief Medical Officer Dr
Beverly Crusher, are the only consdious Human
aboard the Enterprise.”

Counselor Deanna Troi and CMQO Dr
Beverly Crusher made their wav down the eeriiy
stlent corridors of the US5 enterprise, bound for
the Bridge. Their footsteps sounding ridiculously
lowd in the uncharacteristic silence, the strange
atmosphere enhanced by those lights displaying
veliow alert status,

“Bridge,” Dr Crusher snapped as they
finally entered the requisite turbo lift.

"All Bridge access denied,” came the polite
tones of the Enterprise main computer. Crusher
ard Troi exchanged glances.

"Now, fiiat ] do not like the sound of”
Beverly muttered under her breath. "Computer,
this is CMO Dr Beverly Crusher and ship's
Counselor Deanna Troj requesting override to
Bridge isolation command.”

"Denied.” The polite tone had an air of
finality about jt.

"By whose authority has the Bridge
isolation command been invoked?” Deanna Troi
asked, leaning against the side of the turbo- %ft as
she said in a low aside to the Doctor, 1 knew }
should have left the Yrice with you, Beverly.”

“Bridge Isolation command has heen
invoked by Lt Commander Data,” came the reply.

Neither of the two occupants in the lift
could resist releasing large sighs of retief.

"Why do I feel like that is probably the best
piece of news 1 have heard in a formight?" Dr
Crusher asked.

"Probably because it is,” Deanna Troi
replied before hitting her communicator, "But [
still think 1 should have ieft the ceremony when
vou did... Troi to Data.”

There was no answer.

"Troi to Data. Data, can vou hear me?”
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Still there was ne answer. Beverly put her
hands on her hips and glanced down at the floor,
her face serious.

"You don't think that someone could
possibly have tampered with Da - "

"Counselor?” Data's even
unmistakabie,

tones  were

"Datal” Deanna could not keep the relief
from her voice. "Are we pleased o hear vou!”

“Wet" Data's voice queried. "There is more
than one cccupant of the turbolift?  Voice
identification please of other occupant.”

Once again the two women exchanged
glances, this lime at the uncharacteristic formality
in their colleague’s query.

"Chief Medical Officer Dr Beverly Crusher
here, Data. What's the crisis status and why have
you sealed off the Bridge, Commander?"

"It was a logical course of action,” replied
Data, apparently satisfied by the CMO%s
identification as he explained his actions over the
COMINUNICAOTS. ‘T have sent a subspace
communication to Starfleet  explaining  our
present difficulties. At present, there remain only
40 individuals aboard the Enterprise who arc
unaffected by this sickress, conscious and in
control of their full faculties, including ourselves.
Of those 40, the Syrene delegation forms 32,54

"Ah," said Dr Crusher.

"Indeed, Doctor. Unless proven otherwise,
it could mean that the Syrene delegation could
pose & serious threat to the safety of the
Enterprise.”

"What about Engineering, Data?" Bevesly
Crusher interceded. "If there is a threal, should
not Engineering be sealed off also?"

"Worf has already secured Engineering,
Doctor, as well as isolating the controls of the
Battle Bridge. We have undertaken Captain
Picard’s final instructions, which was 1o get the
Enterprise to Starbase Lima with all possible
haste.”

"Well, it's nice to know he was listening to
at least some of what ! said,” Dr Crusher
observed dryly.

“In that case, Commander, if vou remain



where you arg, a8 vou seem o fuve everytiung
under conmrol, then mavbe the Doctor and |
should oy and find out just exactly WHAT is
going, on here ™

"Agresd, Counselor,” came back Data’s

voice. 10 vou require access to the armoury?”

"Phasers? Deanna Jooked at the Uoctor,
the full gravity of the situation fnaily beanng
down on both their shoulders. "Dlo we want
phasers, Beverly?”

" suppose we'd Detter,” D Crusher
answered with a sigh, pushing her thick chestnut
fringe back with a worried hand.

“Armoury access has been updated. You
are advised to collect your weapons with exireme
caution,” Data wamed them.

"Thank vou, Data. We'll keep in contact,”
Deanna Trol replied before  instructing  the
turbolift 1o head for its new destination.

“Well, 1 suppose we'd beiter find the
svrene and see if they are actually responsible for
all, or indeed any, of this,” Beverly Crusher
stated. "What a mightmare!”

"How is vour head?” Deanna asked her
innocently.

“I've just got shot of one headache to have
a few others vving to replace i, Beverly replied,
“but apart from that, sverything is line with me,
Counselor. 1 mean, 1 was the one who was stupid
enough W wish for a different form of challenge -
wasn't 1, now?”

"You were indecd,” agreed the Counselor.

As it happened, the Counselor and the
CMO did not even get as far as the armoury
before Commander Data's voice came Once more
sver the communicators. “Data to Dr Crusher”

"Crusher here, Data, proceed.”

"The computer is indicahng unauthorised
entry into shutilebay 2" Data reported " am
unabie (o get a computer fix on the interloper’s
1D, and have a security complement of only one
near that devel.”

“Understood, Data.  We're on our way.”
Beverly Crusher started o jog down the corriclor

towards the nearest trbolift. “We havent got
ime o get o the armoeury now Dreanna, weve
gut tooget to that shuttiebay.  Wsomy bet that
whoever s there has the kev w this whole
dammed mess.”

"Agreed.., but we can still gamn acoess to
eme of the smaller emergency phaser caches on
the way. | den't think it would be wise Lo tackie
someont prepared to sleal 2 shuttlecraft with our
bare hands, Beverty.”

r Crusher  threw
urbolift doselv followed b

"Agreed, agreed.”
herself info the
Counselor Troid.

Ac the turbolift picked up speed, Data's
voice  came  over ihe  ComEIL Onge MOore.
"Counselor, Doctor, the shuidtle is now clearing

shuatlebay 2. Shutile now clear of the
Enterprise.’

"Action, Commander?” ihe  Counselor
snapped out instantly.

“Tracior  beam  activated by Worl in
Engineering...  Tractor beam successful, the
shuttle  has beern secured b port of the
Enterprise.”

"Woll done, Worf,” breathed DBeveriv

Crusher, before sive taised hor vowce 1o address
Data. “Are vou going to beamn the thief out of
there, Data?”

“The next logical step wardd be to fransport
the shuttle occupant back onto the Enterprise.”

"So semeone should get to a transporter
yoom,” Beverly responded

im... For ‘sormeone’, 1 think you mean us,
Beverly,” Deamna poinfed out. "The next thing is
for LIS to gret to & transporler room.”

“Agreed, Counselor,” came [ata's voice.

“Transporter  Room 3.7 instructed
Counseior Troi to the turbodift destination
control before she added. "well, 1 was always
assured that life in Starfleet would never be
boring!”

They arrived in transporter room 3 to find
an unconscious Ensign slumped behind the main
operator console.

*Such devotion to duty,” Dr Crusher
observed as they speedily moved him to one side,



"and still found sleeping on the job."

"OK - weTe ready now for the co-
ordinates, Data,” Troi called out, checking the
transporter console as well as she was able.
"Beverly, the phaser cache is over there...” She
indicated the far side of the transporter room
with her free hand.

"Co-ordinates for shuttiecraft pilot laid in
and ready,” replied Data calmly. “Energizing
now... You may need to boost the signal from
vour control panel, Counselor.”

"Thank you, Data,” Deanna remarked,
scanning the console. "l just hope I can
remember how to do this."

Troi and Crusher looked towards the
transporter pad as the transfer started, the
transporter just whining its way up to full power
when the air splitting sound of red alert wailed
through the transporter room.

"Perimeter alert," came the computer
warning within the facility. "Condition code red
- warning - perimeter alert." And the transporter
automatically cut out as the Enterprise shields
went up as part of the alert response.

‘Data?" Crusher hit her communicator.
"What NOW, for heaven's sake?"

"A vessel has been positively identified at
the edge of sensor range, Dr Crusher, and shields
have been raised. As the vessel has not answered
any of our hails, and we as yet have no visual on
it, it would be inappropriate to lower the
Enterprise shields at this time. Therefore the
shuttlecraft can neither return to the Enterprise or
have its occupant transported back to the ship.”

"What is your next move going to be,
Commander Data? Troi asked the acting
Captain.

"My next objective was to have been to
hail the unauthorised pilot of the shuttle, and
ascertain what he had hoped to gain from his act
of theft."

"Could 1 respectfully suggest that vou do
not do that, Commander.”

"Counselor?”
"Let him sweat, just a little.. until the

Doctor and I have had a chance to see if we can
find any indicators as to what all this is about.”

“Let him sweat?... Ah, a colloquialism,
for them to exist in a state of anxiety, or,
intransitive, to be terrified... suffering. ‘Sweat it
out, to endure a difficult experience to the end - "

"Data!"  both Doctor
exclaimed in unison.

and Counselor

"And you think this will be of benefit to us,
Counselor?”

"Yes, I do." Deanna was looking towards
the ceiling, one hand upon the transporter
console, her expression one of extreme, long
suffering patience. "For all we know, Dalta, it's
the emergence of the shuttlecraft that may have
triggered the interest of the mystery vessel.”

"Agreed. Then I will delay contacting the
shuttle.”

"Excellent, Commander.” Deanna could
not resist shaking her head in exasperation.

Counselor Troi and Dr Crusher moved
together as they walked shoulder to shoulder
towards the exit. "l wish 1 knew what exactly
was going on here," Deanna muttered in
frustration. “What's more, I never before realised
how much background colour the Enterprise
complement contributed tc my waking hours.
The ship feeis very empty.”

"There’s nothing?" Dr Crusher followed
her through the doorway from the transporter
room. "Not even the emotions aroused through
REM dream sleep?”

"No... not really."

"Hell, that & a cause for concern.
Whatever has put them there has got them well
under... I'd better let Selaar know,” Dr Crusher
observed, somewhat dubiously. ™Open-eved
conspiracy - his ime doth take'."

"Well, with almost everyone's eyes closed,
events do seem to have speeded up a bit,” Deanna
agreed with irony, "So now, what next? Do we
join Data on the Bridge, or, as we were about to
do prior to the rude interruption posed by the
theft of the shuttlecraft, shali we endeavour to
find out just exactly WHAT is going on?"

"Whatever it is, Deanna, a conspiracy,
Syrene or otherwise, would seem to be the order
of the day,” Dr Crusher pointed out. "And like it
or not, we should try to eliminate 32.5% of our
suspects... We, Counselor Troi, are going to have

&
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to coniront the Syrene delegation.”

As fate would have it, the Syrenusae found
Troi and Crusher before the two Starfleet officers
had been able to make it to either the Enterprise
armoury or another one of the emergency phaser
caches, leaving them with only one personal
phaser between the two of them. The Counselor
and Doctor came across a large group of Syrene
heading for the Bridge, and upon seeing their
purposeful attitude and general demeanour, Troi
realised that Data's implied suggestion of phasers
earlier was a wise one, and one they shouid have
perhaps acted on with greater speed.

The group was headed by Thelxepia, her
face schooled into a carefully neutral expression
as she walked up to the Enterprise officers. On
her left was Aglaopheme of Sterope, her face a
furious mask, and to the Syrene Elders' right was
Patricia Evans, whose features were a picture of
abject misery and worry.

"Doctor Crusher - Counselor Troi. We
need to speak with you,” Thelxepia stated
calmly, her poise and dignity showing her to be
truly the statesman Starfleet considered her to be.

"Please, follow me.” Deanna Troi led the
way to the Conference Lounge on that level,
which happened to be the most convenient
facility of a size suitable for the numbers
presently at hand. Discreetly she tapped her
communicator to alert Commander Data to the
meeting and once the Syrene had distributed
themselves to their satisfaction, Deanna spoke.

"You said, Thelxepia, that you needed to
speak with us.”

"Indeed wedo - "

But she was interrupted by Patricia Evans
jumping to her feet. "Oh Deanna... Beverly. i am
so sorry, the shuttlecraft.. It's Lucy. Lucy is
responsible for the theft of the shuttle.”

"Lucy?"  Beverly Crusher swallowed
quickly ini an effort to lose the shrill note that had
sounded through her exclamation. “Your Lucy?”

"Lucy stole the shuttlecraft!” Deanna put a
confused hand up to cover her eyes. "Patricia,
WHY did Lucy steal the shuttlecraft, for heaven's
sake?”

"Parthenope!”  Agla's voice cut through

the tension in the room like a stiletto knife. "That
is all they need to know. Must you insist on
spilling our race’s guts every time someone from
this so called Federation asks you a question?"

Aglaopheme, by now, was also on her feet
and, with one hand on her hip, was using the
gestures of the other to emphasize her words.

"Whoa... Now hold on a moment,
Madam." Dr Crusher stood also, not about to be
intimidated yet again, by this particular member
of the Syrene species. "That young lady has
stolen Starfleet property, for what purpose we
know not - and to be honest, at this precise
moment I care not. What I do care about is that
without her co-operation chances are that we will
not get her back on board and if that means
knowing WHY she was moved to do such a
damn fool stunt... we want to know, and know
now.”

"Can you not simply beam the child back
on board?" said a Syrene from the rear of the
group, which Troi was pretty sure to be the
notorious  Molpe. “Surely the time for
explanations can come later when the child is out
of danger."

"l am sorry, but that is not possible.”

"Hah... there you are, Parthenope. So
much for vour so-called sympathetic Federation.
Oh, yes, but they are humane and humanitarian,
but obviously only in the most Human sense of
the words!”

"l beg your pardon!" Beverly Crusher
responded icily, "but the reason we are unable to
return Lucy to the ship is that a potentially
hostile vessel has moved into the Enterprise’s
sensor range. we cannot drop the shields for an
instant to reclaim either Lucy or the Shuttlecraft
without putting the entire crew, and yourselves,
atrisk.”

The Syrene went strangely still at the
mention of another vessel.

"There is another ship? You are quite sure
of this?" The voice was Pisinoe's, the tall Syrene
having just entered the lounge via the far door in
time to hear Doctor Crusher's explanation. Her
voice the only sound in the otherwise deathly
quiet of the room.

"Commander Data have you been
monitoring this conversation?” Deanna asked,
raising the volume of her voice slightly.



"Indeed 1 have, Counselor,” came the
andreid officer's veice over her communicator,
Both Counselor Troi and Dr Crusher ignored
Agla's theatrical eve rolling al this particular
revelation.

"Is anything more known about the vessel
that wriggered the Enterprise perimeter alert
earlier, Commander?” Troi  continued, a
determined note in her voice. "You said before
that it was not within visual range, and that it
was refusing {o answer any of our haijls.”

"That was true, Counselor, and the ship is
still refusing to answer our repeated requests for
it to identify iself. However the ship has now
moved within visual range, and it is clearly of
Ferengi configuration.”

Counselor Deanna Troi would never have
believed it if she had not actually seen it with her
own eves, but at the mention of the word
‘Ferengi’ the fearsome collection of Syrene,
stoically sitent a moment before, dissolved into a
flutter of silent hand gestures. But the lack of
words was not enough to elude the skills of
Counselor Troi, whe looked straight into Dr
Crusher's clear questioning gaze and said, "Panic.
Pure unadulterated panic. That is what | am
sensing.”

"Panic?  But that would imply.. fear,
wouldn't i7" queried Dr Crusher, obvicusly
somewhat confused by this. True enough, the
Enterprise had had is brushes with the strange
profit-secking race, for the first Hime at Delphi
Ardu, and then mostly on those occasions when
Captain Picard's command had hosted important
trade negetiations. As a race they were not
accounted the reverence accorded to the Vuicans,
or the grudging respect afforded to the Klingons.
If anything, they were tolerated almost as a
necessary irritation... but fear?

“What possible hold have the Ferengi got
on the Syrene thal couid produce this kind of
response, Deanna?” Beverly whispered to the
Counselor at her side.

Deanna simply shrugged, her expression
bewildered.

"It must be effective.  Some of them are
absolutely terrified of encountering the Ferengi...
50 this poses the question, in the face of this new
finding, are the Syrene truly the most likely
candidates to have reduced the ship to such a
wvignerable state?”

“Unlikely,” Beveriy Crusher responded. "It
alse makes it unlikely that the swealmg of the
shuttlecraft has anything to do with this mystery
Ferengi wvessel.  Having seen Luevs races
reaction to the Ferengi, it is fair o assume hat
the last thing any one of thent would do is
contemplaie leaving a nice safe starship in a uny
shuttle when there is a risk of ivterception bw
‘them.”

Deanna looked at Beverly, and then away
toward the veid of deep space beyond the
plexistee] glass of the observation lounge port.

“Not necessarijy.”

"What do vou mean, Counselor, 'Not
necessarny'?”

‘Lacy stele the shutle.

"We all appear to be fairly unanimous on
that poing, Deanna”

“The Svrene reaction o the Ferengi is..2”
Counselor Trob indicafed that D Crusher should
finish the sentence for her.

“Panic, fear... terror.”

"The more norsial Human reaction to the
Ferengiis..?"

“rriation,  annovance..  occasionally
contempt,” answered Crusher, thinking of Picard.

“Lucy is Syrene. Agreed. But she has been
brought up as if she is & Human child. A5 was
Patricia. She has not been subjected to v same
conditioning as the Syrene in this room now. i
bet you thal Lucy Evans is nof terrified of the
Ferengi. Furthermore, I'll lay vou odds that that
young lady knows far more about this thar ali of
us in this room put together.”

“Data.” Dy Crusher tapped her
communicator unobtrusively. “ls it possible for a
link to be established with the shuttle?”

“Yes, Doctoy. However, as has just been
pointed out to me by Worf, due to the close
proxmity of the Ferengi vessel it mav be
advisable to code any transmissions between the
Enterprise and shuttle, as we know from personal
experience that the Ferengi can be somewhat
unpredictable.”

"Dor’t we just!” muttered Troi at
Crusher's side.

Dr
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"1 was lucky encugh to miss the Hathaway
incident the first time round - and [ certainly have
no wish to see a replay,” Dr Crusher commented,
"however thrilling Wes seemed 1o find it. Let us
know when you have managed to initiate a
suitably secure link, Commander.”

“Of course, Doctor.

"Counselor Troi. Dr Crusher,” Patricia
Evans had left the main group of Syrene whe
were still in deep discussion. "You must get my
daughter out of that shuttiecraft and safely back
on beard the Enterprise now!

The Emissary's distress had been quickly
tempered by her steely control, and the
uncempromising note in her voice had Deanna
Troi acting quickly to avert a situation.

"Emussary - Lucy stole the shuttlecraft.
She put herself at risk. You cannot fruly expect
us Lo consider exposing the crew of the Enterprise
and the Syrene delegation to potentially hostile
forces without due consideration of all available
opiions.”

"There arce no other optiens. Lucy must be
brought back on board now.”

“There  ae always other  options,
Emissary," Counselor Troi replied coolly to the
Syrene woman, uncensciously resorting; to one of
Captain Picard's oft-used maxims, “but exactly
what they are remain a mystery uniil we have
been told the fuli story.”

"You have been told as much as you need
to know already,” Agla answered for Patricia
Evans, coming up to the smal group by the
observation lounge window, "if not too much.”

Dr Crusher shook her head and looked at
the distant starscape through the cold plexistee]
before turning purposefully back towards the
room to answer Agla.

"We need to know wiiy Lucy has decided to
put us all at risk, and just as importantly, how? Is
Lucy responsible for the appearance of the
Ferengi wvessel? The information on this
assimilation was restricted. Are they somehow
responsible for this malaise that has struck down
the Enterprise aew and effectively paralysed this
Starship?”

"We do not know the answers to al] your
questions  Doctor.”  Agla returned  with  the
greatest civility she had yet accorded the CMO,

"and the answers we can give are too tabow. We
will not - indeed carmeot - discuss such subjects
with non-race alien outsiders.”

“Then how can we help, Agla? How de
we know what to do?" Dr Crusher appealed to
the aloof, reserved individual before her. "How
do we know that the Syrene race has net got
some weird form of inibation rites that include
puthing a Starship at risk?”

"I can personally assure you, Dr Crusher,
that is not s0,” Agla responded, "and that is a
quite ridiculous suggestion on your part!”

"But how do we know that it is not
something equally as absurd? Now is not the
tme for secrecy, innuendo or cov games. At the
mornent, we are all vuinerabie - whatever has
happened to this starship has left us virtually at
the mercy of the Ferengl vessel out there, and
believe me, we are no maore happy about it than
vou are. We are all in danger, be we Starfleet o
Syrence. All of us. 5o let's deal in some basic facts,
starting with why Lucy has been behaving so
oddly on this journey - and ending with what has
really brought vou all together here. And my
money s not on some dipsy Federation
assimilation gambit,” Dr Beverly Crusher finished
firmiv, her hands in the pocket of her med coat,
her shrewd eyes scanning the assembled group of
Syrenusae.

“if vou want heip, vou are going to have to
help us first,” Counselor Troi pointed out gently,
“and a good start may be for us to tell you that
izt would be a timely occasion o give us a clear,
detailed explanation.”

The two Starflest officers waited patientiy
for an answer, until finaily Deanna Troi said,
"OK, so what if | told you that 1, personally, have
sensed a change in the general nature of ihe
empathic ‘noise’ from vour ryace since the
appearance of the Ferengi vessel?”

Thelxepia looked at Agla with some
surprise and no little disapproval. "You did not
tell me, Aglaopheme, that the Counselor was an
empath. That was a little remiss of vou,” she
stated imperiously.

"You did not ask me, Elder Theixepia,” was
Aglaopheme's cool yet simple response, "and it
would reallv have made no difference to our
dealings with the Federation, except certain of us
- " she looked puintedly at Patricia Evans and
then the aide Pisinoe - "insist on thinking with
their mouths open.”



The Svrene way has apwvay- fieen e heep
silent but be watchiu!” Modpe ehiped in.

"Molpe, child, do not alterapt to leclure me
on the ways of our race,” reterted Thelxepia, her
sharp  wvoice aimed  at the wvoung Svrend's
presumption.

it was during this exchange that acting
Captain, Commander Data, managed successiully
te: hati Counselor Trei and Dr Crusher, having
evenmually  established & secure dink to  the
shuttlecrafl.

"WNow  that communications have been
secured, a visual to the observation lounge can be
made should vou require it,” Data informed tham.
"tlowever there may be some dislurbance duc to
the combined effects of tractor beamn and
exended shields on sub space.”

As efficient and as helpful as ever, despite his
additional, onerons dubies as Ca;r:mn Tt SMHOR dn
aukward situation, Counselor Troi made sure that
she accorded him the proper respect in her reply,
“Okay. Let's doit, Data”

She spun quickly on her heel, turning to
address the assembled Syrene who had been
tistening closely (o Agla's continuing arguments.

"Is it wise 1o give them a visuai of Lucy,
Deanna?’ Beverly Crusher questioned. i am
sure I have no need 1o tell vou of the state of
nervous anxiety they are in at the moment.”

"But they do notappear anxicus enough to
kelp uy,” Deanna pointed out with her customary
acuteness. "Mavbe thev need an iHlustration as to
exactly how vuliwrable we all are at present.”

"That's emoticnal blackmail, Counselor.”

"No, Doctor. that is psvchology - and our
badly needed edge.”

Troi raised her voice to address the Svrene
assimilates. "We have managed to establish
contact with the shuttie, and we have visual now,
Commander Data, at your convenience.”

The viewscreen at one end of the Jounpe
flickered into life, 10 show Lucy Evans sitting
mutinously in the cockpit of the shuttle, her arms
arossed and, although paie, her face ferociously
defiant. The image suffered a littie from sub-
space distortion, which added to the overall effect
quite considerabiy.

Loy Tatriga gasped, going so pale it
wher ome towards  ber,
convinced that thwe Bmissary was about t pass
oul. "Lucy - wity do thus? Why do this 1o us... to
me? QGhmy - "
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“Lam all right, mother... Fam fine. Do net
worry,” Lucy said with rebeliious irritalion.

"Do not worry, Do onel womnet” The
Enussary's face moved from patent fear to clear
anger within the space of seconds,  “lave you
any concept of the danger vour action has put us
ail in?"

T had o dovit, Mother, can’t vou see that?
Have you all lost it - 1 cannot believe that you asc
about 0 stand idhe by owhilst a aere child s
sacrificed in the w ke of youy indecision!”

“Be  siieni,  {.cucosial”
angrily, her volce loud.

Agla  snapped

"1 will not, Aglaopheme - and you a so-
called Syrene Guardian. 1 thought vou, of all our
race, wouid undersiand,  You were there when
Marta Lean was taken from us, vou were theye
the fast tme Marta Lean was seen alive. |}
thought that would fire you with the passion for
justice. for revenge, to do something... But vou
ave just fike all the rest. A hypaocaritical cowardl”

“Leucosial Enougn!” Thelvepia's tone was
curt.

“They would not listen o me, Elder
Thelxepia. 1 tied to tell them about the Svienc
loopback - that she was at risk, in danger - before
she was even stolen from her homeworld. Bt
no. They told me L was just w child. That I did not
understand.  Bul | do! Thev hesitaled, whereas
the Perengi did not!”

There was a sudden outbreak of agitated
noise from the group within the observation
lounge at this.

Il

up

"Chiiet...  Quiet, please.. 1 said QUIET™
Deanna bellowed uncharacteristically before
hitfing the observation lounge table with her fist
to emphasize her words, "QUICT.”

Finally silence fell, all eves upon the
Counselor.

"Now, Patricin - what is this about a
child?
Patricia looked straight

at the ship's



Counselor, ignoring Aglacpheme's furious curses
and the fact that the leader of the House of
Sterope had started to pace the length of the
leunge in jerky, angry movements.

"Lucy had apparently success{ully located
a young OSyrene loopback, or rogue, in the
possession  of notorious  Ferengi  trader.
Somehow my daughter, through her rathe
..unfortunite  associations on our homeworld.
managed ko get news of this chitd even before the
Ferengi had time o act on their information.”

a

Patricia Evans paused awkwardly, as if
uncertain how much more to impart with the
other Syrenc there to watch, before she took a
deep breath and continued. "The Ferengi, or
rather this particular Ferengi, Dado, is acting as
agent for someone we know only as BeAn. BeAn
has become something of a feared specire of cur
Tace in recent years, most particularly since the
name was linked with the loss of one of the
Syrene Guardians - Marta Lean”

There were many respectful downcast
glances and some foot shuffling af the mention of
this name, but the room was now blanketed in a
deathly hush that made Deanna Troi feel as if she
was shouting at the top of her voice when she
asked at her normal soft volume, "And vou have
no idea who this BeAn is, his race, who he. or
she.. it.. is working for, what they are trving Lo
arhieve by this?"

"What 1 want to know," stated Beverly
Crusher, one hand on the table,"is what the hell
do the Ferengi think they are doing making a
profit eut of trading in childrer??”

"We have not pot conclusive proof of
that... vet," the Emissarv pointed cut, her voice
carefully monotone.

“Proof? 1z not a suspicion bad enough?”
asked Beverly Crusher, clearty appalled. "This is
a child, for heaven’s sake. What does BeAn want
so badly with a child that he, or indeed she, is
prepared to fuel the greed of the Ferengi
sufficiently for them to risk the ire of the
Federation?"

I this is true, it certainly contradicts
Federation Jaws at the most basic of levels,”
agreed Counselor Troi, “particularly when
referring to « preferred Federation trading race
such as the Ferengi.”

"They must feel they have a lot to profit by
it,” commented Dr Crusher caustically, cutting

&
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straight to the heart of the matrer, "Maybe more
than any of us ar¢ aware of.”

"That is possible,” Deanna agreed.

There was a silent pause, the only noise
being the static interference audible via the
viewscreen, all present appearing lost in their
wm ﬂ“.‘»llghth - Sdve one.

“Please sit.”

The vouce. crisp and controlled. came from
Thelxepia, whe was standing at the head of the

main coplerence table in the lounge and
indicating  its chaws  with  one  slender,
outstretched hand-

“Elder™” Agla had obviously  realised

something that no one else had about the leader's
demeanous.

"Agtaopheme... there is a time to speak,
and a time to be silent. Qur silence has stood s
in good stead for a long, long time.. but times
change. Maybe Leucosia is right, and the onus is
on us to change with them. just because things
have worked in the past does not guarantee those
methods in the future.”

b
i

“1 disagree. [ disagree, Elder. If our race
had kept its secrets a little better, the problems of
now would never have arisen!” Agla argued

hotly.

"But it is a secref now thal is whispered
everywhere,” Thelxepia pointed oul to her feliow
gently. "It is to some a knowledge they cannot,
indeed, will not lose. Now is not the Hime to be
quite so sifent.  So sit with us, Aplaopheme of
Sterope, please.”

Aglaopheme of Sterope Jlooked om
Thelxepia. to Patricia Evans, to Motpe. to Pisinoe
and then back to Thelxepia of Achelous again,
before throwing herseli into one of the chairs
with a most unrefined grunt of protest.

Slowly, Thelxepia arranged herself on the
chair at the head, and then Patricia sat also,
followed by Counselor Troi and Dr Crusher; then
Pisinoe and Molpe, as one by one those present
appeared to take up the unspoken chalienge to
co-operale agansl a common enemy.  Those
Svrene who could not sit at the table clustered
about Thelxepia at the head, as siowly the Syrene
leader regarded the assemnbled members of her
race before turning her attention to Counselor
and Doctor.



‘I suppose Commuanier Data s suli
‘moenitering’ us?” Agla enquired with acid tones
of resignation.

“In our present situafion, anvthing of
imporiance said should be heard by owr acling
Captain,” Counsejor Troi insisted firmly.

"Do you have a problem with that,
Aglaopheme? Tisinoe’s voice was steely soft.

Aglaopheme held the other woman's gaze
for several moments before finallv saving, “If
Thelxepia is in agreement... no."

"Then we shall commence,” Thelxepia
instructed them. 1 think you should be the one
to start, Parthenope... as UFP Brissary, after all.”

"Certainly, Elder.”

Patricia turned in her seat to regard the
two Starfleet officers present.

“You both know already that our race is
somewhat unusual. Our longevity, our
exclusivity of gender is, 1 know, now familiar to
you. the Syrenusae have always maintained a
sirict code of secrecy about our race and culture,
hence those taboo things. Phvsiology, cultural
ceremonies, psychology... The list is endless. 1t
has been owr saviour, and our curse. That no
medical knowledge of our race is available means
that true Syrene infants stll die of our race's
version of the common cold. But it has offered
invaluable protection for eons - purposely
unbroken until the commencement of this
assimiation project.

"Some within the Syrene race realised that
the ways of the Syrenusae may well have to
change, and they were the ones that called this
Yrice and encouraged Federation invoivement -
hence here [ am, as UFP Emissary.”

1t was Pisinoe who spoke up next.

“In looking to the future, it was felt that
our race needed protection and acceptance, in
order to flourish and grow. We have until now
merely survived.” Pisinoe scatched her head
before adding, "fust about, Lucy had done very
well in fracing the Svrenc rogue, her detective
work was indeed worthy of a tue Guardian. Bul
we were in fact already aware of the child's
distress..."

“The empathic blips,” Deanna said quietly.
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"Quite nigi, Counscior,” Pisinoe agreed
little awkwardiv

“Can 1 ask for a litlle clarification here,”
asked Dr Crusher, moving te place her arms on
the table. “This Syrene rogue - or loopback. 1tis
a full Syrenusae female chiid?”

"Indeed!  And remember, Duoctor - ali
Syrenusae are female.”

"My apologies. 5o where i¢ the Syrene
mother?”  Then Dr Crusher's face became
intrigued. "Or is that where the term ‘loopback’
comes in.. a form of genetic throwback to a
previous generation, or more? How fascinating,.
In the days before full genetic mapping, it was
possible for hereditary Human diseases such as
phenylketonuria or Coeley's Anaemia to remain
in generations of a family, emerging only when
marriage occurted to another family canving a
sirnitar hidden genetic trait" Dr Crusher looked
at Counselor Troi whilst she said this. "But for
the same thing to happen to a family, and for the
child of a completely different race to emerge - it
could be raumatic... for everyone concerned.”

"50 that makes the empathic links a very
important factor for these isolated members of
vour race,” Deanna observed.

Tt is owr way of tracking lust race
members," agreed Pisinoe. "Effective  and
unstoppable. The capability, the effect, does dim
with age or with Jearned discipline - leaving the
way clear for those calls yet to come.”

"So where does BeAn figure in all this?" Dr
Crusher asked,

There was something of a silence before,
hesitantly, Patricia Evans spoke, glancing first at
the faces of those Syrene assembled at the table
before she replied.

"The natare of Syrenusae reproduction
means that reproductive cell chemistry shows an
abnormally high toleration towards alien DINA,
or indeed any compatible protein-based genetic
code. Syrenusae have successfully mothered a
wide variety of humanoid species over the ages
without either the genetic intervention or vector
manipulation: more usually required.”

"Soft DNAY murmured Dr Crusher,
almost to herself. “An ideal basis for genetic
alteration and selective breeding.” The CMO
paused before continuing. a frown upon her face.
"And it s this that the mysterious BeAn is hoping
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to gain by capturing members of vour race? It
does seem a dittle strange, with all due respect,
that all this trouble has been gone o for little
raore than could have been achieved by a team of
average to good genetic engineers?”

"Iz would indeed, if that were all that was
10 bz pained,” answered Patricia,

“There is more?”

“Indeed. i is the confirmed saspicion o
the Guardians that BeAn Is really after the
phvsiologieal scaret of the Syrene ability to
miterit actual knowledge Irom their parent’s cell
chemistry "

There was a pause of some length in the
proceedings.

“You are saving that 15 possibie?” Beveriy
Crusher managed after sometiung of a stupefied
silence. "How.. cane.. that be so? That is Jearned
knowicdge, as distinct from intelligence.”

Deanna Troi shrugged, ar a less, as the
Daoctor iooked to hes.

“You are saving fhat vou can inberd
knowiedge - learned behaviour and information?”

"If that concept reguires proot Dr Crusher,
may [ be 50 bold as to suggest the Enterprise itself
is proof of that,” Pisinoe suggested helpfully.

"The Enterprise? But the ship itsell is
fine... it is just the crew who are incapacitaied.”

The sound of the Communicator's hail
startied everybody, and it was palently cbvious
that the Svrene delegation had  completely
forgotten the remote presence of Commander
Daia monitoring the conversation.

This reminder seemed
discomtort.

to cause great

"Dr Crusher, | would remind you that with
respect to the Syrene claim, Lucy Evans' father
was the foremost expert in confrel interaction
within  Starclass  vessel computer svstems,
Someone with that level of expertise would have
the ability fo elude even my investigative abilibes
should they have access to the Enterprise
compuier.”

“But Data... this has not manifested itself as
a problem with the computer svstem, but with
the crew,” Counselor Tret pointed out.

“True - bul what about a computer system
that the ¢rew could not ve without?” Crusher
asked, suddenly up to speed. “Something tiwat
they use withowt gueston for their every
metabolic need... What about a probler with the
veplicator system?”

She smmediately hit her communicator.
"Dr Selaar, can 1 suggest you run an inmediate
anaiysis of a sample of water taken from the
ship's replicaters. L it proves mere than just
simpiy H20, we could finally have the answer to
our strange malady...”

i think our best solubion is to negotiate
drectly with the Ferengi” the Choet Medical
Officer pointed out. "W shoudd ler ther know
exactly who and what they are dealing with and
let them decide it i1 18 worth geRting disticult.”

“Doctor, it may be worth bearing in mind
that Starfieel endorses an approach of negotiation
vather than confromtation in wli cuch situations,”
Data answered, in his pleasant, neufral voice.
"The Enterprise, at present. is inadequately
prepared should the Ferengl decide to prove
awkward.”

“But Data, you cannot be rationadly
considering negotiation witi a Kidnapper, a slave
trader! To negotiate with such an individual js.. ”
At this point words failed the Doctor and she let
her hands drop to her sides.

"or Crusher, as 1 am an  android,
evervthing | consider must be done rationally. it
is after all, part of my programming.”

"l give up.” Beverly Crusher picked up her
medical equipment and headed across the Bridge
10 the Capiains Ready Room, ™} give up! If vou
need me, P be doing what i'm best at. Looking
after sick people.”

As the CMO stalked across the bridge area.
Counselor Troi sighed.

“Dr Crusher has a  valid poing
Commander. It may be easier o deai with the
Ferengi from: a position of strength, rather than
risk a negotiation that could reveal the extent of
our vulnerability at this time”

The Counselor looked
assurance at the actng Captain. "Until such a
point as a praclical sohuttion to reversing the
effects of the replicator contamination has been




found, with the ¢rew completely incapacitated,
even evacuation to the saucer section is a non-
opton.

“1 say play for time, Commander.”

Data regarded the Counselor steadily, his
intelligent gaze from his curious gold eyes clearly

reflecting  his  isdernal  processing  of  the
assessment that had been presented to him.
A deep voice hailed them over the

communicaiors.,

"Worf to bridge. Commander, we are
preparing to reprogramme the replicator contro}
svstems from protected core back ups, on your
sygnal.”

Data sat in the Captain’s chair, as if the
commanding piece of bridge harniture would aid
him in the difficult decisions he was going to
have to make over the next few hours.

“Bridge te Dr Selaar. Doctor, have you
collected your required spread of test samples
from the replicators?”

"Yes, Commander, commencing anaiysis
now."

"Excellent.  Then, Mr Worf, you may
proceed with the reprogramming of the ship's
replicator system.”

"How long will it take, Data?” Deanna Troj
asked her bridge colleague as she sank slowly
into the chair she more normally occupied to the
left of Captain Picard.

“Due to the infricate and complex nature of
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replicator systems aboard Galaxy Class Starships,,

it will take exactly 35.7 minutes to reprogramine
the base from memory. The next priority will be
to implement the customised medical database
and associated peripheral svstems, which will
take an additional 30.01 minutes.”

"Data - that is over an hour, and we have
not even got that!” Deanna murmured, her voice
quietly shocked at this revelation,

“That aise does not include the remaining
non-standard control software, Counselor.”

“Data, we are going to have to buy
ourselves some extra time, and if that means
negotiating with the Ferengi - then it may be our
enly option if we are to get this crew back onto

their feet again.”

From the tear of the bridge, a silent
oniocker broke into a disgusted snort,
“Preposterous  suggestion”  Thelxepia swrode
forward, advancing on the two Starfiecl officers
in the centre of the main bridge area. "Look at
the size of the Ferengi vessel. Its firepower and
strength matches the Enterprise phaser  for
phaser, and ifs crew is not spread over its floors
like some bad joke!"

The Syrene Elder turned to face them from
her position next to the Vulcan Ensign Sudak,
who was at Conn, caimiy keeping the Enterprise
on her stowed but steady course.

"Remember - we have dealt with this
Ferengi 'pentleman’ before, and the first rule is
that he is no gentleman.” Her tones wore heavy
with irony. "If he suspects ANYTHING of what
the situation is aboard this ship, he will march in
and claim the Enterprise, no doubt under the
heading of 'fairly captured spoils of non-conflict
situation”.”

"He is that bold?”

"He js that greedy,” the Syrene woman

said

distastefully. "Dado is  excessively
presumptive and  greedy... even by Ferengi
standards. It is that, and his far reaching

influence within Ferengi worlds, that has allowed
him certain "freedoms’ in the nature of his trade.”

"1 see.” Counselor Troi conlemplated the
words with no little care. “Is there anything else
of Dado's character that you think may be worth
taking into consideration - anything at all, Eider?”

"He is incredibly suspicious, distrustful to
the point of parancia and predictable in all things
bad, including his greed. He will not use
transporters; he always insists that business deals

" be negotiated aboard his own ship. Dadoe also

has & very inflated sense of his own importance.”

“You seem to have a good knowledge of
him,” Troi observed

"Know thine enemny better than you would
a friend, Counselor,” Thelxepia replied sagely.
“Better then to take care of them.”

Counselor Trol intuitively knew that
Thelxgpia's words were born of experience, and
turning thoughtfully about, she asked, "Has Lucy
atternpted to communicate with the Ferengi
vessel yef?”



“Affirmative, Counselor, Lucy attempted
to hail the Ferengi vessel several times prior ¢
our success at establistung a secure link with the
shutltlecraft,” Data answered.

“The child is wasting her time anvhow. it
is doubtful that Dado would deign to answer.
Noermal protecol s that Dado himself always
initiates first contact.”

“intrigaing,” observed the acting Captain
of the USS Enterprise.

"No, Predictabie.” Thelxepia smiled at the
android officer, her fone almost edged with
indulgence.  "Dado deals only with leaders,
commanding officers. His consequence demands
nothing less than the ‘top dog’.  He certainly
wald NOT negotate with a child, and a female
child at that!”

Counselor Trol speedily raised her next
pomt before Data could be distracted by fhe
concept of the Ferengi deferring te some form of
Terran canine.

"Whick, in itself, poses us with ancther
awkward probiem, Eider Thelxepia,” Troi said,
with an unhappy glance towards the Captain's
Ready Room. “The events of the past 24 hours
have jeft our most senior officers somewhat
indisposed, the command structure having badby
ravaged by the replicator incident. Should the
Ferengt Daimon wish to speak with Captan
Picard, it could prove somewhat difficult 1o
explain without raising suspicions.”

“As acting Captain, Coungeler, [ would be
the Daimon's logical choice for negotiation,” Daia
peinted out.

"And as ship's Counselor, Data, [ wouid be
forced to point out that, as Captain, it would be ill

advised for you to leave the Enterprise.  That
wouid be under more normai conditions. With

the present crisis, it is imperative that vou do not
leave this ship!”

“Understood.
acknowledged.

Counselor,” Data

“It surely cannot be jong before Dado
remembers his own rules and contacts us. The
Ferengi would have been blind not to have
- noticed the shuttlecraft by now,” Deanna mused.

"Not necessarily,” Data pointed out
"Mooring the shuttlecraft to our ship, prior to

usmg b an an auxilary  vessel in hostile
negotiations, would be sensible practice. As we
have extended the shields o include the shuttle,
we now only have to drop them long enough to
transport negobation personnel, as opposed to
the ime required to pilot the shutlle phvsicallv
out of the shuttiebay and clear erough of the
Enterprise itself before shiekds could be re
established.

"Okay,” said Troi, her voice indicating that
she might have found herself a small germ of an
jdea. “So the next person to convince should be
Lucy Evans.”

"Counsejor? The reliability of Lucy Evans
is Gpen o some guestion.”

“We have no opiion, Data. Lucy knows
what the Ferengd expect. Lucy knows what sihe
intended to do next. For my money. we need
Lucy on QUR side.”

Dr Beverly Crusher sirode out from the
Captain's Readvy Room having checked the life
signs of Captain Jean-Luc Picard and Commander
William T Riker. She Jooked ar the assembled
group of Paticia Evans, Deanna Troj, Data and
Thelxepia as the doors swished shut behind her

"Slegping like babies, the pair of them,” she
said to no one in particular, "but | hope 1 am nai
withun 100 parsecs of either of them wnen this
thing wears offf Dr Selaar, how is the anralysis
going?™

useful restdts within half an hour”

“Great.  Lucy?" D Crusher suddeniy
becamne aware of the silence on the Bridge, and
the fact that the voung Svrene was on the main
viewscreen,  Her vois
asked, "Lucy - is everything all right?”

. v : cho
hocame grave as she

“Oh, Doctor, | am 56 sorry! This has all
gone o far. 1 didn't expect the replicator control
virus to sweep through the sysiem so quickly -
only wanted to weaken the ship sufficiently
enough to persuade the Captain to act or for the
Syrene to seize the opportunity to persuade
Captain Picard o do something. But all i've done
is put us all at Dado’s mercy. Thelxepia.. The
Svrene Guardians... When | realized, 1 stole the
shuttiecraft to act as a decov. 1 thought I could
lure him away..” Her mouth trembled as she
stumbled bravely on, "But vou must understand,




I had 1o do something. 1 could not stand bv..
idie.”

"l kpow. b ounderstand, trulv §odes b
Crusher reassured her, throwing a curjous Jook at
Diata and Counsetor Troi, "and | am sure Captain
Picard will do his best teo, particulariv i vou are
instrumental i helping the Enlerprise get back to
strength.  Just do not upset voursel{. The most
important thing is to get vou back aboard the
Enterprise.”

"1 just wanted vou to kmow before vou do,
what you have to do.”

Dy Beverly Crusher's poise rarely shipped
sufficiently for her to look taken aback, but she
was looking pretty taken aback notw.

"What am 1 - we - about to do?” The CMO
addressed the enquiry to the whole Bridge, her
voice deceptively soft. "Come on. Is someone
going to tell me, or am [ going to have to {orce it
out of one of you?"

"Beverly, we need to act quickly to aliay
any Ferengi suspicion about the Enterprise. We
need to leave this ship out of any equation until i
is in a {it state to be useful.”

“Agreed,” Dr Crusher replied, surprised ai
fheir reticence at voicing what must surehy be
obvious.

"The Ferengi Daimon s expecling &
Federation negotiation team to hid for the Syrene
loopback.  Thal's how Lucy persuaded him 1o
rendezvous here with the child on board his
vessed - hence the subtle change in the empathic
‘noise’ [ have heen aware of since the appearance
of the Ferengi vessel.”

"But it is against Federation regulations to
indulge in such negotiation, Counselor,” Beverly
Crusher pointed oul with unrelenting logic,
“There are two ways of leoking at the Daimon's
actions, hostage taking or slavery.. neither
permissible, and not to be compounded by our
encouragment either - and the rules say so
clearly!”

"Beverly, if we delay any longer, Daimon
Dadoe will probably annexe the Enterprise and
reduce us all to either slave or hostage!”
Counselor Troi replied forcefully. "We need to
act now - right this minute.”

"All right, so what is your plan? Dr
Crusher asked, perching on the edge of the Ops
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corsale, her face that of one who would need nee
litthe convineing.

“Thelxepia has assured us of the need e
convinee Dannon Dado he i dealing with the
Commander of this starship, so we will dispatch
a negotiation team of three (0 the Ferengi vessel

lo keepr Dado busy whilst the replicators are fuliy
reinitialized and the eiftects on the  crow,
hopefully, reversed.”

“That sounds  sensible.. buw can  the

Enterprise really spare Worl and Date ai the
present time? No - of cowse 1t can't. Data
acting Captain, and with the presem crisis, Wort
is more vital aboard this ship than evey. OK, 507
have answered my own guesiion.”

The Chief Medical Officer put one hand on
her hip and looked hard at her colleagues. "Se
who exactly is going over to sweet talk this
Ferengi monster? The Svrene are hardiy eligible -
wr can hardly nisk civitians in sach a sitvation.”

"I ean go. As Emissary for the UFP, 1 think
i 1s important that § am there, and although my
appearance s ostensibly Svrene, 1 think tha
Dade would be focled by my oves and by &
borrowed  uniform.”  Patricia Evany  replied
cabmdy, her voice cautious.

“Counselor?”

“Lam an obvious chojce, Beverly: my place
i any such negotiaton wouwld e at v
commanding officer’s side - and 1 think that is
where | will be most effective in this charade.”
Deanna replied with some resignation. "There is
more at stake in these negotiations than one
Syrene life - as if that were not enough, the whote
of the Enterprise could be at nisk also. 1 is my
duty togo ™

ny

That

leaves 2 commanding  officer
vacancy,” 1or Crusher observed, then as she
looked from one face to the nexi of the people on
the Bridge, realization dawned. “So I'm fo be
cornmanding officer for this Away Team.” she
said slowly, then she shrugged. "OK, no
problem. As Chief Medical Officer, I am
clearly - "

But the Counselor was shaking her head,
Data watching the two officers’ discussjon with
the attitude of an avid spectator.

“No? Dr Beverly Crusher frowned, trying
to divine the Counselors meaning. "Well, of
course, | would be far better emploved in sickbay



with Dr Selaar, gething the crew back on ps feet.
Should you -~

"Ne, Doctor. 1 respectiully suggest that
Daimoen Dadoe will not be satisfied with just’ the
CMO. and should we attemp! {o approach him
with vou leading the Away Team in vour present
capacity, it would in fact probably initiate just the
kind of guestions being asked that we must
avoid.”

“Then whal are you suggesting?  And
would vou all stop being so danuied cryptic”
Beverty responded with some irriation,

I think the Counselor is implying that
something  more may  be required of our
prospective ruse.”

"Ruse, Data?”

"Indeed. A ruse - a stratagem, feint or
trick,” replied Data with no little enthusiasm.
“We need to dispatch what is apparently a fult
complement to the Ferengi ship - and to allay any
suspicion of our present incapacitation.”

"Datal ) would  appreciate  less
commentary and mere specifics. 1 have aciualhy
managed to grasp that much! the Doator
snapped. "You do all keep implying that time is
of the essence.”

“Indeed. Under wore  normal
circumstances, the Awav Team in this situation
would be led, in all probability . or, more
specifically, with a likelihood of 823%, by
Captain Picard himself.”

Doctor Crusher's eyes opened wide, and
ther narrowed in disbelief, "You can't mean..
You surely cannot mean that 1 should pose as..”
Beverly covered her eyes and groaned long and
hard before saving one phrase that was getting a
wood airing this trip.

“Oh, Hell!" Dr Beverly Crusher bit out
grimly.

SIx
Captain's Log, Stardate 504138 Acting

Captain Lt Commander Data recording.

We have suspended all communication
with Starfleet that might betray our
vulnerability to the Ferengi, assuming

the Ferengi may well monitor those
channels left unsecured. Work proceeds
with the reinitialisation of the replicator
sysiems, bul additional problems have
Jeft us with little option other than to
dispatch Dr Crushey, Counselor Troi and
Emissaty Evans for the 'negotiations'
with Ferengi Daimon, Dada.  As the
Enterprise is now almost stationary close
to the Gamma-5 Dorsan Dwarf Star
System, our proximily to the edge of the
neutral zone is now aiso becoming a
matter for some concen.

“You may well frown, but [ am NGT
leaving this behind™ Dr Crusher responded
adamantly, as she struggled to untwist the
shoulder stap of her medical bag. "I 1t makes
yOu any happicr, Deanna can carry it for me. A
bag carrier is, after all, a Captain's perk.”  She
hefted her bag from shoulder to shoulder.

Emissary Evans and Dr Crusher were nol
wasting time with tardy progress as they
marched speedily fo their rendezvous with
Deanna Troi in fransporter room one.

"You must be careful, Beverly,” Patncia
-arned her. "Thelxepia has briefed me fully on
Dade, and it would not do to underestimate him.
Even the smallest mistake could beway us. We
must be vigilant at all fimes, according o the
Elder.”
" have io hand il fo Thelxepia of
Acheious,” Crusher said, finally managing to ship
her medical equipment neatly onto her shoulder.
"} had ray doubts about Svrene Elder Thelxepia
agreeing with your aims for the race she
represents, as she does not vohinteer overmuch
information.  But when she decides to de
something, if is not done by halves.”

“It is the Syrenusae way not to volunteer
information, after all, Dr Crusher, We are a race
with much in our past that it might be wiser not
to  volunteer at all,” Patricia answered
apologetically, fingering the high cotlar of her
porrowed uniform as if it was suddeniy a hitle
tight about her throat.

Ms that why very little information has
been volunteered about Marta Lean? 1 have
heard the name several times now, and it works
as a marvellous, surefire conversation killer
amongst vour race, Patricia.”

“Habit.”

Patricia smited wearily. "And



maybe a littie pain. Janet Lean was Thelxepia of
Achelous’ stepdaughter, of all things, a Human
brought up to be Syrene by the Elder, when their
family was killed in a bloody raid on a distant
colony worid. A Human who embraced the
Syrene culture to such an extent that she was far
more Syrene than | will ever be.. a Syrene
Guardian of great sight and commitment, the like
of which we will be lucky to see again.”

"What happened to her, Patricia? Beverly
frowned, touched by the depth of regret in the
Emissary’s voice.

“She and & Syrene rogue were trapped by
that meat merchant Dado, and Marta Lean struck
a bargain with the Ferengi jackal.. apparently
they approved of the deal. The rogue was
returned to us, but Janet was hought' by a
genetic physiologist, we later learned, of the
name BeAn. She was dead within four weeks,
but the almighty taboo of the Syrene race was
intact. It was a tragic and unnecessary loss.”

"It is ‘martyr’ Lean then, in honour of her
sacrifice!” Beverly clarified in a shocked voice.

And Patricia tooked hard at the Doctor's
face before adding, "That is why Aglaopheme and
myself have few words in common, Dr Crusher.
Agla had been with Janet on the quest to track the
Syrene child down - it alwavs seemed a little
strange that if was poor Janet Lean who had to
pay the ultimate price for one of cur race to
survive. No life, whatever the species, should be
held cheaper than any other."

"What could a genetic physiologist like
BeAn be trying to achieve through work that
demands a price as high as the life of his study
subiects?”

“The secret of a 300 year life span, maybe,
The key to inherited learned knowledge. The
clues of long distance telepathic ability. Same
questions as you have, Doctor, just very different

methods.”

Dr Crusher paused for a moment to ook at
the UFFP Emissary. “1 would hope that 1 could
take such a philosophicat attitude if 1 was in your
position, Emissary.”

"Here is hoping that you never have to
find out, Doctor,” Patricia repled as she led the
way into the transporter room.

Counsgelor Troi was standing patiently
with Worf by the transporter console, locking
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unfamiliar in a blue uniform that Dr Crusher had
forgotten Deanna even possessed.

"Lordy, Counselor Troi, are we looking to
blind the Ferengi with our command insignia?”
Beverly Crusher observed with dry humour.

‘1 thought, as Dado is by all account very
rank conscious, we should do our best to impress
upon him our.. importance,” she replied
succinctly, before adding, her tongue firmly in
her cheek, "Captain.”

Beverly eyed her colleague somewhat
ferocicusly from under her drawn eyebrows.
"Now don't you start. It's bad enough that [ have
been drawn into this hare-brained scheme at all -
then 1 find out that because the replicators are
down, we will have to borrow the uniforms.
Okay for Ensign Evans here, the worst person she
will have to deal with is Ms Lopez. 1, however,
am doomed to a messy end either way - if not at
the hands of the Ferengi, then at the hands of our
esteemed Captain, when he finds out | have been
impersonating a Starfleet superior.”

"1 agree, Doctor,” Worf boomed out from
the control console as Deanna did her best not to
roli her eyes in exasperation.

“Is  Engineering secure now, Worf?"
Deanna asked the Klingon innocently.

"No, notreally. But! felt] should attend to
make clear my disapproval of this proposed
deceit. Itis not honourable.”

"Stuff honour,” came Thelxepia's voice
from the {transporter room doors as she,
accompanied by Guinan, entered. "As long as it
is effective, who cares?”

Worf allowed himself a low menacing
growl at the Svyrene Elder, who regarded him
with indisputable Syrene contempt, before he
continued in his clipped official tones. "Then 1]
shall say nothing more except to log my...
disagreement, and ask the Away Team - have you
phasers and homing devices as | instructed?"

"Yes, Worf,” Deanna replied, relieving
Beverly Crusher of the med bag as the Doctor
stepped forward fo accept a phaser from the
security chief.

“You know the first thing those grubby
Ferengi are going to do when we finally get off
that shuttlecraft is search us thoroughly for
these," Beverly grumbled.



“Then hide them!” Wort snapped on a iow
nofe, his misgivings about the whole charade
obvious,

"Commander Data,” Dr Crusher hailed the
real acting Captain as she prepared to be
wansported te the shuttle, "have you an update
on the status of the ship's crew?  Last time |
checked, Dr Selaar had successfully isolated a
compound common to all media of rephicator
generated sustenance.”

"Yes, 1 Crusher. Dr Selaar has since
reported that she has identified the compound as
a s calied ‘creeping drug’ known w cause
general anaesthesia i ingested, similar in
composition, and in high encugh concenirations
as  fatal as certain hypnogenctic  narcotic
substances used in the 22nd and 23rd centuries.”

"Good Godt And an antidote?”

"Dr Sclaar has indicated she is going w
foliow vour advice on the approach to an
anbidole, and is preparing a broad based
treatment which will be dispensed (o reverse the
offects of this contunination, once the replicators
are back up. 1 will not be until that point in the
ship's recovery plan, thai adequate supplies of
antidote can be prodguced.”

“Ain to treat key members of the crew
first, Data.  We are Jucky that Lucys blind
ignorance has not caused fatalities!” Crusher
indicated the transporter plattorm and mounied it
first, closely followed by Evans and Trof.

"I really wish 1 had more time t discuss
this, Data - but | suppose we had better go.”

"Te minimise exposure, Lucy Evans will
be beamed back as vou are transported out. Thus
we need to drop the shields only once.”

“Understood, Mr Worf.  Mr Data, i
anvthing should happen over the next few hours
that puts the Enterprise at risk, I would remind
you that Captlain Picard is relying on vou to get
this crew home.”

"Understood, Dector,” both Klingon and
android answered.

"Well, to the negotiation - as has been said
in the past,” said the Doctor, her voice fading as
the fransporter beam siowly dissolved her form
for travel. “Fighting is essentially a masculine
idea. A woman’s weapon is her tongue...”
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And the blue lransporter beam enveloped
the three fipures on the transporter pad and
replaced it with a single lone figure, whose
shoulders were shamped as if m defeat.

“Now  then, ¢hikl” Thelxepia  said
bracingly, "less of the long face. You have ot a
ot of work to do o atone for vour misbehaviour.
And while you are busy with that, i suggest vou
start work on your explanation of your acticis to
our host, Captain Picard, who 1 think will be
maost interested o hear of your activities when he
wakes up - finally.”

Evans slivped  into  position w0 e
shuttiecraft conn and checked the confrols swiftiv
with an expertise that belied her vears away from

such technology.

"Shuttlecraft Tiberius o Enterprise, ready
0 commence manual control at vour discretion,”
Evans reported coolly.  "Entering course ¢o-
ordinates for the Ferengi vessel new.”

“Tractor  beam  terminated Shields
withdrawn. Shuttle Tiberius, vou are now clear
for independent manoeuvre,” came Data's voice
by wav of a reply.

"Thank vou, Enterprise,
“Engaging thrusters now.”

" Lvans responded.

Deanna Troi moved to stand next lo
Beveriv Crusher as she walched the shuttle move
away from ils present position close to the huil's
comforting presence. “You are nervous.” Only
the half Betazoid empath could make such a
statement and sound so convinced.

“You bet [ am, Dieanna - and thai
it rather mitdly, Cownseior!”

is putting

T know... I was being polite.” Deanna
turned her back on the starscape ahead of the
shuttie and looked sidewavs at Dr Crusher. "It
will be interesting to see how the Ferengi Daimon
will cope with a negotiating team that is all
female. It could give us an advantage - if |
remember correctly, the Ferengi are verv ill at
case with the concept of liberated women.”

"Well, as Jong as they don't decide to un-
tiberate us by clapping us in the Ferengi version
of the brig, I'li take whatever advantage comes
our wav!" respended Beverly with convicion.

“lncoming, Evans

message, Captain,”
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reported, obviously becorming more invoived
with her role by the moment. “We are being
hailed by the Ferengi wvessel, Oumoc 1,
commanding officer, Daimon Dado.”

Crusher exchanged glances with Deanna
Troi before putting her chin up and tugging at
her unfamiliar red command uniform top in a
movement that was a dear emulation of Picard.
"It would appear it is time to pray to God and say
the lines."

“Pardon? 1 did not catch vour answer
Captain,” Evans replied.

"On  screen, Ensign” Crusher replied
promptly.

The wiewscreen  flickered  inte  life,
revealing Dado sitting in his command chair, an
air of almost smug superiority originating from
him in waves. His immediate words were,
"Greetings  representatives  of  the  United
Federation of Planets...”

And there his words stopped as Daimon
Dado realised that ALL three were females of the
Human species.

"What is thist Do you seek to insult the
legendary Dajmon of the Qumoc 1l by sending an
ail..female - " the words were pot comfortable in
his mouth - "delegation fo negotiate aboard MY
ship!”

"Daimon Dado - I am the Captain of the
1SS Enterprise,” Beverly lied smoothly, with only
the smallest of pauses. "It was assumed that you
would wish to negotiate with someone of
similar... standing to yourself, on this matter.”

"You are not Jean.Lic Picard of the 1SS
Enterprise, therefore already you are less than
equal to myself. And why am [ not to negotiate
with the great Picard himself?”

"I am Captain  Beverly Crusher,
commanding, officer of the USS Enterprise and
representative of Starfleet Command. That is ali
you need to know for our negotiations to
proceed,” Beverly stonewalled him, her jaw firm.
The best way to avoid his questions was simply
noi to answer them, and so Captair: Crusher put
on her best imitation of Will Riker's poker face
and stood fadng the viewscreen, feet slightly
apart, hands clasped behind her back.

The Ferengi Daimon stared back at her, his
small beady eyes taking her measure with the

mensity born of greed.  He vadiy wanted to
negoliate with thein, or he was at least prepared
to discuss terms, Crusher realised, and that alone
coutd prove sufficient t blind ts Fereng
opportunist to the siate of the Enterprise itself,

"A woman in charge of the Bnterprise?
Perhaps the Qumec has been away for too long”
There was still a note of sneering distrust present
in his oily tomes. “An honour, a vole of
confidence indeed t be given such a prestigious
commang. 1 am prepared to proceed with the
negotiations.”

Beverly slowly released her breath, and
glanced quickly at Trol. "Then we wiil dock our
shutilecrait with the Qumoc I with all possible
haste, and commence our meeting within the
hour - but first of all, we will see tne child.”

“Suspicious of trickery, Captain?”  The
hissing Ferengi voice of Dado mocked her.

"No - just cautious, Daimon Dado”
Beverly responded unequivocably.  "The child,
please.”

The Ferengi commanding officer had
obviously been expecting some request of this
Kind, for he turned and gesticulated abruptly at
someone bevond the scope of the viewscreen.
“Bring it here,” he growled.

A small wretch was hustled into view,
surely no more than the equivalent § or ¢ vears of
a Human child, in Beverly Crusher's estimation.
Deanna Troi's gasp at her shoulder told her more
about the child's mental condition than was
perhaps conducive to the game of blufl and
double bluff they were presently involved in.

"Audio  tansmission  mufed,”  Evans
reporfed, her fingers scattering over the controls

which would allow them a few moments privacy.

T feel fear, terror.. confusion,” Deanna
reported guickly, "and a definite empathic
presence, although ot quite as consistent as that
present in other members of the Syrene race |
have encountered.”

“That is not unusual in a loopback,”
Patricia reassured hey, "but if anyone here has
any doubts... the eyes have it all.”

Beverly Crusher bad to agree.  From
beneath the shock of unkept, matted, raven black
hair, burned the wmost defiant, blazing emerald
green gaze she had yet seen.  Crusher could



almwost feel 1ts viridescence buming through the
media of the viewscareen as the child displayed
open hostility {0 & universe that would treat an
mrant so.

“Yet the child docs
observed in a half whisper,

not cry,” Crusher

"Ghe s Syrene,” Evaus replied simply,
“Audic resumed, Captain Crusher.”

The ciild was husticd ofi, and Daimon
Dado returned to his position on the viewscreen,
his permanent Ferengi grin-cum-grimace more
exaggerated as he addressed the commanding
officer of the shuttle craft.

“Well, Caplain?”

"We are... satisfied that the child is of
vaiue,” Crusher replied cautiously, biting her
tongue to stop her railing at this Ferengi monster
that every child born was of value, and how dare
he subject this pardcular one to such a terrible
ordeal in the name of commerce, removing her
from whatever familyv support structure had been
there for her prior o Ferengl intervention in her
lire.

"Of course the child is of value” the
Ferengi Daimon snorted contemptucusly, "and i
would warn vou that you are not the only ones
interested in negotiations on this matter.”

“There  are  others, [Dado?
demanded Crusher without preamble.

Who?"

But the Ferengi tapped his nose m a
curiously ancient Barth gesture, which supported
his reply. "Ah, Capgin.. well vou might ask.
Suffidient to say, pay my price and vou need
never know.”

Crusher glanced al roi, who indicated
with her one hand hidden by Evans al the helm,
that they had 1o play for time.

"Then we shall start negofiations as
previousty  agreed. Piease send  docking
mstructions to my helm,” she replied crisply.
“Crusher out.”

The viewscreen went blank and the three
women stood, or sat, in silence for a few
moments, staring at the Ferengi ship through the
shuttie's forward port.

“If1 didn't know better, and had the benefit
of knowing how fully applicable the term was, 1
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would sav that Ferenggi is a msogynist,” Trot
finally said to Beverly Crusher, who raised an
inquisitive evebrow, "although my ability to read
the Ferengi race is somewhat limsted.”

“Deanna, {'m no empath, but 1 got that
feeling too, loud and ¢clear.”

“There s an overwhebming hatred directed
towards the child.. and towards us,” Deanna
observed thoughtfully, "and it runs deep.”

"Becatise we are Human.. or because we
are female?”

"l am an empath, not a telepati, Beverly,”
Troi responded with a small smile, “but there is
something more to this than even relatively basic
greed. 1 find Ferengi emotions difficult to gauge,
but itis so strong even { can sense something.”

"Any ideas, Patricia?” Beverly Crusher sat
in the second seat & the helm next o the
Emigsary. "Other than his mother paid him too
little attention. Maybe it's something to do with
the fact he is Daimon of the Gumaec 1L, as opposed
to the Oumaoc 11

"Maybe,” Patricia responded, not taking
her eves from the controls of the shuttle for an
instant.

"Ask Thelxepia when... if... we return to
the Enterprise. What [ do know is that it pays to
be cautious of a Ferengi in the throes of wreaking
his revenge for a past ill. TParticularly if that
revenge is in anyway profitable.”

"Agreed,” Troi said  quietly. “Even
recourse  te an  unprofitable revenge bears
watching.”

Her thoughts were ciearly on the incident
with Daimon Bok. and his extravagant "zift' of the
USS Stargazer to Ficard that had almost resulled
in the destruction of the USS Enterprise.

Beverly Crusher intercepted thatl distant
look and was inmediately reminded of the same
images and horrors they evoked.

"Bok,” she said simply, to which Troi
nodded briefly. "Let us hope then that he is so
wrapped up with his personal devils that he has
no thought of checking out the credentials of the
mystericus  Captain = B Crusher,”  Crusher
observed, attempting to lighten the atmosphere
lightly. '} have no wish to enter the annals o
Starfleet legend wearing a borrowed uniform that



clashes o horrblv wiath my halr | knew twere
was  a reasonr why 1 chose science  over
command... "

"Shuttiecraft is now rendezvousing with
Ferengi vessel Oumoc 1I, Commander,” reported
Worf from the Ops position, "but the Ferengi do
not appear to be dropping their shields. A Jow
range tractor beam appears o have locked onto
the shuttlecraft and is puiling it through.”

“Fascinating,” Data observed, his attention
fixed on the main viewscreen. “"Computer,
magnify the Ferengi vesse by a factor of 15"

The Bridge viewscreen was filled with the
sight of the shuttlecraft being towed through the
shields of the Ferengi ship in & shower of blue
light emissions as the active field attempted to
maintain its integrity despite the passage of the
Tiberius through its activated energy pattern.

"Most curious,” Worf observed. "It is not a
technology 1 am currently familiar with.”

"Indeed...  although it does show
similarities to devices reported from encouniers
with Kreel ships” Data replied, his interest
obviousty piqued by the cunning Ferengi device -
a device that meant the Qumoc U would never
have to drop its shields whilst in space due to the
mere inconvenience of personnel transference.
"As weil as Talarian...”

"It does however pose a small probiem,”
Worf stated to his acting Captain as he watched
the shuttle’s progress beyond the shield and into
the bowels of the Ferengi cruiser. "The Away
Team is now effectively cut off from the
Enterprise. The Ferengi shields appear to be of a
modified nature and the resuitant subspace
interference has rendered their communicators
unhailable

He turned to look at Data, who was sitting
in the big chair of command, a hand upon each
armrest.

“Alse, without prior knowledge of how fo
manipulate the device we have just observed, the
Away Team's departure will be solely at the
discretion of the Ferengi. Not a good sitation to
be in, sir.”

"Agreed. However, our first priority is to
return the Enterprise to full strength as quickly as
possible," Data reasoned in his even tone hefore

tappang he conumurcator "LDir Seiaar have you
astatus report?”
Myen,  Caplan. The antidote  seem-

effective, if a little slow. Key personnel have been
selected for the first contrelled dosages, which arc
proving successful. Two of the Svrene delegation
have been working under the supervision of
members of the Engineering team to adapt life
supperl units to initiate gaseous antidote
distribution. | will shortly be dispatching a
medical team to the Bridge to weat the affected
Bridge staff, prior to this work becoming active.”

"Thank vou, Dr Selaar.

Datan looked at Worf, who returned his
regard with an almost defensive posture. "Moipe
and Aglaopheme have, it so happens, Federation
Engineering clearance. 1 have checked the secure
core records and in the current emergency
situation it seemed senseless to waste their
talents.”

There was a pause. The question of
Svrane integrity in maiters pertaining to the
Enterprise hung between the two Bridge officers
like a physical entity.

"And,” added Worf,
strictly supervised.”

“they  have been

Data appeared satisfied, as he then hajled
sickbay once more. "Dr Selaar, expected crew
numbers available within tire howr?”

"Approximately 50% to 53%, sir, assuming
ali respend as well to treatment as did the first
few sampie groups,” came the dry Vulean tones
of the CMO's right hand.

“Commander La Forge to Bridge,” came a
welcome voice.

"Geordi!" exclaimed Data.
much improved.”

"You sound

“I sound bike ] have a head that feels as i
it's been used as a warp cofl for the past week, or
at least ] should. And Data... the last thing ]
remember is an extensive level one diagnostic
across the full extent of medical sensor systems...
and now, suddenly, I'm in my cabin. What IS
going ON?*

The Away Team was escorted to the
Bridge of the Ferengi ship under close guard,
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after first having been thoroughly searched tor
anv suspect devices, as predicied by the Chief
Medical (fficer upon leaving the Enterprise. The
atmosphere of the Qumoc Il was making Beverly
Crusher's nose wrinkle in distaste. The Ferenygi,
and it would appear their vessels also, had a
distincl odour that was peculiar to them alone,
Crusher had often heard Will Riker comment on
it, but now found herself well able to agree with
hirn on one point, and from a position of some
authority. It was a smell that did not combmne
well with that of danger.

The Ferengi Daimon was sitting in one of
the largest chairs Beverly theught she had ever
seen, and its elevated position meant that one
was in the uncomfortable position of almost
having to crane one's neck back in order to see
the commanding officer of the Ferengi ship.

"Captain Crusher.. Counselor Troi, and
Ensign Evans. Delighted to meet you all, 1 am
sure.” This urbane greeting was accompanied by
a swishing, whooshing noise as the command
chair returned to the deck to allow Daimen Dado
to extricate himself from its richly upholstered
depths. "Weeeell, Ladies.” The Dairmon smiled in
a particutarly unpleasant fashion to Counselor

Troi's way of thinking, staring somewhat
lasciviously at  their respective uniforms.
"Welcome aboard.”

Ol well, as Tong as he is impme with the nimber
of pips, let kit look, thought Troi with resignation,
settling for fixing the Ferengi with one of her
coolest Counselor stares. .

Evans had moved closer to Crusher and
had whispered in her commanding officer's ear,
Unfortunately she had overlooked the fact that
the bulk of the Ferengi species’ head was in fact
dedicated to the auditory.

"Of course your communicators do not
work. ] have a very effective subspace dampener
incorporated into my complex shield technology.
That is the best thing about always insisting on
negotiations king place on your own territory -
things happen on your own terms!”

"Your terms or no, Daimon Dado, we have
a prearranged commitment o report to the
Enterprise once abeard this vessel. Now whether
it is by our own communicators or by your
equipment, we have to do it otherwise.”
Crusher allowed her voice to trail off significantly
into the silence of the Bridge.

The oily pleasantness of the Ferengi

Captain fell away from him like a cloak, to reveal
the patently unpleasant dislike and conternpt that
had been obvious during the conversation aboard
the shuttle.

"Qtherwise
sneeyed.

WHAT, exactly?  Dado

"Otherwise the Enterprise will be alerted
to the fact that the negotations have turned
hostile, and will ge to battlestation alert,” Crusher
replied coolly, the nonchalant authority in her
vojce as she said the words enough to make even
Troi shudder,

But she is so good af fis! Deanna marvelied,
the speed of adjustment by the Doctor to her new
role impressive; even Deanna’s empathic senses
revealed oniv cold reselve.

The Ferengi Daimon seemed similarly
aware of the red-headed Human's determination
as she stood before him, and he finally waved
irritably at one of his crew.,

"Al
Enterprise
churlishly.

right, all rightt  Get them the
- but make it short™” he snapped

The three Starfleet personnel exchanged
glances with each other before moving forward
to face the viewscreen. Beverly found herself
sending up a silent prayer that Data would not
act too surprised at their unscheduled contact.
She need not have worried.

"Commander Data, we are calling in as
expected,” Crusher said as soon as Data came on
screen, aware of Pafricia Evans moving fo stand
behind her shoulder.

"Thank you, Captain,” Data replied with
aplomb, "We were somewhat concerned at the
ability of the Oumeoc's shields to filter out sub
space communication. 1t would appear that the
Ferengi ship possesses  some interesting
technologies..”  Data moved his hands to
emphasize his point.

"Yes. Yes!" Dado agreed with some il
temper. "Encugh pleasantries. The negotiations
will now commence” At his signal, the
viewscreen was deactivated and he turned so the
Away Team before him. “So... what do you bring
to trade?”

"Daimon Dado, your actions directly
violate the Federation code in wavs too numerous
to mention - a code the Ferengi are supposed to



abide by if they wikh to enter into trade with the
aligned worlds of the UFP,” Crusher replied
baldly, her voice almost a monotone, as if she
was reading 1t from a book.

"So what?*  the TFerengi Dblustered,
somewhat amazed at the gall of this woman,
Captain or no, coming to HIM for something HR
was preparing to trade, and then telling him he
should not do so.

"I am giving you the opportunity o hand
over the child as an act of goodwill. 1t will nat, of
course, negate the obvious effects all this has had
on the child herself, but it may go some way to
smoothing  things over with the Federation
authorities.”

Deanna and Patricia Evans could not
belicve their ears. They had not expecied Beverly
Crusher's high humanitarian ideals w0 get the
better of her so early in the negotiations, and
certainly not right at the start.  Neither,
apparently, had Dado.

‘I have not got either the time or the
inclinafion to point out to vou, Captain Crusher,
the lack of prefit so evident in the Federation
dealings with other worids. Every day they
commit crimes of commerce that breach every
directive the Ferengi hoid dear... and then you
have the audacity to whinge when we do not
adhere to your rules and regulations. Now - do
you wish to trade or not, as 1 have a second
custemer due o arrive shortly to bid tor the same
goods?” .

“First we want to see the child in person,”
put in Peanna quickly, with a quelling look at
Beverly Crusher,

“Yes... yes." The Daimen seemed almost
reiieved that they were prepared to talk business
again, and had them quickly whisked off before
Captain Crusher could make him feel any more
uncomfortable.  As the three of them were
hurried down the cramped, low Cumoc corridors,
Patricia turned briefly as Deanna spoke plainly to
Crusher.

"Are you trying to get us all into trouble?”
she hissed, one eve on her Ferengi escort.

"Nope,” Beverly  answered  simply,
following her two colleagues at a measured pace,

"Then exactly WHAT were you doing?”
Trol said irritably.
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"Following  your  advice,  Counscior,
Psvchology.” Crusher smiled discreetly. "Do vou
think he would have been 50 readv to let us see
the child if we had all chorused, 'Ok, Mr Nice
Ferengi. we arc just here as time wasters with a
view 1o eventually turning hidnappers... shall we
talk business?"

"Ssshith!  Patricia put her fingers to her
iips as the Ferengi ceased their conversation and
glanced suspiciously back. All three of the Away
Team smiled, or at least bared their teeth briefly,
unfi} their escort continued on their wav with the
assoclated mutterings.

“50
whispered,

what did Data  say?”  Beverly

"They need another 60 minutes,” Patricia
answered in a low voice. "He signs well for a
non-Syrene..”  Then, puzzied, she glanced al
Crusher. "How did you know?”

"Pata’s usual tendency is to be verv
economical with movement,” Beverly replied.
"You'd be suspicious too, if he started flapping
his arms like some kind of Gallic charmer.”

From the muttered words and
gesticulations of their Ferengi escort it seomed
fair to assume they had arrived at the Syrene
child's accommodation, and when they were
escorted into a facility incorporating a detention
cell, the assumption became fact. The room was
dimly it, as was the whole Ferengi ship - the
Ferengi would appear te be as sensitive to light
as they were to exiremes of noise,

The cell itself was bare, save one narrow
bed upon which sat the mute, wide eyed prisoner
who had been shown to them previously.
However, in the flesh, the impact of the shack of
raven black unkept hair and the wide terrified
gaze of the captive was too much to ignore, as the
child cowered in the corner.

"Drop that foree field.” Crusher's tone held
only ice cold fury as she confronted the Ferengi
guards. "And that means NOW, Mister!”

Upon her face was the expression that was
known to make even Picard himself baulk at in
prospect, and the Ferengi guards were made of
meaner cloth than that, They promptiy dropped
the force field.

"This child is severely traumatised”
Crusher abserved to Troi as thev stepped
cautiously into the celt. "Look at her. She is like



a wild thing possesscd!”

"And we are making her worse,” Deanna
reatised, tuning in to the child's jear. “Back off,
Beveriv.”

Beverly Crusher threw one look at her
codeague and then promptly retreated a few
steps.

"Hello"  Deanna attempied te make
herself less intimidating by crouching down.
"Hello. My name is Deanne.  What is vour
name?"

No answer save an even greater attempt to
disappear into the corner of her prison, her eyes
ajl the fime upon the Enterprise Counselor, her
green gaze emerald bright.

"Here, let me,” said Patricia. "Go back
outside the cell and leave me here.”
Deanna  Troi  and  Beverly Crusher

withdrew from the cell as Pabricia crouched
down, her hands hardly moving in a coherent
sense, just twitching as if with muscle spasms -
but it was obvicus to both women that the child's
attention had been caught.

Minutes passed by as the two silent
occupants of the Ferengl cell were watched
closely by Human and Ferengi alike. Counselor
Troi studied the child for body language signs, as
well as emotional clues that would indicate that
Evans was getting through the almost hysterical
shell io the frightened child beneath,

Finally Evans straightened up and went to
stand near the detention cell force field that had
been reactivated by the cautious Ferengi guards
upon Trei and Crusher withdrawing,.

"Take this,” Beverly opened up the med
bag still hanging fom Troi's shoulder, and
withdrew a medical sensor. "See if she will let
vou do a quick scan on her.”

The force field was deachvated upon
Crusher’s releasing vet another icy glare upon the
Ferengi guard, who regarded the sensor with
great suspicion. He even went as far as to reach
to his belt for his Ferengi phaser whip, but
Crusher turned the sensor off and then on again
to demonstrate the sensor's lack of threat as an
offensive weapon.

"I would not bother," Patricia Evans said in
an undertone to Beverlv Crusher. "The child is

basicailv all right, save a few cuts and bumnps
from the two escape attempts made by her.
Otherwise she is fine - good job the Svrene are a
tough bunch, This ordeal would have killed a
lesser child.”

“That makes il no more acceptable,”
Deanna Troi replied, glaring at the suspicious
Ferengi. "It is time for us o commence
negotiation. Captain?”

“Um.. Yes, I suppose we had better.”
Crusher shook herself out of the reverie she had
been i whilst staring al the scrap of Syrene
withinn the cell, tenaciousiv clinging on 1o her
existence despile efforts to the contrary.

"By the way,” Patricia said suddeniy, "her
name is Sabinia.”

"And this was previously unknown?”
Riker ran his fingers through his thick hair and
frowned, trying desperately to concentrate on
Dala’s briefing at the emergency command
meeting being held in the Captain's ready room.

Heil... more like an wnrendy room at present!
thought Riker to himself wryly, looking at the
assembied crew.

"From what it has been possible te
correlate in such a short period of fime, it would
appear that as other races build tangible evidence
of civilization on their home planet or within
their home system - this race’s finest work is their
genetic lineage as represented by theilr gene pool
- and the resulting accumulated inherent ability...
possibly oven knowledge, but I am stili
somewhat sceptical of this particular claim”
qualifiedt the ever anaivtical Data, “despite the
performance of Lucy Evans appearing o support
sajd claim,”

"So briefly Data, how has this... throwback
to a Svrenc genetic pattern occurrad? Picard
asked curtly, his face also wearing a frown.

"If vou have, for instance, sir, a Klingon
father and a Syrenian mother, there is a 1 in 7
chance of temale issue. A male child would be
figuratively speaking 100% Klingon, in actuality
99.99% recurring. There is 2 small chance of a
rogue gene in an apparently normal male
recognising something in the genome of a non-
Syrenian female whose male line has passed on &
similar rogue gene. The result-"




"ls a child of a compivtely difterent Tacial
origin,” Picard finished, his tone caretully oven
* £, potential shock for the fond parents to be!”

“Somewhat reminscent of the old Zarth
cuchoe, Captain,” Riker said

“Ah ves, Number One,” the Captain agreed
with a lift of his evebrows.

. “Except that the Syrene claim that the child
still inlerits its normal race parents knowledge,
sir,” Data peinted out.

"And that is some claim... s it possible 0
guantifv it in some way? To claim arace not only
inherits parental DNA.. but learned xnowledge?”

Picard shook his head, his doubt cbvious.
" find that difficult 1o accopt. My concepi of a
race blessed with such a gitt would probably not
be embadied by the Syrene. However, Geordi,
vou have worked with Lucy Evans on making
good her damage to tie control systems, Have
vou any input?”

“I have. She certainiy has the capacity t©
iearn with amazing speed - and o be honest,
Captain, in my somewhat huambie opinion, she
does not seem to have that much left to learn
about. At least where control svstems are
concerned, anyway.”

“You are saying then that she is incredibly
adept at learning, then, Geordi?” Riker asked,
trying te narrow the frame of reference slightly.

"Well, that is something of a gualitative
statement, Commander,” Geordi  answered,
shifting  somewhat uneasily  in his  chair,
uncomfortable about being on the spot about
such a subject. "Lucy Evans has an admirable
grasp of the workings of & starship from high
theory right down to nuts and bolts practice. She
js conversant in the complex computer (o
physical interiace routings in a way that I have
only ever seen once before... and [ don’t think you
want to know who it was who had knowledge
quite that impressive. All this... and at 16 vears
old,” Geordi added.

“She has spent her childhood in the
company of exceptionaliv gifted parents, which
couid also account for her remarkable talents”
responded  Picard, ever the pragmatist
"However, we have riot got the Juxury of time to
conjecture about such subjects. We have more
important matters at hand.” The Captain gave a
deep sigh and briefly rubbed his temples before
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woking at e tird in command. “Status please.
Mr Data.”

Data stood shightly {orward belore starting
his report.

"We are now back to full strength,
Captam,” Data yeported. "The broad based
antidote jdentified and praduced by the medical
team was successfully administered shipwide
after the replicalors had been base regenerated
from clean main computer backups held on
protected storage. All systems are back on line
and functional, and diagnostics are showing
results within acceptabice norms.”

"Well, it is reassuring to know that the
ship at least j¢ unbarmed by this unscheduled
escapade,” ohserved Picard coolly, “although Tam
sure | have no need to remund anvone i this
room of the Away Team still on board the
Ferengi ship, and apparently beyond contact.”

“l have aready explained about the
subspace dampeners built into the Ferengi field,”
replied Data helpfully. “Should vou wish me to
repeat - "

"No, Data” Picard's words sounded
weary. Used to being so totally in conirol, the
consequences of those few hours lost were
obviously weighing heavily on his shoulders. "}
am, to be honest, stil} semewhal at a loss as o
what exactly was to be gained by allowing them
10 go, for whatever reason, to the Ferengi vessel.
The Enterprise 15 in no fit state o ensure their
safe return should the Ferengi decide to become..
difficuit”

Al the time," Data replied in his elernally
caim and polite voice, "the options available to
what remained of the crew wore somewhat
limited. We had been assured by Thelxepia of
Achelous, who has apparentiv had dealings with
Pade on previous occasions, thal it wag
ymperative to display, in the circumstances, a
normal approach to the situntion... T believe the
appropriate phrase to be business as usual'”

“Mmmm.... more like manipulation as
usual,” Picard observed darkly.

"id you not guoshon the Syrene
assessment of Dado?™ Riker asked his second.
“Did vou test it at ali?”

"They were 50 accurate in predetermining
other aspects of his behaviour that it seemed fair
to assume they were right in this matter also,”



Data replied. 1 consulted with Counselor Troi,
and she agreed with the decision made to
dispatch the expected Away Team to the Qumoc
1i, in order to buy the Enterprise more time.”

“But ‘business as usual, Mr Data?” Riker
finally spoke. “An Away Team sent to a
potentially hostile ship with no First Officer in
attendance, or commanding officer? The Ferengi
can be just a little too sharp sometimes - and they
know their Federation protocol inside out!”

There was something of a lengthy pause.
"Ah."

Picard tealised slowlv that Data was
looking as uncomforiable as it was possible tos
an android to appear. Unable to resist, he shot an
inirigued look at Commander Riker, who raised
an eyebrow at this conundrum, before pursuing
the matter.

"Ah? Mr Data.. Ah?" Picard had by this
time fixe¢ his second officer with the stare that
his Bridge crew had come to know and fear,

Worf, seeing lus friend and colleague
almost in the throes of discomfiture, bravely
drew Picard's fire like the warrior he was, his
Kiingon shoulders squared. " think, sir, the
Ferengi will not probably be aware o that
particlzfar point... yet.” the Kiingon growied from
where he had been standing towards the rear of
the Ready Room, next to the door to the Bridge.

"Mr Waorf, did 1 address my question
you?" Picard asked quietly.

(e}

"No, sir.”

“Then do you think I expected vou

answer?”

O

"N, sir”

"Then if } address my next question to Mr
Data, I can expect to have him answer it?”

“Yes, sir,” Worf almost mumbled, looking
away from Ficard's steel sharp gaze as sheepishiy
as a Klingon couid Jook.

“Mr Data... "

Data pulled in a deep breath, only to find
out what the true meaning of the phrase ‘saved
by the bell’ actually meant. Except in Data's case
it was not so much being saved by the bell. as by
the alert - the all too familiar Enterprise wail of
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rea alert.

Al  of Picards officers  from Lt
Commander downwards exiled the Captain's
ready room with almost indecent haste, foliowed
by Picard himself and Commander Riker, onto
the Bridge.

"What is going on?" Picard beliowed oves
the seerningty abnormally loud red alert kiaxon,

“Perimeter alert, sir.” The sound of Worl's
voice from the rear of the Bridge boomed easily
above the noise. "Sensors indicate a Romulan
Scout vessel, Captain, just dropping cul of warp!”

The displeasure in the Klingon Security
Chief's voice was audible even at its present
amplitude.

“Jurn that damned racket off!” jean-Lue
Picard srapped at ne one in particular, before
turning to the main viewer in the subsequent
resounding silence.

"On screen, ir Worl.”

The main viewscreen of the Bridgze
instantly reveajed the iean, hungry lines of a
Romulan Scour Ship - bad encugh news on its
owt, but Scout Ships rarely travelled anywhere
near the newwal zone without a Romuian
Warbird in close proximity, much less aimost
onto the borders of Federation space.

“MHail the Romulan vessel, Mr Worl”
“Hailing, sir... There is no response.”

Picand drew in a deep breath, held it Jor a
moment and then reicased it as & long sigh as he
regarded the image upon the viewscreen. "Hail
the Romulan vessel, Mr Worf. Do not wait for a
response, just inform him that he is trespassing
within the neutral zone and is in irminent
danger of violating Federation space. We are
observing his present course with,. interest.”

But it was clear that the Romulan vessel
had already siowed and come to a full stop whilst
just within the neuiral zone borders. At this
point, the Qumoc il moved from its stationarv co-
ordinates within Federation borders, across into
the neutral zonme in a clear cffort to facilitate
communicadon away from the Enterprises
SCNSOTS,

"“well, I'll be...” Riker rarned to address his
Captain. "It would appear that we are suspected



of being potential eavesdroppers, sir.”

"It does look as if this is one party we are
NOT invited to, Commander.”

"At the risk of being a party pooper,
Captain - do we, can we, intervene?”

"What I want to know is, who sent out the
invitations, Number One," Picard responded, his
face unreadable, "and what they intend doing

with my Away Team!

SEVEN

The  Enterprise  Away  Team  was,
unfortunately, already aware that somethmg
unexpected was afoot at this point. For. as they
went to leave, they found their wav blocked by
possibly the widest Ferengi any one of thent had
EVEY Seet.

“You will stav.”

Not a request. A statement. and one
backed up by the curious Ferengt hand weapons
as the Ferengi guard repeated it ime and time
again as the Away Team repeatedly tried to pass
his bulky form.

"We are here to negotiate with Daimon
Dado. We cannot do so from here,” Troi pointed
out reasonably, but even the patience of the
Counselor was wearing ihin m the face of such
obdurate opposition from the Guards.

“You will stay here,” was the repeated
phrase, and indeed fact, of the moment.

"This is NOT looking at ali... " Evans
started.

“Hopeful?™ replied Crusher with a
meaningful glance at the secure nature of the
detention area. "No, it is not.”

"What do vou think the chances are of our
overwhelming the Guards, grabbing the chiid
and getting the hell out of here?”

“With no phasers... hordes of Ferengi... as
well as that weird docking field Dade insists
upon using?” Crusher looked at the Emissary
with one hand on her hip and her evebrows
raised. "Um. I'd say... zero.”

Troi returned to her hwo team colleagues
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having temporariiy atandoncd her attempts al
persvasion, the martial light i her eye implying,
that evenr she was becoming more than a littie
ticked oft at the FFerengi behaviour.

“Something has changed... and 1 wonder
what it could be?” Tror murmured to herselt.
staring hard at the detention area's grey walls ag
i seeing through them, somehow, weuld grant
her a clue.

"T wish we could commuticate with the
ship.” Crusher started to pace with frustration. ']
hope that Dados informatdon  about  the
Enterprise is not what has caused lhis about
face!”

"Ne. No, its not the Enterprise. We have
competition - 1 can sense non-Ferengi in very
ciose proximity o this vessel.”

“The rival party mavbe? You can tell
this?" Patricia looked at the empathic counselor
with fascinaled puzzlement and then looked
across at the close figure of Beverly Crusher.
"Can she be 5o sure?”

"You can bet on it Crusher responded
before moving w0 the Counselor's sidge. THow
much nore can vou tell about them Deanna?
Numbers, maybe?”

Trol loocked momentarily into the middle
distance, concentrating hard before shutting her
eyes and giving a Hrm shake of her head.

"No... not accurately. Although | can't
sense the emotional nuances of the Ferengl, there
are still enough of them o get i the way -
effectively, to block out those aboard this ship 1
can read. But there IS a distinct prosence, and
close, too, as well.”

The Hwee looked at cach other with some
misgiving, until Beverly firally broke the silence
with a question. “Anvthing  else, Deanna?
Anvthing at al?”

“I'm not sure.” The empath creased her
forehead in concentration, watched closely by

Evans, Crusher, and even Sabinia from the
distant corner of her secure cell.
"The strength of the presence could

indicate individuals from a potentially telepathic
race, such as Betaroid, Vuican, even
possibly..”

or

"Romulan?” responcded Beverly, her voice



hoarse, her eves fixed as if mesmerised on the
entrance to the detention area.

The Ferengi guards had parted to allow
access to two male figures, one tall with an
incredibly superior, almost haughty expression
on his dark, autogatic Romulan features. He
surveved the detention area and its inhabitants
with distinct distaste as if all this were somehow
far beneath him, his gaze ice cold and clinical.
The individual who had preceded him was
somewhat shorter, almost stocky, with the sallow
complexion tinged with minute green veins that
designated an individual of Vulcan descent who
was prone to potential excess.

Both wore the distinctive grey belted
tunics draped with the ceremonial sash of
Romulan High Cormand. DBoth their {aces bore
carefully neutral expressions, denoting neither
surprise nor alarm at perceiving a Federation
Starfleet team in the depths of the Ferengi vessel
they had just boarded. On the contrary, the
shorter of the two Romulan representatives
marched confidently towards the Away Team, a
wry twist to his lips as he said with
excruciatingly  arid politeness, "Ah..  Why,
Doctor Beverly Crusher, | presume.”

The Enterprise team could only stare at the
arTivals, then at each other, totally nonplussed.

Picard spunt on his heel and regarded the
Klingon officer at the communications post with
a somewhat furious glint in his normally
collected gaze. “"Communications as well, Mr
Worf?" he asked, his voice grim.

"It was a cleverly hidden bypass that
tricked the system into thinking there wers no
messages either to receive oy transmit, sir, a
minuic, vet effective adjustment.”

“Indeed, Mr Worf" Picard's anger at
someone maliciousty tinkering with his ship was
clear in every line of his body, everv angle of his
face, as he regarded his Bridge crew in steny
sitence.
"I owill  trust  vour  thoroughness,
gentlemen, to ensure there is nothing of a simijar
naturc hidden in the weapons systems,” he said
eventually.

Riker looked from Captan Picard to Lt
Worf, and then back to the viewscreen again, At
least they had explained why the Enterprise was
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beirg so pointedly ignored by the other two
vessels,  an unusual  ocowrrence  in anv
circumstance, much less when the two other
vessels were invelved in what appeared to be
highly ilegal negotiations right under the USS
Enterprise’s bows, on the very fringes of the
Federation space she was pledged to protect.

“Gir, sensors indicate that some form of
auxiliary vessel has just docked successiully with
the Ferengi ship.”

"Thank you, Mr Data" Picard reptied,
studying the viewscreen wilh an intensity that
rivalled the ship's sensors for thoroughness.

"} watch this...” Picard turned to Riker and
indicated the image.. "and { ask mvself why?
Why now? Why here?" Captain Picard moved to
his command chair, and sat heavily, his chin in
his hand. "And why so damned confident?”

“They do have the Away Team on board,
sir...” Riker pointed out.

“And maybe also the advantage of us too,
Number Cne” FPicard raised an evebrow at his
First Officer. "Perhaps they THINK they know
more about the Enterprise’s recent incapacitation
than we give themn credit for.”

“That,” Riker replied emphatically, "1 do
NOT like the sound of.”

"No - it is not a very comfortable thought,”
Picard agreed.

“Captain - the Ferengi Daimon contacted
the Enterprise prior to the appearance of the
Romidan vessel, which would suggest that the
system has been sabotaged within the last 50
minutes,” Data pointed out from his position at

Ops.

“Agreed, Data.  Mr Worf, see tha! the
Syrenusae are confined to quarters under armed
guard until further notice, and that Engineering is
cleared of all nonessential personnel. Go to full
red alert.”

"
Pl

ve, sir.”

“Bridge to La Forge.”

"La Forge here, Captain.”

“Geordi, | want a leve] one diagmostic scan

rin on all systems. 1 am assigning Data to help
vou, Concentrate on Communications and



weapons  systems,  Anvthing - the smallest
anomaly - 1 want fracked down and thoroughly
investigated.” Picard's tone alone made it clear it
was not a request. it was an order.

"A}}'C, siy.”

"Captain, the most comprehensive way to
check the ship's communication and sensor
systems would be to launch a low frequency
communications buoy. Test signals could then be
assessed, both incoming and outgoing.”

"Make it se, Mr Data."

"Shall I make arrangements for Thelxepia
to be escorted up for an interview, Captain?”
Riker suggested dourly, his face unusuaily stern,

Picard grunted his asseni to his First
Officer's  suggestion, before adding, “And
Commander - as s00n as those weapons svstems
are on ling, clean, [ want phasers armed and
ready.  When that becomes evident on the
Romulan and Ferengi sensor svstems, I doubt if
we will be ignored for much longer.”

el

Captain, the Away Team -

“Commander?” Picard's expression asked
if his First Officer was really about to question
this command decision.

"Aye, Captain.”

"Ch..  and  WIlL” Picard  paused
momentarily, breathing out slowlv and pinching
his bottom lip between finger and thumb belore
making his next request. “Have Lucy Evans and
Aglaopheme accompany the Syrene leader to the
Conference room, please.”

Will Riker raised one evebrow ai this,
"Avye, sir.”

“We insist that we are released at once!”
Beverly Crusher insisted icily from where she
stood at the front of the detentior cell. "You are
acting in direct contravention of Federation -~

I remind vou, most respectfully, Dr
Crusher, that you are in fact aboard & non-
Federation aligned craft.. and 1 think that even
the more palatable aspects of Dado's interstellar
trade would have had him exiled {rom Federation
space eons since.”

"This act 1s still in vielation o1 any treaty
vou care to mention, BeAn!" Bevirly snapped
angrilv. "To say nothing of those reporis | have
heard of your heinous ethical conduct.”

The shorter of the two Romulan
‘gentleren’ stepped from the dim recesses of the
detention area outside the secure cel itself, and
approached the incensed CMO with a guixolic
littie-boy-lost look that settled somewhat oddiy
upon his satyric Romulan features.

"Oh my.. Do 1 sense disapproval, Dr
Crusher? How fascinating to experience, first
hand, the bioethical outrage of the jamous Dr
Crusher herself. | attended a very interesting
seminar given bv yourself at Starfleet medical
some time ago now. Let me see.. what was it
entitled? The Romulan tapped his lemple in a
contemptuous gesture, somewhat in keeping
with his general tone. "My memory.. Ah, yes,
something not unlike 'medical ethics and alien
cultures' or some other such nonsensical title

Troi threw a quelling glance af the Dockor,
aware that for some reason the Romulan was
doing his best ko goad her colleague to ine
furthest #mits of her patience.  Dr Crusher
nedded  slightly at the Counselor, and tried
almost visibiv to calm her tury, pushing her chin
up, her eyes still sparkling with suppressed
Animosy.

"Indeed? 1am sure | had no idea that 1 was
entertaining such an ilustrious audience,” she
replied, her voice dry with sarcasm. “I'm sure
Starfieel Medical would be thrilled 1o know that
such & wide scientiiic audience think their
conferences worthy of a visit, and | waii in some
anticipation for a reciprocal invitation.” Her tone
impiied she was not about to hold her breath,
though.

"It was indeed a fascinating case that vou
presented, Docter, Your views are.. predictable,
but you present them in a very original and, dare
I say it, enthusiastic fashion. But at the end of the
day, Starfleet verbiage is.. Starfleet verbiage,
atter all."

"You have a right to vour opinion, BeAn,"
Beverly returned acidly., “but net, 1 think. the
right to imposc that opinion upon others with
rights of their own. An act as immoral as it is
reprehensible!”

"Strong words, Dr Crusher - but.. sadly
empty. 1 would remind you that I am on the
right side of this particularly nasty forcefield



here” e pomted i doese proxinuny o L
detengon cell force field, making it briefiv
shimmer a sparkling bright red with o Joud,
crackling report, before stepping back. "Whereas
vou are not!”

a

Dr Crusher flexed her fists with a very

unhippocratic urge to slap that smirk physically
off his corpulent Romuilan Face.

“Your opimions, dear Doctor, are quite
academic. A far more fascinating subject for
discussion must surely be, what 15 the eminent
Doctor Beverly Crusher deing posing as a
Captain of a Starfieet vessel - a Starship no less...
and the Enterprise at that.”

He opuiled a smail moue of interested
distaste.

"Dado was, of course, almost hysterical
when [ told him. He is without doubt one of the
most pararoid individuals within the whole of
the known galaxies - but then so would you be if
vou had no less than 92 contracts of death levied

" on your head by 54 different races.”

BeAn paced the width of the entrance and
back again, before addressing the occupants of
the Ferengi detention cell.

"Oh, come on. an
Medical Doctor, a beautiful woman who jooks as
ii she carries more than just a drop of Betazoid
blood - and, if I am not much mistaken, a mature
SyTene?”

Beverly regarded the Romulan with acute
distaste. My God, he i going fo skt drooling, was all
she could think and as she caught Deanna’s eve
she realised she must have revealed her
exasperation and revulsion to her empathic
colleague, as if she had broadcast it at the top of
her voice to normal Humans,

"And what of the child?” Evans had stood,
and advanced towards BeAn, obviously realising
that the time for discretion was at an end. "We
came here originally to negottate for the release
of the girl."

“Oh
‘loopback’?

vou mean the ‘rogue.. the

Evans physically jumped at hearing the
taboo terms of her race on the lips of an enemy.

"Ah ves. 1 have all the little terms and
phrases used by yourselves at my disposal,

“1
[%3

eminent Starfleet’

adany Svrenc. But [ do net think ‘negotiate” is
one of them.”

,
He turned to po, and then, as it struck by
an afterthought, he turned back to the cell. "And
by the way - we did know of the incapacitation of
the Enterprise, you know, possibly even oefore
vourselves. That's one reason why Daimen Dado
has yet to remove his very speedy ship into the
next sector since finding out about vour 'littie
games. Since you came on board, we have
ensured that our agents aboard the Enterprise
have rendered it rulv ineffective... and there is a
Warbird due shortly to collect our little... added
bonus.  So, until later.. lLadies.” And
condescending mock salute, he removed himsel{
from the area. shadowed by his taller colleague.

a

“Can we really believe him?" Crusher

turned to ask Evans and Troi

"I sincerely hope not,” Troi replied with no
little fecling. "We have to get out of here, and ]
would like & ship to get back t."

"I cannot believe that BeAn looks so..
ordinary. {'ve heard such tales, i know him to be
a monster by his deeds - vet he seems so... well,
innocucus!” Patricia marvelied, her coniusion
patent. "He is a murderer, [ know this as fact, but
he appears... harmiless.”

"Wejl, he may not be vour most likeiv
candidate for a genocidal manjac,” Crusher
remarked wrvly, “but 1 for one do not really want
fo wait around to prove anything conclusively,
one way or the other.. Deanna, did you get
anvthing?"

"Apart from your angry frustration, vou
mean?”
Beveriv gave her Detazoid colleague a
sardonic stare.

“Hmmm.." Deanna, suddenly business
like, stood up from her seat on the bunk by the
rear wall. "It is interesting. From BeAn [ sense
intense curiosity, ambition.. and almost glee at
the coup he has achieved against the Enterprise.
But.."

“Go on, Counselor,” Patricia Evans urged
her, moving to stand at Dr Crusher’s side.

"BeAn's colleague, accomplice, whatever,
was displaving a clear range of strong emotions.
Revulsion, horror, fear - and I mean real fear.
There seems to be some ambiguity about his role




1 all of this for some reason, as 1 also discerned
an element of indecision. However, as soon as
BeAn mentioned my  Betazoid  bicod,  his
emational controb switched it all off, almost like a
shutter coming down, leaving only distant,
intellectual inferest.  An impressive leat, as
Romulans are, by their very nature, quite
emotionat beings.”

*And that is our weak link," Beverly
Crusher observed dolefully, looking longingly
bevond the confines of their prison to the Ferengi
control panel opposite.  "Unless, of course,
anvone has any better ideas..™

Picard sat in his chair at the head of the
table in the conference lounge, his face stern,
unreadable, as he regarded the three women sat
alongside him. Commander Riker had eiected to
stand behind the Captain's chair, his face
similarly inscrutable.

“Thank vou for attending this meeting,
Thelxepia, Aglacpheme, Lucy.” Picard nedded o
cach of the Svrene in turn.

"Not that we had much choice, Captain,”
Agla pointed out, her voice cold.

"Indecd. [ required your presence so that
we could discuss the present sitvation,” Picard
coptinued, ignoring Agla's jibe, “and those
repercussions from Miss Evans'.. antics.”

"1 have already apologised several times,
and have made good any damage 1 may have
done,” Lucy replied defensively, her voice tinged
with an almost surly intonation.

"De you really think an apology coupled
with a few hours’ work is likely to make
sufficient amends for the risk vou put the Svrenc
delegation and the crew of MY ship in?” Picard
bit out icily, rising to his feet, whiisl tugging at
his uniform top. He continued, "Which leads me
to my question about the nature of the compound
vou exposed my crew 10.”

Lucy cast a nervous leok at Aglaopheme
as she went 1o answer Captain Picard, ticking her
lips as if her mouth were dry.

‘It was a simpie anaesthetc compound...”
she started,

"IVo, Miss Evans, it was not. Not wilh
respect to its effect upon the Hluman metabolism.
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Quite  the contrary in fact, accordmg, 10 my
medical team.” Picard’s guict tone belied the
angry edge io his voice.

"The longer the crew was exposed to the
effects of the substance, the higher the risk of
fatality. 1 believe the term D Selaar used was
‘hyptogenetic narcotic’”

"But that is impossitle!”  Agla's voice cut
through  the  heavy  silence  that  suddenby
enveloped the room. "The compound was not of
a fatal nature that... " Her voice trajled off as she
realised with horror and distaste what she had
been betraved into imparting.

“But Lucy did not use the compound you
suspected - did vou. Lucy? Riker staivd from
beside Picard. A harmdess anaesthetic?”

lo. must have got it wrong,” Lucy
stuttered, throwing a combination of looks at
both  Thelxepia and  Aglaopheme. “The

programming was very complex.”

“Got it wrong. Too complex for someone
of vour extraordinary gifts, Lucy Evans? Excuse
me it 1 find that rather hard to believe - the
compound that you chanced upon. by accident,
being a hyptogenetic substance that has been
illegral in the Federabion for decades?

"A hyptogenelic ks too complex o be an
accident. and built in safety overrides within the
replicator systems would have had (0 have been
bypassed,” Riker poimted out.

The ensuing rause seamed to stretch for
an abnormally leng tenglh of vime.

g
There was ancther Jengthy pause.

"And so to my next question. Who gave
vou the formuia, Lucv?”

Picard's wvoice was insistent.  Silence
stretched owt still longer, wnl, "What the hell
does it matter?” Lucy spat back at Captain Picard,
her face openly contemptuous. "There is nothing
voy can do anywav. I'm a minor - so what can
you do, lock me in the brig, jean-Luc?”

PPicard refused to rise o the bait, choosing
instead to reply with some conviction, "If that is
what is necessary to get to the bottom of the
threat to my crew and ship, Madam - ves.”



Lucy lounged back momentarily in her
chair, before insolentiy hicking it awav from the
table and standing up.

“Then vou had better call in that Klingon
security detail of yours, Picard, because I'm not
going anywhere quietly!”

Picard and Riker exchanged resigned
glances, but as Riker went to tap his
communicater for Security, a voice with the
cutting edge of honed steel said with great clarity,
"Leucosia, sit down and answer the questions.”

"Why should 17 Because vou say 50? The
Great Leader of & race of cowards, all of them
hiding away behind whatever excuse or disguise
they have managed to cobble together for
themselves over the years?”

Aglaopheme was upon her feet at this
Syrene transgression, her tread purposeful as she
instantly advanced on the young Syrene from her
position on the opposite side of the conference
lounge table. But Lucy was not about to be
cowed so easilv. "No wonder our race is such a
great secret - it's an embarrassment to belong o
itt  Well, it's too late. Dado is here, and the
Ferengi is here for us all. He's not here 1o
negotiate over one Syrene child. He knows the
Enterprise has been incapacitated by now. [t's all
just a matter of fiime now before he comes over
here for the whole miserable delegation!”

Lucy's green eves glittered with bitter
trivanph as she drew herself up to her full height.

“Don't you see, you stupid old woman?
They will not be able to ignore us anv more. The
Federation cannot ignore an official delegation
being snatched from a Federation Starship by
Ferengi slavers, The UFI* would have to fight to
defend our rights then!"

"And the Ferengi would fight to defend
what they see as their right to trade,” Thelxepia
pointed out sadly,” and what then, vou silly
child?"

“All out war,” Riker answered shortly.
"An intergalactic bloodbath over trade ethics.”

“And at last the Syrenc would be fruly
free!” Lucy sighed, idealistic zeal clear i her
voice. “Free from persecution, free from
discrimination... free to stand up and state their
true heritage!”

Picard

“"And for how long?” asked
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reasonabiy. “For how iong will this idvll iast?
There's only one group of people who | can see
benefiting from: this scheme, and it is not the
Svrene.”

"The Romulans,” Aglaopheme suddenly
said in an assured voice, "They win twice over,
Subjects  for BeAn's experiments  and  an
intergalactic war they are conveniently on the
sidelines for the duration of. And vou would
condernn the entire delegation to such & foul and
painful death Leucosia? Molpe, Pisinoe, Ligia...
myself, for this?”

“We would die martyis... like Marta Lean!”

"We would die... and the gene pool would
lose the House or Gaca and most of the House of
Sterepe, not to mention that of Achelous. Your
Human upbringing has left you sadly lacking -
Marta Lean died to preserve those things... your
Human natare seeks only to destroy them.”
Aglaopheme shook her long dark mane with a
sigh of regret. "Al ] can say is that at least
Parthenope has not had to bear witness to this -
for it sickens e, and you are not of my issue.”

Aglaopheme gave the Syrene girtl a
slighting look from beneath drawn brows as she
drew out a chair on her present side of the table,
whilst Lucy remained standing.

"So tefl us about the person who gave vou
the formula to knock out the Enterprise,
Leucosia,” Agla continued.

"I will not.. and vou cannot make me!"
Lucy sneered.

“Then I will tell you. Romulan Centurion
Motok, agent for the Romulan Empire, at present
based in the sector that includes the Vulcan
colony that is vouwr nominated homeworid. He is
ambitious, ruthless.., bul a little careless. He likes
to drink, usually something with a litde more
kick to it than synthehol... unfortunately, when
he does so, his tendency to brag in the right
company can prove his undoing. You see, Motok
cannot hold his liquor, somewha! unusual and
unforfunate in the race that blessed the universe
with the gift of blue ale.”

Lucy could only stare at the other Svrene
with amazement.

"He gave you the formula to knock out
Captain Picard’s crew, he was the one who
instructed vou then to disabie the weapons and
communications systems... and il necessary, you



were o neutratize lite support function.”

Aglaopheme at this point turned to the
watching figures of Riker and Picard.

"Molpe and 1 have done our best to reverse
most of Leucosia's recent handiwork, but Motok’s
plans never included the presence of vour
remarkable Commander Data, Captain. | would
hazard a guess that Motok has promised to
deliver the flagship of Starflest on a platter to the
Romulan High Command. e is no doubt
warping his way from deep within Romulan
space on a Warbird as we speak.”

"You lie," Lucy snarled, incensed. "You
lie...you cannot believe this. She is the one who
betraved us... as she betraved Marta Lean!”

“A taitor, Leucosial.. Was it 1 who
condemned Theitxepia, Molpe, Ligia and vour
mother to & lingering martvr's death whilst you
and Motok went on to enjoy the resy future of the
Empire's favourites?"

"No!" Leucosias eyes were wide. "No!
Not"

"I wish I could believe that, Leucosia of
Gaea, truly 1 do. But vou have forgotten the first
law of the Svrene code, that onc’s first and only
ever true devotion must be to the pool.”

Lucy ran to Thelxepia and dropped to her
knees at the Syrene Elder’s feet,

"Please, Thelxepia. Please, you musi
believe me. | wanted our race to be free of the
shackles that leave it prey to others - he promised
me that..”

Thelxepia of Achejous rose to her feet with
regal maiesty and stared atr the young woman at
her feet.

"Get -up, Leucosia, surely vou have
disgraced the Syrene sufficiently for todav. It
must, in part, be for vour mother as Head of the
House of Gaea to decide your fate.. not those of
us here. That is unless you wish to defain her,
Captain?”

“Under the circumstances, [ think it would
be better if vou dealt with this, Madam,” Picard
said respecttully, with a glance at his First
Officer, who nodded his head briefly in
agreement with the Captain.

"S0 be it.. Aglaopheme, nominate one of

the Guardians to shadow Lencosia of Gaea.”

“Yes, Thelxepia"  Aglaopheme bowed
brieflv to her leader. "It shall ve done. Captam
Picard, I require one of your Sccurity Officers to
escort Leucosia to the Syrene quarters.”

"Of course. Aglaophemne,” Picard replied,
immediately hailing Security.

“Can 1 ask a question of
Aglaopheme?” Riker said suddenly.

you,

The Syrene woman regarded him
haughtily, one evebrow raised.

"Why were you so surprised at the fact
that Lucy used a hyplogenetic narcotic?  Almost
as if you knew she would use something else?”

"Because initially she came to us with the
scheme for drugging the Enterprise and we
supplied her with the formula for a harmless
placebo.  She knew that we knew about that.
Then, also, because 1 had thought that we had
managed to intercept the information that Motok
was  receiving  from  the Romulan High
Command, and we had attempted to subsitule
what has turned out to e the hyptogenetic
compound with something less deadlv.. both
avenues were somewhat unsuccessiul, it would
appear!”

"You play at games with high stakes”
Picard observed as the two grave taced women
stood before him, their attitude resolute.

"They are the only games worth playing,”
Thelxepia observed somewhat sadly, as the doors
to the conference lounge swished open to allow
the Enterprise security detail to escort away the
quietly sobbing Lucey, the girl hiding her disgrace
with the cowl of her tunic, as the party left,

Aglaopheme bringing up the rear.

"It was said that the Sirene of old Earth
myvth were cursed by Aphrodite for being
rebellious fo love, exiled to the rocks off rmy home
coptinent as their punishment,” Picard observed
as he watched them leave.

"An interesling comparison, sir, but ]
doubt even those mythical creatures managed to
wreak the kind of havoc that their space bound
counterparts have.”

“Speaking of which,” Picard said crisply,
“we must refumn to our own counter measures
and intrigues, Number One.”
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Riker stepped back to allow the Captain to
precede him from the conference lounge, whilst
tapping his communicator with a sure hand.

"Mr Data.. have you anv results of the
jovel one diagnostics currently being run across
essential systems at present””

"yes, Commander Riker. Geordi, Wort and
myself have managed to locate several anomalies
which are MOST intriguing.-...”

Deanna Troi felt the arrival ol the taller of
the two Romulan negotiators within the
detention area before she actually saw him in the
dim Ferengi lights. She moved smoothly from
her seat on the floor near the feet of Patricia
Evans and the child, moving to stand near the
door.

"My name is Haakas, and 1 will tell you
now, | am no weak link” He regarded the
occupants with the by now familiar aulocratic
haughtiness that seemed to pervade his features
constantly.

“In fact, if anytiing, } am more committed
to my cause than anyone aboard this ship. The
Ferengi are menitoring your conversation,” he
added almost as an afterthought. His accent was
heavy, the universal translators having some
problems with his nuances of pronunciation.

"Forgive us if we do not react with
surprise,” Deanna Troi responded sharply, her
arms crossed before her as she regarded the
individual before her. “And if vou are so
committed to your so called cause, why then the
ambiguity of purpose 1 can sense s clearly from
you?"

The Romulan moved closer and said in an
undertone, “You cannot be certain of any such
ambiguity.”

"Then why the need to come here and
justify yourself?” Deanna repiied in a whisper,
her glance assessing. “Are you here to convince
vourself as well as us?”

"You would not understand!” he finally
hissed out, haif turning away from the gaze of the
Counselor, and then tuming back again as the
Counselor said quietly,

"Maybe not. But I can understand the
ambiguity within you... the sense of Joss, and of

betraval.”

Deanna feli a presence at her side, and
looked round. and then down, to see Sabinia
beside her. She was regarding the Romulan on
the ofher side of the forcefield with interest and,
most surprisingly, recognition.

“Do you know this child?” she asked
Haakas, puzzed, as the small Syrene figure
walked forward and held her paln up towards
him, palm outwards.

“How can she recognize you? 1f you come
with BeAn, surely this is the first time you have
seen the child?" Troi asked, a note of urgencv in
her voice.

Defily, the Romulan flicked a small piece
of perspox towards the base of the force field,
sufficient for it to set up a droning whine from
the field disturbance, loud enough to mask his
words.

"No, it is not.” The austere line of the
Romulans jaw was tense with anger and restraint,
rigid with what strangely appeared o be some
form of wounded pride. "It is fruly a shame that
you are here... I had no idea that there would be
Federation nvolvement in such a business.”

"We are here to save the chiid,” Troi
insisted. “The Enterprise is here solely by chance,
not design. We have come to help her.”

“Then thal is also a shame, for now we
must all die.”

“Die? What do you mean... Haakas. what
do you mean, DIE?”

But the question went unheard as the
Romujan Haakas had bent down on one knee to
address the small Syrene child with quiet words.
and an almost tender look on his saturnine face,
his accent so rich that the unjversal translators
gave up entirely on some of what he saic.

] know vou are Romulan enough to
understand what must be done here, daughter of
mine, vou know as I do that this must be done for
the sake of Mnheisahe; for the Haakas Hfifhar
there is no other course for us to take. We must
be determined to do our duty by the Hiithar to
the last, ssuej-d'ify?”

Counselor Troi was so stunned at his
words that she gave a slight jump as someons
touched her gently on the shoulder.



"What is going on?” Beverley Crusher's
face was dark with anxious concern.  "What
exaclly do you mean by those words, Haakas?”

"I must destrey this ship and all aboard if
needs be. Mnhei'sahe demands it.”

Only the child stared back at him,
unblinking, unafraid. The others in the cell were
aghast. Evans was upon her feet in an instant,
fighting to keep her voice low to avoid the
sensitive Ferengi communication systems.

"What do you mean, destroy this ship, we
all must die... who appointed vou all powerful
deity of the monti?” Evans hissed.

"It is the only way," Haakas insisted with a
worrying lack of omotion. "It is an act of
necessify.”

"MNecessity?!! To kill ali those on board this
vessel, including this child?... 1t's more like an act
of insanity!”

The Romulan regarded Evans
trritated patience, his face cool, reserved.

with

"How can anvone from the Federation
galaxies ever think they could understand the
motivations of a Remulan? Our cuitures are very
different, vour aims and objectives quite alien to
our own. This child is my daughter. [ cannot
allow her to fall into the hands of BeAn or the
Ferengi, for I know what they plan and it sits iil
with the natural order of the universe. 5o 1 will
purge their presence.”

"Butat what cost?™ Crusher appealed.

"The family, the Hfifhar, that [ and... the
child come from, is an ancieni and poweriul cne
within the Romulan political arena. We bear no
less than two senatorships within cur bloodline.
Senatorships that in our culture are passed down
the fematle Line of sisters to eldest children.”

He shut his mouth suddenly, as if he had
been carried away by the things he was saving,
and had suddenly realised the culturally intimate
nature of what he was imparting,.

“We like to think that we are good servants
to the Star Empire, we try to use our power with
honour and justice and i has made us many
enemies, both inside the senate and outside.
Nhereas a Praetor can be made or bought, a
Haakas senator cannot, and there are any number

OF corrupt eifials who would gleefully see our
tamily stripped of both honour and name.”

Hazkas straightened up and stared down
at the sarap of raven haired defiance that stared
up at his face with composure,

“And my alien daughter is the ideal means
by which to do it. She is proof that the all-
important hereditary female line is less than pure,
she provides evidence that it is entirely possible
thai a non-Romulan has gained access to ihe
sepate in the name of Haakas. She was the
blessed curse that would see owr family fall - so 1
had her sent away 1w a distant colony worid
where no one could possibly divine which famiiy
she belonged to. She was..fostered by others of
our race, but as it was, people became
increasingly alarmed as the child grew older and
revealed her race potential.”

The proud autocratic face of the Romulan
man looked pale in the dim light, but Troi dare
not utter any words lest she destroy his catharsis,

"By the fime [ had word of how bad things
wore, the Ferengi sseikea had already removed
her - 1 can only thank the Elements that Rrhianna
is not alive to see her longed for child treated
thus,”

He tinished with a long, Jonely sigh.

“Then surely that is all the more reason to
give your daughter a chance io live, Haakas."
Deanna entreated. "It sounds as if what the child
has had abeady can hardly be called a life. She
deserves a second chance....not a death sentence.”

"To die, simply because she is Syrene,”
Beverley  Crusher murmured.  “What
depressingly common theme al preseni.”

a

T cannot take that risk!™ Haakas snapped.
"It is out of my hands...it is Mnhet'sahe!” as if that
explained everviiing. He then paced away from
the entrance fo the cell, appearing furicusly
angry.

"Mnhei....?" Crusher was not about to
admit she had difficulty i even pronouncing it in
ront of Maakas. "Deanna?”

"The ruling passion..one of the very few
things we are aware of within Romulan Society.
Where “face’ or honour 5 10 be maintained by
whatever means are necessary. 1tis an incredibly
strong motivating force that should never be
foolishly underestimated by those of us not



bound by such rigid codes.

"Then it means things are done for
someone’s good?” Beveriey asked, her brow
furrowed as she tried to make sense of this very
severe culture.

“Not recessarity...one does things for one's
own good, ene's own honour, and if properly
carried ocut the actions in question will have
benefited the honour of all parties in the
transaction as well."

“Something tells me the Ferengi are
probably not quite ready for this concept yet,”
Crusher observed wrviy to the Counselor as she
leant back against the wall of the detention cell.
"particularly as it means the annihilation of the
Oumoc I in its execution.”

By this time, Haakas™ paced circuit of the
detention area under the watchiul eves of the two
Ferengi guards had brought him back again to
within three paces of Counselor Troi and
Beveriey Crisher.

"That enemies of the Empire should be
here to witness owr race’s debasement in this
matter, and al the hands of the Ferengi - he spat
the last word out with loathing - "is the final
insult. Sub Commander Motok was to have been
assigned as Iigh Conunand aide on this mission,
but 1 finally managed to be nominated as
replacement with no little effort. Let us hope that
I alone am enough to redeem Romulan face in
this matter.”

"But it does not have to be like this.. to
sacrifice your daughter for some outmoded
concepi of honour, We could take the child. We
have a party of her race on board the Enterprise
that have come for this child,” Troi appealed.

"Never!? 1, Haakas, will not be beholden to
these female thratin, to condemn her to a lifetime
with such people. Tt would be better to end it
here and now.”

“You cannot know that™ Evans reterted
angrily. "Our race is as ancient as your own.
Your daughier belongs to an ancient House
within our people's culture, just as she does
within your own Hfifhar. If vou do not want her
contribution to your line - then we do!”

“Enough!” Haakas growled angrily, his
sallow skin tinged with bronze green as an
unbecoming flush stole over his hawklike
features.
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“Erough ot tins, 1 nave said all 1 will on
this... the matter is at an end Ssuaj-ha thhei?”

And with that, Haakas spun on the heel ot
his beot and swept out after barking an angry list
of requests at the Ferengi, whoe had been
watching the proceedings with undisguised yet
cautious interest.

"What now?" Crusher muttered in an
undertone. "l think the onby thing we can depend
on Haakas for s a speedy end, as opposed 10
merely a speedy end to our predicament.”

Then suddeniy the  Ferengi  ship
shuddered, the lights dimming almost to hlackou!
as the distinctive effects of phasers upon shields
were apparent.  Instantiy an alien sounaing
klaxon screamed out the Ferengl version of
general quarters red alert. The two Enterprise
officers looked at each other, and then at their
Ferengi goalers whoe had opened the deors to the
detention arca and were peering out into the
corridor in obvious alarm.

“Don't worry, Beverly,” Troi whispered,
reaching up into her thick swathe of brown hay,
the bulk of whichi was twisted into a heavy top
knot. " think the cavairy is on its way.”

And with that she coclly pulled a type !
phaser from her binding plaits.

"Siill noe response, Captain,” Worf reported
o FPicard, as the Captain paced the length of ihe
Bridge, glanced brietiv at Commander Riker and
his security officer before pacing back to stand
behind Commander Data's shouider.

"Arm phasers again, Mr Worf,” Picard bit
out crisply. "Fire when ready at the Ferengi ship.
A brief burst of low intensitv fire should do it!”

firing,

“Phasers locked on  and
reported Worf in his deep voice.

sir,”

Caprain Picard put his chin in his hand,
contemplating the situation that he now had to
hand. The Romulan scout ship and Ferengi
vessel had pointediv ignored his hails on ail
channels - those to the Romujan craft with
respect to the fact that it was obviously flouting
the conditions of the neutral zone and was
perilously close to impinging on Federation
space; the Ferengi craft with respect to the fact
that to all intents and purposes they appeared to
be holding the Enterprise Away Team as hostage.



But there had been no response at all from erther
vessel.. yet.

"Captain, we could be putting MO
Crusher, Counselor Troi and the Emissary at
some risk if we pursue this present tactic,” Riker
warned, his tone tactful.

“Thank vou, Mr Riker.” Dlicard regarded
his First Officer without rancour. "l am aware of
the ramifications of starting a fight - but the
potential predicarnent of our Away Team and the
wheole situation is just as bleak if we do not do
everything within our power to start some form
of dialogue now, otherwise conflict is inevitable.
Agreed, Number One?"

“Yes, sir," Riker responded.

"Your input is nonetheless appreciated and
duly noted, Commander,” Picard stated quietly,
with the merest glimmer of a smile.

"Sir, the Ferengi vessel is now hailing us,”
Worf announced from the communications
position on the Bridge dais.

"Excellent. On screen, Mr Worf," Picard
repiied, turning to face the Enterprise Bridge's
main viewscreen, with the merest twitch of his
uniform top.

"Enterprise! This is an outrage! You... To
whom am | gpeaking, Human?" Dado bellowed
in fury from the viewscreen.

"1 Picard threw a puzzled glance at Riker
before returning his attention to the Daimon.
“Why, 1 am Captain Jean-buc Picard,
Cormumnanding Officer of the LI5S Enterprise...”

Deanna Troi was crouched cat-like near
the detention area force field as Evans discreetly
waved her more to the left, and then a liitle to the
right, before giving the Enterprise Counselor 2
clear thumbs up sign.

“Thatl do it, Deanna,” she hissed in a loud
whisper, but the Ferengi guards were not
disposed to eavesdrop. They had enough to
occupy them with their red alert.

“Is this truly the best way?" Crusher asked
Evans, in a low undertone. "Once the internal
power source of even a hand phaser channels
power back onto itself and blows, it can damn
near destroy things up to 4 or 5 metres away!”

80

"Surely vou dont want to stay here?”
Evans asked her.

“Yes, but still... * Crusher looked at the
Emissary out of the corner of her eye. "Okay
point taken. Well, these should give us wome
badly needed additional protection..” And with
that, Beverly Crusher started deftly pulling the
mattresses from the bunk area.

“Here - Gabinia, sit here.” The Syrene child
obediently did as she was bid, sliding dowsn into
the small gap between two of the bunks in the
corner of the cell furthest from the point of the
potential blast.

"Ready?" Deanna hissed, looking around at
other members of the Away Tearn,

Beverly Crusher and Patricia Evans
nodded their assent, and with that, Deanna
flicked open the top of the small mark I phaser,
and using her thumbnail pushed the internal
switch up onte overload capacity. She placed it
where Evans and she had decided, and then
dashed for cover as the high pitched, shrill
warhing whine of a phaser on overload built to
an ear piercing crescendo. The shattering noise
was accompanted by shouts of panic and pain
from the nearby Ferengi, the whistling velume
too much for their sensitive cars to bear.

Crouched behind the thin matiresses, the
four captives braced themselves, cringing,
waiting for critical point to be attained. 1t did not
take long. The feedback of power within the
internal mechanism  of the small weapon
exploded with more force than anvone present
had really expected.

Then - silence. Ear numbing, deathly,
total, wonderful silence.  As the dust settled,
Crusher coughed slighily, stiffly moving around
in the position where she had wedged hersel{
against the furthest wall, sheltering behind her
knees.

"Geez!" she exclaimed, her voice a dusty
croak. “Deanna?”

"Uh... Yes. Yes?"

“Next time vou decide to hide a phaser
about your person, let me know in advance so |
can remember to bring an impact suit” Crusher
coughed, scrambling to her feet. ‘“Hellfire..
would you look at this place! Hey, Troi... Dadu’s
going to love vou!”
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The detention arca was totally destroved
within a one metre creumference of the blast
point, which actuaily meant that the bulk of the
forcefield control had been phvsically vaporised.
The remainder of its circuits sparked miserably
amidst the debris, along with several other fibres
and circuits that dangled from those bits of the
dividing wall that was still standing.

Troi stood beside Crusher and surveyed
what remained of their prison.

“My ears are still ringing” Deanna
grumbled softly.
"Hey, you two, stop admiring our

handiwork and let's get going before they decide
o wake upt”

Evans was picking her way over the
wreckage, pulling the Syrene child behind her,
and while she urged the twa Enterprise officers to
g0, she indicated the Ferengi guards who were
lying stunned amidst the ruins on the other side
of the blast's epicentre.

“Hang on.” Trol skipped through the
remains of the Ferengl detention cell entrance,
and relieved their goalers of their phaser
weapons as Evans, the Syrene child and Crusher
dashed into the comridor. the doors to which had
shorted out, leaving a small gap just big enough
t0 squeeze through.

"Looking forward to an encore, Deanna?”
Crusher observed, as she saw the two Ferengi
phasers in Troi's hand.

The Counselor handed one of the weapons
to Evans, and offered the other to Crusher. "Oh
no, please. You hang onto that,” Beverly said
breathlesstv as they raced along the corridor. 1
can't wait to see where exactly you intend to hide
THAT thing!"

She nodded towards the Ferengi device,
which to all intents and purposes Jooked like a
small whip, but which they knew could release a
deadiy bolt of purest energy.

They seermed to run for some time in ne
particular direction, until they reached a forked
corridor, and then the unwelcome sound of
Ferengi voices seemed to be coming at them from
all directions.

"What now?"

Troi looked at Ewvans,

"Which way?"

" don’t know,” Evans answered, gasping
for breath. “No idea.”

But luckily for them, someone did have an
idea. Sabinia ran over to a stall access panel and
deftly undid it with nimble fingers, wrenching it
from the wali and then climbing through the
hote. She motioned the Away Team to foliow
her.

"'l never get through that!" Crusher
exciaimed, looking at the claustrophebically
small gap with horzor, and then the sound of
Ferengi feet Tunning down the corrider towards
themn made her turn and dive into the access
hatchway with the skill of a contortionist. Evans
was last in, and she pulied the panel into place
just as the Ferengi security detail scurried round
the nearest corner and past them towards what
remained of Dado's detention area,

“What now?" Troi asked.

T wish you wouldn't keep saying that,”
Evans grumbied, "because it means 1 keep having
to say 1 dor't know.”

“1 suppose we'll just have to follow Sabinia
again.” Crusher indicated the fast moving form
of the Syrene chiid as she scrambied on her hands
and knees along the service tunnel, away from
their original access point.

"How does she know where on earth she's
going?" Troi muttered, as she scrambled along on
all fours behind Crusher.

“Well, she told me before that she had
made two bids to escape. This must have been the
means by which she made one of them.” Evans
answered the Counselor.

“And failed,” breathed Crusher cautiously.
“Where has she gone? Ah, there! Hey, Sabinia,
slow down - we're not as small as you are!”

The Away Team crawied on down the
access conduits for what seemed like an age, until
finally their voung Syrene guide stopped to
unscrew a screening panel that isolated a duct
into a separate part of the Ferengi ship.

"Where are we?" Crusher moaned softly,
tooking around her at the confining metal alioy of
the Ferengi ductwork. "For all we know, we
could be right on top of the main engine reactor
corg!”



"Then 1 do NOT want 10 know for sure,”
Evans replicd emphatically.

"Beverly... is there a Fereng: animal class
equivalent to Terran arachnids?” Troi's voice
trembled only very slightly as she asked the
question.

"No, Deanna. You do not want to ask that
question right now.. but as you just have, it
means | am just going to have ko ask vou - why
do you want t¢ know?”

"Because 1 just felt something brush past
my leg.”

"Evans - can you sec anything™
"l am NOT leoking! No, no way!”

There was a pause that seemed ke an age,
and then, finally, a thump.

"Hah!" came Beverly's voice. “There!”
"What?" chorused Troi and Evans.

"I've squashed it. Just don't touch the
carcass as you come past, whatever you do,”
Crusher replied. “It's used te produce the drug
astrathine, so needless to say it can have a nasty
effect on the imrmune system.”

Troi said a very rude word.

"Deanna! M Will Riker knew that was in
your vecabulary, he'd be mortified!” Crusher
exclaimed with mock shock.

“Well, it was in Will Riker's vocabulary
that I first heard it,” said Trod in her own defence,
"and ] teel suitably moved on this occasion to air
it.”

Finally, thankfully, they moved forward
again, downwards this time, fowards what thev
knew net,

"Captain Picard, | would remind you that |
have on board three of your crew as my... guests.
Your persistent phaser firing could, potentially,
cause them - er - harm.”

jean-Luc Picard and Willam T Riker
exchanged wary Jooks. “Is that a threat,
Daimon?" Picard asked silkily, his tope
deceptively soft.

"Not No... Captam  Picard,  vou
misunderstand me.”  The Ferengi Daimon was
suddenly all oily pretence. "1 just wish you to be
in ne doubt as to the risk vou pose to vour own
people by this.." He paused theatricaily, and
waved ene hand in the air to emphasise his point.
"Action.”

“AllT want, Dado, is my people back!”

“And you will get them back, Picard, safe
and sound... 1 am more than willing to deposit
vour people at Starbase Lima when we have
managed to settle matters here... satisfactorily for
all parties concerned.”

"You mean the Away Team are vowr
hostages,” Riker stated plainly, rarely one o
mince his words.

"Let us rather say imsurance, shall we,
Commander? The Ferengi gave a mirthless, if
toothy, grin. “We shall, ne doubt, be in contact
shorty.”

"No doubt,” observed Riker with sarcasm.

And with that the transmission was cul.
Picard turned in almost a reflex action 1o the chair
on his left, but Counselor Trol was conspicucusly
absent. So he tumned back to bis right to intercept
Riker's watching gaze, to which Jean-Luc Picard
pave a deep sigh and said, "Cease firing phasers,
Mr Worf... for now.”

Evans released her hold on the deutranium
irame of the ventilation shaft and dropped easily
down to join the other members of the Away
team upon the deck of the shuttiecraft bay.
Beverly Crusher was checking the life signs of the
lene Ferengi guard they had KO'd with the
Ferengi hand weapon, but her shrug as she
straightened up from her cursory examination
spoke volumes as to her confidence in her
diagnosis.

"Well, he seems fairly well stunned,” she
said, "which is pretty obvious. More than that |
cannot reatly say.”

"Curious... that there should be only one
guard here when Dado must have known this
must surely be our objective on breaking out of
his brig,” Evans musecd, as she made her way over
to the control panel te one side of the shuttlebay,

"Curious indeed, Mrs Evans... or should |



perhaps address you as Patricia Mandale... or
even Parthenope of Gaca,  Now, drop vour
weapons - all of them!”

BeAn and Haakas stepped out from the
shadow of the Enterprise shuttiecraft, Haakas
armed wilii a disrupter which he had frained on
the exhavsted group before him.

"What the - " Beverly Crusher raised her
eyes 10 the bay ceiling and allowed one small but
pithy word to escape the furious set to her lips.
Te have come se far, then 1o be greeted by a
Romuian welcome committes...

"Leaving so soon? And our transport has
yet to arrive, Ladies. I have been granted the
honour of returning to Romulus  aboard
Warbird of Romulan High Command with my
prize.. there 1 commence my research,” BeAn
old them smugly, "for the glory and the honour
of the Empire.”
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"The Romulans send a Warbird out ic
collect one little miserable scrap of a chiid from
the neutral zone?" Crusher asked sardonically.
“Things a little slow in the Star Eimnpire at present,
BeAn™

BeAn looked at the Doctor hard, his
expression one of jey calculation.  "You should
not be so quick to mock, as need i remind vou
once more - vou are at our mercy. Thete are of
course alwavs many ways fo turn disadvantage
to advantage. For instance, Tir Crusher, there
would be many opportunities for someone like
vourself within the hierarchy of the Star Empire...
Proven medic, competent administrator, expert
xenophysiologist, academic.. Should you choose
to co-operate, the rewards could prove to be mosi
worthwhile... starting perhaps with the liberation
of one of your friends here. Shall 1 show vou
how generous 1 can be in victory? Shall 1 grant
the Betazoid her freedom?”

The echo of BeAn's words seem to hang
the bay with an eerie sense of the bizarre
Teanna glanced, alarmed, at Crusher, unwilling
to believe what her empathic senses were telling
her. An overwhelming sense of fatality, that
Beverly Crusher had apparently concluded that if
just one of them could get out of this mess alive
to tell the tale, then it couid be worth almost any
sacrifice.

"Beveriy, no.”
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Crusher stoud there within the silence of
the Ferengi shuttlebay, noises from the interior of
the Qumoc 11 finally permeating through te
closed bay doors, indicating that they would
appear to have very little time teft for anything.

“Beverly!”  This time Troi managed to
catch her cotleague's eve. "Don't you dare. And
it would be futile, for | wonld not go - and I mean
that!'

With a small sigh, Crusher finally looked
iong mnio the face of her antagonist. "You may
have us, BeAn, but we will bring you nothing but
rrouble. Is it really worth causing a Federation/
Romulan incident over three women and a mere
child™ Beverly finally said, her tene flat yet
angry.

BeAn regarded Crusher with a somewhat
superior gaze. "Oh no. No, no, my dear Dr
Crusher, vou flatter vowself. The Warbird 15 not
actually here to collect your good selves but o
effect the removal of the Syrene delegation from
the 1SS  Enderprise, including, 1 helieve,
Thelxepia of Achelous, nominated race leader.”

"How do you know about that?” Evans
asked, her tone icy with fear. "Who could
possibly have told you?”

“Oh, [ know about manv  things,
Parthenope of Gaea. Your daughter has beun a
useful source of information for the Emplre. Tt
will be a shame to jose her now the game is in its
final stages. Motok did his job well”

"But the game is not over vel, The game
will never be over as long as there i3 a smgle
Syrene alive in these galaxies to hunt vou down
like the cur vou are!”

"Captain Picard would never surrender the
Syrene to vou, BeAn,” Crusher said with quict,
deadly assurance. "Never. Whatever the cost,
Jean-iuc Ficard woulki never relinguisih those
people to vou.”

"Then jie has surely signed vour respective
death warrants,” replied BeAn, "and | still have
Parthenope of Gaea and the child with whom to
resume my studies. | will be most interested to
be abie to review at first hand the product of
Vidor Mandale's work.”

"Mandale?” Crusher shook her head "But
all his documented studies were on - "

“Nu, not his very earty work, Dr Crusher,




Oh dear, it would appear that the UFP has been
laundering the history books again.. albeit at
Mandale's own request.”

“No!" disagreed Crusher.
poss...”

“That's not

“No!" Evans regarded BeAn with total
horror for what he had suggested. "No. You are
wrong. You do not know what you are talking
about. You are misinformed.”

"No, Madam, I am not” The ghort ligure
of BeAn shook his head emphatically, his tone
dispassionately callous.  "Mandale laid the
foundations upon which I, and I alone, will build
& Romulan master race of such intellectual
prowess and longevity that our match will not be
found in a milienia.”

Beverly Crusher cocked her head to one
side at these words before saying coolly, "i dont
think s¢." She paced slowly towards BedAn, and
then stopped. “Because once this gets out,
Romulan credibility amongst nen-Ronwian and
non-Federation aligned advanced worlds is going
to make space pretty uncomfortable for the
Empire for some time. And the Romulan Empire
may fancy taking on the whole of the krown
gataxies, but T wonder how long that would last -
war has its price even for a 'master race’.”

She furned to Haakas, who had been
standing silently behind the Romulan geneticist,
watching herself and Evans with his hooded
gaze.

“The best way to end this is to let us return
to the Enterprise, deny the Syrene to BeAn. Once
their amazing secrets are o, it will simply be
inpossibte for him and his supporters t¢ continue
this work without the universal condemmnation
and censure it so richly deserves. And I am sure
one of the very first to act will be the Romulans
themselves - thelr honour and cedibility
amongst non-aligned civilizations demands it!
Do anything eise, and it will stop nothing. Those
in favour of this work will simply find
themselves another BeAn and carry on his work
under that marvelious cloak of secrecy, a cloak
that you will have helped to maintain.”

Crusher paused, locking hard at the
austere face of the Romulan before her, his
features hard as if they were hewn from granite,
his atfitude betraying ne strain of thought, no
evidence to his indecision or lack of jit. His dark
gaze seemed to burn inte her countenance for
what seemed an age, and then he glanced briefly
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at the small Digure situmg within the open door of
the Enterprisc shutttecraft Tiberus, paliently
awaiting her liberation. Beverly saw the bricf
tash of pain in his eves belore he moved his gaze
and altered the aim of the disrupter, saving in his
quiet, accented voice, "You mwust return to the
Enterprise now. Stheahwill.  Go, women of
loann'mhrahel.”

EXGHT

The stillness of the Captain's Ready Room
seemed far from the activities associated with the
red alert status obwious on the main Bridge.
Commander Riker and Capian Ficard had
withdrawn for a few moments to contemplate the
present situation and consider Mmeir next maove.

Picard sat at his desk, his face gnm as he
walched his exhausted First Officer sink into the
{acing chair with a sigh of fatigue, a grey look of
dredness on his face.

“Wiik 1 would undersiand if vou felt the
need 1o take some well-carned rest. Tut o sjeep,
forcibly wakened and then dropped inte an
encounier situation... 1U's enough o knock the
stulfing out of any one of us.”

"Tm onot geing anvwhers il wewve
finally got owselves out of ihis damned mess?”
Riker responded, adding as an afterthought, "sir.”

"An admirable objective, Number One...
and this situation is proving to be something of a
Gordian knot.”

"Do you think you could have handled it
any differently, Captain?”

Picard threw 2 wry look at his Firgt
Officer. wondering if Will Rikey was trying to sav

“HE would have.

"No. Given what the situation was when
we resumed command, 1 do not think so. Not
that | agree or disagree with the decisions made
by Commander Data and his temporary Bridge
relief - only they truly know what factors were in
plav AT THAT TIME, given the condition of the
Enterprise and the options available o them.
After all, we now have the benefit of hindsight.
stand by the decisions made, both theirs and
rmire, but concerning the Away Team.. Well, &
brave act is not necessarily a wise one.”

Jean-Luc Picard leaned back in his chair,
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and rubbed his eves briefiy, releasing a deep sigh
as he did so. "1 keep rerunding myself -
correction, | HAVE to keep reminding mysell -
that the Away Team on the Oumoc Il is
composed of seasoned members of my staff as
well as resourceful Starfleet persopmel. We were
damned lucky that they were around at all... and
unaffected.”

“Thanks to their attendance of the Yrice,”
Riker pointed out, “although T think [ would have
included Lt Worf in the Away Team had 1t been
composed under more normal conditions.”

"Muscle, Number One?”

“Numbers, Captain,  Three is hardi
sufficient to watch each others’ backs, even if
they were armed.”

"But as tar as we know, they are probably
not by now. Lord knows what the situatior: is
over there!”

Picard rubbed the back of his head before
icoking across at Riker. "And all I have been able
to think of since 1 woke up in the middle of this
nightmare is, what the helt am 1 going o tell
Waesley? God forbid I have to tell him anything at
all.  And the prospect of living with the
knowledge that the last thing | told his mother to
do was 0 get on with her job and save my ship!”

Riker's answer was iost in a sudden hail.

"Captain!” Data's voice carried an
uncharacteristic note of urgency. A vessel
consistent with the specifications of the
shuttlecraft has emerged at great speed from
within the shiekd area of the Qumoc I1”

“Positive  identification, Data?" Picard
snapped out instantly, on his feet and out of his
readv room so quickly he was able to receive his
answer in person from the android officer sitting
at Ops.

“It t¢ the Enterprise shutile Tiberius, sir.”
Data's hands moved nimbly across the ops
console. "Sensors indicate life signs to be four.”

"The Tiberius is requesting urgent
assistance from the Enterprise, audic only,” Wor{
rumbled from the rear of the Bridge. "The
message  states they anticipate potential
aggressive retaliation from other ships within the
vicinity.”

“Audio only? No visual?”
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Picard glanced at Riker, who shook his
head and said, "Suspicious.”

"Cpen hailing frequencies ta the crat, Mr
Wort, audio message,” Picard snapped out.

"Audio, sir.”

“This is the USS Enterprise. Ovcupants of
shuttle Tiberius, please identifv yourselves.”

There was a crackie o1 static as the
channels were opened for a response. Riker shot
a concerned look at his Captain, wio took a deep
brealh. "1 repeal. This is the USS... "

"Jean-Luc Picard,” came an all too familiar
voice, “what the nell are vou waiting tor..7"

The transmission was c¢at  abruptly,
replaced by the dromng whine of nuliified
subspace,

"Sir, Data's voice cut clearlv through the
discrete buzz of consternation on the Enterprise
Bridge. "It would appear that the Oumoc 1l is
atternpting to get a fix on the shuttie Tiberius,
using its powerful tractor beam facility. The
activated field penerated by the beam is rendering
subgpace communication impossible.”

"Data, what are the chances of them being
successful?" Commander Riker asked urgently.

“Without a better understanding of the
techmology the Ferengi are cuwrrently using,
Commander, unknown. However, should they
prove successful, the ability of the Enterprise to
transport the Away Team back with predictable
results could be seriously impaired.”

"Worft" Captain Picard strode towards his
command chair, his shoulders rigid, his back
ramrod straight.  “Sound general quarters, tull
red alert - battlestations.”

“ave, sir,” the Klingon  officer
acknowledged promptly.

"Ensign, lay in an intercept course for the
shuttle Tibertus,” Picard instructed. "Let's make
sure we get to them before the Ferengi do.”

“Or the Romulans, sir,” Riker reminded
hir quietly, as he sat down in his chair to the
Captain’s right.

"Indeed, Number One," Picard nodded,
raising one evebrow somewhat sardonicalty. "L.et



us not forpet the Romulans.”

The motion of spacecraft could
occasionally make one feel quite ili, particulariy if
it was small, most particutarly if it was going fast.
But Deanna Troi could quite honestiy say she had
never been subjected to a passage through space
quite like this one. An alarmed, speedily revived
Ferengi operative had been 'coerced into
reversing the beam system of the Oumoc II - and
somewhat clumsily by all accounts, as the
reversed tractor beam had hurled them out of the
Ferengi ship at a horrific speed as if from a high
tech slingshot. At first it was just a relief to
escape the Ferengi craft, but that was quickly
replaced by the realisation that the shuttle was
not built for the kind of velocity it had been
expelled at,

Troi sat in the rear of the shuttle, holding
Sabinia tightly bv the shoulders as the inguisitive
Syrene child, appearing totally unfazed by the
drama of the moment, was far more interested in
standing as close to the helm as possible. She
could only marvel at the child's resilience; the
groaning shaking structure of the shuttlecraft
was terrifying - even Troi could see the craft was
on the verge of barrelling out of contrel, the
forces of momentum easily overcoming ils
reverse thrusters,

"Its no good - if I keep them on any longer,
'l simply burn them out!” velled Evans over the
top of the computer warning announcement.
"We are just going to have to trv and ride it out.”

"Warning - present velocity is in excess of
documented safety limits, Warning...”

"l know! 1 know! Beverly, switch that
damned neise offt  Evans shouted, glancing
sideways to where Beverly Crusher had been
hailing the Enterprise.  Crusher moved her
attention from the communications equipment
and proceeded to study the control panel as if it
were a particularly tasty box of comfits.

“Beverly - just hit anything, but hurry. Try
the one on the left, or the one next o it - but
quick!”

Crusher, in fact, had to hit two fields to the
left of the console before the annoying computer
alert finally halted and they were left with the
comparative silence of three emergency alarms
and the sound of the shuttle itself groaning under
the stress of its own momentum.

“The Ferengi are closing fast,” Evans
reported, her hands skittering over the helm with
a1s almost familiar ease. “This is going to be one
of THE shortest escape attempts on record:”

Crusher started scanning the confrols as
well as the view out of the shuttle port for clues
as to the position of the USS Enterprise.

"What's that?" Beverly indicated a large
mass moving 1o range on the navigation scope.

"Asteroid field. Quite a big one... luckily
we've got just enough room to get round it.."

“Then how about changing course to
directly for it?"

"Change course? Are you mad? At fhis
speed it's highly questionable as o whether if's
within the on-board navigationat computers’
capacity to get us through that in one piece. We
would have to do it manually, and frankly 1 don't
think my reactions are good enough!”

"But we are small - the Oumoc is not.
We're desperate. The Ferengi are greedy; would
they think it ‘profitable’ to risk the Oumoc I[1?”

“No.. but once within the field of the
cluster, there'll be all manner of steliar debris, and
the shuttle's minimal shields may not be
sufficient.  We would need to make constant
course corrections, and the gravitational pull of
the larger asteroids -

"If vou have any better ideas, now would
be a good time to air them,” came Troi's voice
from directly behind the helm position. "l for one
think Beverly 's option is about the best one we
are going toget.”

With a sigh, Evans afforded the Counselor
a short, irritaied look. "1 hate decisions by
committee," she muttered sourly. “OK, changiny,
course for the main asteroid cluster now,
estimated entry... -30, -29, -28... I'm going to need
vowr help on the Conn, Beverly - as soon as
anything too big for the shields to handle turns
up, sing outl..14, 13, -12, -11... entering cluster
fringes now.”

Evans continued her precise countdown as
Crusher sat with her eyes glued to the external
sensor display screen.

"..point 533 255 mark 10," Beverly Crusher
called out, her voice cool, her ability to hold her
wits about her in a crisis a blessing.



Lowrse  orredtion input.. compensating,”
Evans teported as the shuttle swung away from
that obstacle, only to be bearing down almost
instantly on another.

“Point 137 535 mark 00! Crusher reported
promptjy.

“Input. Compensating.” Somewhat
anxiousiv, Evans ctiecked the switches above her
head and down on her console again. "Come on,
Enterprise, come on. We've not got a lot of ume
here!” Evans murmured to herself.

“Another rock coming up - 000 point 002
mark 03.7 Beverly shook her head. “This would
be a hellish to! easier if we were going a bit
slower.”

"Compensating... Perhaps it will not be se
Bact it we keep 1o the kinges,” Evans suggested,
her calm voice belying the fact the shuttle was
literallv screaming through the cluster.  Then
Beverly felt Deanpa clutch the back of her chair
with an iron grip, and heard (he caich in
Coungelor Trob's breath.

“Deanna?’ She could only afford the
briefesl of glances towards Troj, bul that was ali
she needed. Deanna Trol was staring, aghast, oul
of the forward shuttle part.

"Merde™  Crusher spun back to her
controls as she took in what had haorrified the
woman behind her.  "Evans, Romulan Warbird
uncloaking, starboard side!” she shouted almost
by refles.

Fvans swore jong

and hard, her patience
obviously at its laimits

“That Warbird will be able to pick us out
of here like fruit from a tree once they manage to
lock transporters onto our signals.”

“Asteroid - bearing 000 point 450 mark 05.”

"Trarmit - I'm taking us deeper in," Evans
said bluntly. "Course correction inputting now.
Lets see if these wvultures consider it worth
gambling thejr ships on this game!”

"Captain, Romulan vessel is uncloaking to
starboard, distance, one parsec from the
Enterprise.  The shuttie has changed course to
heading 270 mark 013, siraight for the centre of
the asteroid field.”
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"Thev are aoing thelr level best to Jose
them.” Ficard said, ¢ clear note of undisguised

admiration  in his  voice. YA courageous
manoeuvre,”
“But at what cost, sir? The debris

bouncing off the other ships’ deflectors is making
this game of chase incrediblv risky.” Riker
pointed owt. “We've already had 1o divert power
to the main shields to prevent serious damage by
some of the larger pleces. One is all it's going to
take, just one of those oversized pebbies that is a
little TQO big, and were going to end up with a
fwill breach on our hards.”

As i to emphasise his words, the
compuler burst into audible life.  "Warning,
Object beyond deflector capacity to port side.
Warning...”

“Ops, turn thai off,” Riker said. "} think we
are well aware of the objects about us at the
moment.”

“Mr La Forge?”

Geordi had just transferred engineering
control to the Bridge, and was in the process of
checking shield and deflector status.

"The Commander is right, Captain.  And
even i we get o within wansporier range, it
would be sheer suicide to drop the shields, even
long enough to get the Away Tean back on
board!”

“Gir," Data had been standing by Geordi's
side, observing output from one of the science
stations.  "If the shuftle maintaing its present
course and speed, there s a less than 23%
probability that they can survive the next twenty
minutes without collision.”

"What is the probabilite of them surviving
the next ten, Dala? the Caplain questioned
sharpiy.

"69.5%, sir.”

Commander Riker looked across  at
Captain Picard. "We've got to think of something
- and fast, Captain.”

“Agreed, Number One.”

Picard moved to the rear science station
uccupicd by Data and looked over the android's
shoulder to where Data was calling up
information on the asteroid field, composition of



the planetesimals and mapping their distribution
within the present sector of space.

“Ironic,” Picard observed as he frowned
down at the computerized display. “As much as |
was looking forward to encounfering an
interesting cotlection of captive asteroids, I had
not anticipated discovering them on the edge of
the Dorsan Dwarf Star System.”

“You are correct in surmising this to be
part of a belt of captive asteroids, Captain,” Data
said. "As you know, captive, otherwise known as
Trojan, asteroids can orbit in horseshoe shaped
paths that take them toward a planet, then after
an abrupt course reversal, away from the planet
over a cycle lasting hundreds of yeass. In theory,
most Trojans should congregate at the 2
Lagrangian points in the orbif of a planet. in this
case..."

He indicated the star map on the display fo
his left. "Probably this planet, here, on the outer
reaches of the Dorsan Dwarf System, which is on
the fringe of the neutral zone and Federation
space.”

"Is there any way around this, Data?" Riker
asked.

"The asteroids are numercus and well
diszributed, their orbit is stable, but many of the
Trojans nearer the shuttle are toc big for the
Enterprise to simply knock out of the way.”

"Could we warp round the astercids and
get ahead of the shuttle?” Geordi asked suddenly.
"Then we could sit and wait for the shuttle o
come to us, and without the debris associated
with the other ships in pursuit, it would be
possible to beam the Away Team back with a
lower degree of associated risk.”

"The distances involved are considerable,
and would take us clearly into the neutral zone
should we attempt to circumnavigate the belt,
Captain,” Data pointed out.

"What about the Lagrangian points?
Surely there will be a lesser concentration beyond
that point due to the effect of the planet,” Riker
asked with some urgency.

"That may be correct, Number One’”
Picard agreed, “but it would mean taking the
Enterprise, at speed, through the space between
the Lagrangian point and as close as we dare to
the planet itself. And there are no guarantees!”
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Picard mused over the evidence before
himm. "Shuttle status, Mr Data?" He asked.

"it appears to be slowing somewhat
towards the centre of the visible cluster, probably
due to the gravitational cffects of the larger
bodies. The Ferengi vessel is gaining on them
considerably as a result.”

Picard tooked briefly at Commander Riker,
who said simply, "1 think our options have just
run out, Captain.”

"The Ferengi are right on our tails. Shecsh,
1 can almost smell them,” Crusher insisted. "And
there is another damn asteroid - beaning 003 point
000 mark 015."

"Ok. .. don't think we car keep this up.
The shuttle has slowed, but it is starting to swing
really weirdly in response to course corrections.
It must be the gravitational puil of those stupid
rocks!”

Evans pattled with the controls for a few
moments, the shuttle yawing and pitching before
she released her held breath. “Are you all
strapped in back there?”

"You are joking!" was Troi's response.
"are we really likely to be anything else?”

"Bearing 025 point 222 mark 00." Then
Beverly Crusher froze, her voice ice tinged with
controled panic, slightly higher in note than
usual.  “Correction - bearing 001 point 180...
Evans, the Oumoc's on top of us!”

The shuttle suddeniy was wrenched ane
way, and then the other, with great violence.
Something in the rear of the Tiberius crashed
down, and another chorus of alarms chimed into
life.

"God. those Ferengi are persistent littie
devils™ Crusher snapped, bracing herself against
the helm with dogged determination. "What in
hell's name are they trying to do?"

"Making sure if they don’t get us, no-one
d...” Evans started.

The Tiberius shook even more violently
the second time, and worse still started to rock
savagely from side to side from the effects of the
misdirected Fereng; tractor beam, like an out of
contrel pendulum.



“Warning. Stabilizers are non-functional.
Warning. Stabiisers  are  pon-functionai.
Warning,...”

That damin computer voice again, and not
a thing thev could do about it as the shuttle
started to rock, and then spiral into a spin.

"That's it, stabilizers gone. Emergency
backups failed. 1ts too much!” cried out Evans.
"We cannot possibly keep level.. Oh Hell « here
W Z00000.."

Andg the shuttle finally careered out of
conirol, spinning manically on its axds towards
the largest of the Trojans the arew of the Tiberius
had encountered in their dash for freedom so far.

"Energizel”
“But Captain...”

"1 said energize, Chief, now! There are no
ofher options - just do it

The Bridge crew watched, hypnolised by
the dizzy progress of the shuttle, on and on and
on until the Tiberius ploughed into the large
planetesimal within their sights, exploding with a
glorious report of ght; white and veliow unged
with orange. The biast scattered the orbital
debris accompanying the captive beli of asteroids.

"Chief?” Picard was on his {eef, his face
fixed on the main viewer, grey. "Have we got
threm?”

There was a pause in Chief O'Brien’s reply
- in reality only a moment, but to those on the
Bridge it felt like a lifetime.

"The shields, Captain!” Riker roaked.
"The debris from the blast s due to hit at any
moment!”

"O'Brien?” Picard barked.
Another one of those pauses, until finaliy,
"We've got them, Sir." OBrien's voice rang with

relief,

"Shields
instantaneously.

up!™  Riker rapped out

"Report, Chiel O'Brien. Why the delay?"
Picard demanded somewhat shortly.
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“Due to the mterference trom the field of
the Oumoc [I's tractor beam  and  the
disorientation of the shuttiecratt, we firstly had
problems getting a decent lock on their signals
and then thev materialized forty six centimetres
above the transporter pad!”

Riker blinked slowly. "What is their
condition, Chief?”

“Just badly winded, sir. Lt Worf has
ajready alerted sickbav.”

"Can they walk, Chief O'Brien?”

"Well... Yes. sir, I think they can.” The

Chief sounded surprised.

"Then I want them up on the Bridge now.
Andd I mean NOW. That's an order.

"Ensign, set o course back into clear
Federation space - close o ouwr original co-
ordinates should do.  Comnuander -  Picard
trned to Riker - "1 want you to go down fo the
wansporter room and make sure the Away Team
gets up here straight away ™

"Captain?” Riker looked towards Picard,
his gaze questioning.

1 have had enougi of these ludicrous
games, Number One,” Jean- Luc Picard stated, his
acid tene hinting at his intense anger a4 the chain
of events and the nisk to his crew. "l is about
fime that someone called a halt 1o this ridiculous
situation. | have had it up o here.. ™ he indicated
a point somewhere near the wp of his head..
“with Ferengi posturing and Romulan superior
altitudes. 5o now | iiold the trump cards, let's see
if everyone i a liltle more convmunicative once
they have seen them!”

"Ave, sir. Open hailing frequencies.”
Riker nodded his agreement and voiced the
cornmand.  "Signal the Ferengi and Romulan
vessels immediately.”

"Aye, Commander,” came the prompt
TEsponse.

Dr Beverly Crusher followed Patricia
Evans, Deanna Tros and Sabinia down towards
Bridge Turbolift One. They were a bedraggled
but defiant group as they met Commander Riker,
covered from head to foot in evidence of their
adventure - from Ferengi air duct grime to the
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dust of the gutted detention cell, every uniform
sold its own story.

Commander Riker was talking to one of
the security teams as he tumed to address the
recently arrived party. “Captain Picard is
wrgently awaiting you on the Bridge..” Then
Will Riker took a GOOD ook al the Away Team
for the first ime since he had seen them pror to
this wiole escapade.

“Gh, my.." he breathed, the indefatigable
Riker grin starting to stretch, almaost indefinitely,
from ear to ear. And then, as other personnel in
the corridor slowly came to a standstill, he
shepherded them into the turbolift, one mercurial
evebrow twitching upwards.

"So that's why the Ferengi never came
looking for a commanding officer.” He grinned
infectiously. "Hot damn, but its difficult to keep
you Crushers out of the line of command... and
Deanna, or showld 1 say Commander Troi,
Counselor?  ..Bridge!"”  He instructed the
turbolift, remembering his commission.

"Will, if vou persist in being such a
ravoiting tease, I will not say how wonderiul it is
to be back” But an irrepressibie smile broke
through as she said it, and the empath touched
his arm. But only Beverly saw Will Riker
discreetly move his own Jarger hand to cover hers
and give it a relieved squeeze.

“lt's great to have vou back... it's great to
have you all back,” he amended quickly, a wicked
twinkle in his eves, then turning his attention io
the Syrene child, he said with some politeness,
and who might you be?”

“This is Sabinia,” Patricia informed the
Eirst Officer. "She does not say a lot, at least in
ways that can be interpreted by the universal
translators.”

Will Riker locked down at the diminutive
Syrene person before him and solemnly extended
& hand.

“Pleased to meet you, Sabinia. My name is
William T Riker, and I'm First Officer of the USS
Enterprisc.”

Sabinia stared consideringly up at the First
Qificers considerable height, and looked long
and hard at his handsome bearded face before
extending her own small hand with no little
dignity.
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"] think she likes vou,"” Deanna Troi
ohserved, as the First Officer and Syrene child
shook on it

It was at this poini that the turbolit:
arrived at its Bridge destination, and the doors
hissed back to altow access o the nerve centre of
the Enterprise.

"Exactly what do vou mean by that
staternerit, Tomolok?"

Picard's voice was cutting the air with an
incisive edge as he directed his question at the
main viewscreen of the Bridge.

"What 1 said, Captain Picard. ~ We
Romulans condemn ail dealings BeAn has had in
this matter with the Ferengi known as Daimon
Dado - his actions have been somewhat lacking
in... honour.”

“And that is all it is to you? You regard an
act of atiempted genocide as a crime of honour?”

it is encugh.”  Tomolok's tone was
disagreeabie. “"And at least we considey it a
¢crime. The Federation's reatment of this race has
been hardly exemplary.”

It was at this point that Crusher noticed
Haakas slanding at the Romulan Warbird
Commanders side, the tall austere Romulan
showing ne flicker of recognition at the sight of
the Away Team. However, Beverly wondered if
she was the enly one who noticed how his sharp
eves immediately sought out the tiny (igure
clinging somewhat tenaciously to the fabric of the
irouser leg of Evans’ uniform.

“Then there is also the matter of the
Romulan scoutship blatantly impinging  on
Federation borders with the neutral zone,” Picard
pointed out, his persistent tone firm, hus attention
facussed on Tomolok's response.

“Captain  Picard.” The Romulan
Commander's tone was insolently slow as if
trying to impress an important point on an
individual with a less than full compiement of
wits about him. 1 have aiready stated that the
crew of the scoutship was not acting upon the
agreed orders of the Romulan High Command,
therefore we will not be hejd accountable for any
acts they may have subsequently undestaken.”

"Do you believe him?” Riker asked his
Captain in the Jowest of undertones.
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“rlave 1 much cnowee?” Picard  rephed,
answering & question with another gueston,
before raising his voice to address the Romulan
Warbird Comumancier.

"Then we have no cheice other than to
trust you to dual with them as vou see tit.”

"indeed. The ship Is already returning to

Romulan  space under the command of
subcommander Motok.”
“Motok!™ Riker exclaimed.  “"For some

reason hat knowledge does not inspire me with
great confidence in Romuian justice!”

“And why do vou say that, Commander?”
Tomolok asked, his voice silkv smooth, hus face
totallv devoid of all expression,

“We  have informabon that implicates
Motok in this matter right from the start,” Picard
stated with conviction. "His subsequent presence
n such a capacily does make the likelihood of
Romulan involvement in this maiter a serious
question - particujarly as the Syrene are aboul i
be granted full, independent race slatus by the
Federation.

"Readle?” The Commander's voice was ice
cold. "Then be thankful that vou have rewieved
vour Away Team, Captain Picard... and kept your
ship this day.”

The Romular Commander sat back
imperiously at his post. "S0. We have talked
enougl, 1 will inform: you that vou have (ifte
of vour Earth minutes to get that Ferengi vesscl
out of the neutral zone, clse we will biow both it
and the Enterprise onte the far side of this star
svstem.”

"l will not waste time reminding you that
it is vour ship, not mune, that s at present sitting
in the neutral zone, Tomolok. | have just had
word thai the Federahon starships Bssex and
Krieger are on their wav fo help me address that
problem, if need be Picard crossed hig armg
across his chest, before continuing, "And on the
other matter. Heed me well, Tomolok, when 1
say that 1 personally will make sure that the
attempts uncovered here to explowt a potentiallv
vulnerable race are going to be made as public as
we can make them - and it one supported lead is
uncovered that indicates Romuian intervention in
such a matter,.. Well, | am sure such an
honourable’ race as the Romulans, and such a
diplomat as vourself, needs no jurther indtcation
of the possible consequences for vour Star

Empire - the nature of intergalactic polinies 1 q
mater of record Particularly with respect w aces
of genocide.”

“Fifteen minutes, Picard! Qut!”
lean-Luc Picard tarned slowly to look at
his First Officer, whe had come to stand by his

side during the {inal stages of the interview.

“He

warnea.

sounds  serious, Captain,”  Riker

“And so am [, Number One” Picard
replied. "As lor Tomolok, | think he is a fiile
disappointed he did not get to claim the big prize
today... and that is thanks, in part, to our Away
Team.

Dicard spun on his heel and started o pace
back across the Bridge. The recentdy arrived
mroup stood in his path, having watched his
discussion  with  the Romulan  Warbird
Commander with some interest.  Picard was
consulting a PADD with Commander Riker at his
side as e walked fowards them. Picard actualiy
only looking up at the Away Team when he was
virtually on top of them, a smile of welcome
already o1 his face.

1t froze there, as if pasted on, the Caplain
seenung almost to stop m mid stride before
slowly, inexorably, studying every detail of those
before hirm.

“Captain.” Beverly Crusher refused to fix
her commanding officer with anything other than
a defiant gaze, reluctant to leel in anv way at a
disadvantage over her present appearance. It
was the Captain, after all, who had insisted that
thev report immediately to the Bridge, and thers
had gont Commander Riker down to fetch them
as if they could not be relied on to obey an order.
S just let him criticize the state of her uniform.

"Reporting as ordered, sir.”

Then Beverly Crusher swallowed hard as
she recalled it was not actually, technically, hey
uniform.  Particularly as she caught Caplain
Picard's hard gaze studving her all too familiar
cotours, complete with scorch marks jrom 4
circuit fire from the dving moments of the
Tiberius, o good smearing of Ferengi ventilation
shaft dirt, & liberal dusting of whitish alloy
powder and a suspect purplish stain on one
elbow.

"Doctor.”



It was neither statement, greeting nor
question - and most unnervingly of all, the oy
formal tone was directed more towards the damn
unitorm than Beverly Crusher herself, she
thought with embarrassed fury.

Beverly felt herself start to flush red, very
red. It started behind her vars and spread rapidly
across her cheeks.

"Captain.” The set of her chin was mulish.
her eyes sparking angry fire at Jean-Luc Picard's
implicil criticism of her attire without first
divining the facts of the matter, particudarly as
none of this had been her idea in the first place,

"I can: explain,” she stated simply.

“That, I am counting on, Dr Crusher,”
Picard responded curtly, tugging at the top of his
own uniform before crossing his arms on his
chest. "You will report to myv Ready Room as
scon as this incident is over and do just that. Dol
make myself clear, Doctor?”

"Perfectly, Captain.”

The Bridge froze. Riker threw z glance of
enquiry towards Trol, before they took a
mutually supportive step towards the Chief
Medical Officer, but Worf beat them to it

“The Cumoc II is hailing us.
reported clearly, "Daimon Dade
speak.”

sir,” he
wishes {0

Picard took one last long jook at his ruined
uniform  before spinning on  his heel, his
expression set. "Put it on the rain viewscreen,
Mr Worl."

The large cranial expanse of Dado's head
bobbed inte view, the squat nose and rows of
irregular teeth seeming too big for his mouth, ail
too typical of Ferengi facial characteristics.

"What have you said fo the Romulans,
Picard? They have blatantly threatened my ship
if 1 do not leave the neuwral zone. 1 demand you
act! The Ferengi,."

"Appear only to mind the Federation when
it suits them,” Picard bit out, "and on this rarc
occasion, 1 agree with the Romulans. 1 want you
out of the neutral zone and into Federation space

- Row.

“T protest, Picard. And I will protest to the
highest autherities! 1, Daimen Dade, will not be

treated in thas cavaiier manneri”

"Well, Dado. as for vou, | wonder how far
the Ferengi will be prepared to support vour
consequence now that your activities have been
exposed to the fuli glare of attention by the
Federation?”

Picard had obwviously struck a nerve, as
Dado's face turned briefiy ugly, a look quickly,
skilfully, covered by a thin venecer of mere
unpieasantness.

"Do net underestimate me, Picard,” he
finally said, the normal guttural Ferengi tones
oily smooth. "Many have in the past, and have
lived to regret it . Jater "

“Indeed. Well, far from undereslimating
vo, [ am going to see to it that the authorities are
made aware of your activities in this matter and
involvement in other related incidents. 1n short, 1
will be advising Starfleet that a warrant be issued
for vour arrest - UFDP criminal code, section A,
paragraph - "

You would not dare’™ the
spluttered, outraged.

Ferengi

Picard simply continued to regard the
Daimon impassively, as the Ferengi cast his gaze
about the irnpassive faces of the Enterprise
command crew for some evidence of lack of
resolve.

"Commander Riker! You scem a most
reasonable man.  Surely yvou can see that what
vowr Captain proposes -

"Is an ideal solution to a very awkward
problem, Yeu should find any  fuiwre
negobations, legal or illegal, somewhat difficult
to undertake in Federation space with a warrant
for vour arrest hanging over your head”
observed Riker. “Of course there are those non-
aligned worlds where fhe only thing that you
would have to worry about would be the risk
from professional bounty hunters keen to finally
act on one of those 92 contracts that I believe exist
on your life,"

T will NOT forget this, Picard,” hissed
Dado. Jooking from the stern face of Picard to the
mildlv amused one of Commander Riker. "l will
have vou both for this!"

“Shall T add him to the list, sir?” Riker
asked, his face poker straight.



“Why  not,  Number  One,”  Picard
responded, finally turning his attention back to
the Away Team. "And Dado, as vou can see, with
plausible witnesses tor the UFP including their
own Emissary and two of my officers, T do not
expect a great delay in this warrant being issued.”

Daimen Dado regarded the Bridge crew
with loathing. “Unti next Hime, Enterprise!” he
snarled. and with that transmission from the
Gumoc 1l was cul abruptly.

"Sir, senscrs indicate the Qumoc il is
powering to levels consistent for warp speed.”
Data informed them from the Ops position.

"Prepare to pursue the Ferengi ship, Mr
Data," Riker ordered immediately.
order,” Picard

“Belay  that responded
quickly.

v

Jut Captain - "

“Commander - Starfleet has ‘requested
that we remain here to ensure the local border
with the neuwral xone at this point is secure,
before proceeding with our mission to Starbase
Lima."

Seeing his First Officer's frustration at the
vagaries of Starfleet, he allowed himself a small
smile in sympathy with Wil Riker's obvious
disappointment.

"Others will have o chase the Oumoc i
for now, Number One, probably the Essex and
the Krieger. We, however, have other Starfleet
duties to perform.”

Captain's Log Stardate 50421.5: The
Enferprise has finally compieted its
dulies at Starbase Lima and is preparing
to depart from the Starbase within the

hour. The Syrene delegafion has
departed with evident relief,
uncomfortable with being aboard a

Starship where their most taboo subjects
for discussion are general knowledge.
And it was with some sadness that the
¢rew bade farewell to Patricia Evans. Her
part in saving my ship will nof be
forgotten by either Starfleet or myself.

Dr Beverly Crusher sat upon one of the

jarge. comfortable seats in the Captains Readv
Room, cradling her lemon tea in her hand as she
catalogued the rather mixed set of resulls from
their recently completed misston.

“The most unfortunate thing is that the
entire episode has emphasized Agiaopheine of
Sterope’s fears about knowledge of Syrenc
physiology being used against them.”

"But the Emissary made il clear that she
believed Syrene isolation, and ignorance of the
race in general, was the major tactor. Their
individual vulnerability if they insist on
maintaining  their  cloak  of  secrecy s
indisputable,” Picard pointed out, moving o
perch on the edge of his desk, his face puzzied
"But | could not, in all clear conscience, act as an
advocate for the assimilation proposal.  Their
culture should glory in its differences, not be
wiped out because 6f them.”

“Yes, you were quife vocal on that point,
jean-Luc," Beverly ohserved.

Ticard shot her a aryptic look.

"Well, the fact remaing that they decided to
refuse assimilation... maybe lhey got what they
wanted after all,” Beverly Crusher mused quietly
to  hersell. “Enough  attention  lo  prove
themselves worthy of interest  without  the
responsibility of provoking that interest in the
first place. Maybe agreeing to the assimilation
was thelr way of letting out a ary for help?”

“And they have full race status within the
Federation,” Picard pointed out drviv. "A
convenient and very pleasant little extra resulting
from the inconvenience of the assimilation
study.”

"True - although 1 think the hard core of
the Syrene would have preferred to maintain
their silence and continue their own twilight
existence of tracking and protecting their race,
They wiil have to find other challenges now.
although [ believe Pisinoe and Aglaopheme have
departed already, hot on the trail of Dado. And
Patricia has certainiy got her work cut out with
the erstwhile Lucy.”

Beverly stared down at her lemon tea,
plaving with the slice of lemon bebbing in its
ciepths, “However, they do seem most
appreciative of full race status. So much 50 in
fact, that Thelxepia has agreed that information
already in possession of the Federation can be
released to member worlds of the UFF"



“An mteresting decision.”

"And not quite as altruistic as it sounds,
Captain, [ think Pisinoe has convinced Thelxepia
that the revelations uncovered by the crew of the
Enterprise may also help other Syrene, spread as
they are about the known galaxies. Thelxepia is
anticipating a deluge of angry complaints.”
Beverly smiled in recollection of the Syrene
Elder's exact words. "Possiblv even a challenge to
her leadership, but she says the time has come to
change some of the oid wavs. Not all of them,
but some. At least thev seem to have realised 1t js
simply not encugh to rely on the Romulan
disgrace with the issue of BeAn to keep the
matter quiet, allowing them to carry on exactiv as
before.”

"But surely that decision has already
eroded aspects of their culture. Its confidentiality
was an integral part of its structure and fibre,”
Picard objected. "Much of the Svrene culture
appears keved te swviving in the face of
adversity after all.”

"} think there’s much about the Syrene that
will never be told, Captan.  In my humble
opinion they have so many secrets, they can
afford to spill a few. And they are still at risk,
maybe more s¢ now than ever. Once the study
done has been further researched and published,
the revelations it holds will be enough to have
every Syrenc in the known galaxies under
seruting.”

"So thelr decisions may still not be the
right ones, Doctor,” Picard said finally. "At least
thev are now a recognized race, and with
representatives within the UFP at least they will
always have a voice.”

"Lets hope there iz always someone
prepared to listen” Beverly Crusher smied
hesitantly. "T hope that proves enough.”

“And what of you?”

"Of  me?” Beverly Crusher  looked
somewhat surprised as she regarded jean Luc
Picard with startled eves.

Captain  Picard cleared his throat
somewhat self-consciously and  leancd back
against his desk, glancing briefly at the ceiling of
his office, before he looked back at his Chief
Medical Officer sitting bolt upright on one of the
Ready Reom's more comiortable chairs.

“We have been somewhat at loggerheads

i

over a number Of issues recently  We seem to
have argued more over the past few weeks than
in more years than ! care to remember at the
moment.”

"L know, Jean-Luc,” Beverly admitted
ruefully, "and | apologise. 1've been working a
few things through, and 1 think that on a few
occasions l've been using you as the beating
board.”

"You don't have to tell ME that.” His tone
was exasperated. “And I'm sorry too. | am sorry
that T maybe do not listen. Im sorry that
sometimes [ haven't got the tme to expiain WHY
I have made certain decisions.” tic moved to sit
beside her, his face concerned as he hetd her gaze.
"I not the enemy . Beverly.”

No, he wasn't the enemy. If she could only
work out exactlv who or what he was, then
mavbe she could lay to rest some part of her
restlessness, forget the insecurity, the guiit
associated with Jack and feel like a whole persor
again.

" know." She met the percepive, hazel

gaze for aJong moment. "It's just sormetimes 1 get
so fired of fighting so damned hard for what |
want.”
"You surprise me," Picard refiected with
some humour, "In fact vou've always struck me
as a very determined lady indeed.  And others,
too, it would appear... Word has reached me that
vou have been offered a singular henour, along
with Counselor Trol, an henour only once before
extended to ‘outsiders'.”

"Al ves.. Well, I think I was one of many
on a verv long list of potential Syrene Guardians.
Although 1 do understand that just being
rominated means vou are granted perks such as
access  to Svrene  soothsavers and  other
potentially useful services, like, T believe, Orion
wained assassing,”

“I'll bear that
sardonic response.
Beverly?”

in mind!” was Picard's
"And were vou tempted,

"Was 1 ternpted? Yes, 1 can honestly sav |
WAS tempted, Jean-Luc. Az Syrene Guardian, 1
would no longer be an ‘outsider’, 1 would be on
the inside. The first Starfleet-trained Doctor to
have access ic their race. As an explorer, jean-
Luc, you must know how ftempting such a
prospect for discovery is!” She  smiled.
“Flowever, Starfleet medical, for all its warts and



occasional sitly  administrative politics, s the
place | want to stay for now. Most particularly in
charge of my sickbay on board this ship. And, as
you were no doubt going to remind me, Captair,
I can: only owe true allegiance to one organization
- and as before, my lovalty is to Starfleet, and
vou, Captain Jean-Luc Picard.”

Beverly Crusher looked at Picard for but a
moment. The look was supposed to convey her
heartfelt conviction in what she had just said; bul
for that brief, exceptional moment she found
herself Jooking inte the face not of Captain
Picard, commanding officer of the Starship
Enterprise, but of Ficard the man.

When she had reported to the Captain's
Readv Room after the escape from the Oumoc 11,
Beverly Crusher had seriously thought she was
about to becorne the first CMO murdered by their
Captain for impersenating a senior line officer.
But he had sat behind his desk, cleared his throat,
sat forward, then sat back in his chair, had
thanked her for her part in saving his ship, then
dismissed her. All these years she had known
lean-Luc Picard, and still he had the capacity to
surprise her,

He was now smiling at her earlier words,
his clear, intelligent eyes easily holding her own.

"Well, I must say 1 am relieved to hear
that," Picard said.

Beverly blinked slowly, for the air in the
Ready Room seemed to have suddeniy become
charged with tension; and she did not have to be
CMO to notice her pulse scuttie and her mouth
{eel dry.

"And I have a request to make of you..”
He reached out w remove a speck of dust from
the shoulder of her uniform, the gesture so
unexpected, so innocent, that it was almost
seductive.

Beverly swallowed, cursing herself for
reacting like an adolescent schoolgirl to this
surely, purely platonic gesture. "Um... you... you
do?” she stuttered

And then the door buzzer sounded.
Abruptly,  Beverly  stood,  looking
uncomfortable and not a little awkward, her tea

cup still in her hand.

“Doctor.”  The Captain stood alse. and
when Dr Crusher seemed predisposed to fiddie

a
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with her cup, removed it firmly from her grasp
and set it down on the desk betore placng his
hands on her shoulders.

"Doctor... Beverly.” he continued in a softer
tope, his low cultured voice almost hypnotic,
"Will you promise me that betore you decide to
wash yowr hands of Starfleel, ever, you will come
and discuss it with me first? 1rarelv ask anything
of those people who are... of some account to me.
but [ do ask this of you."

Beverly swallowsd convulsively,
acknowledging yet again that Jean-Luc Picard's
personality could be as beguiling as it was
powerful. Its effect at close proximity was not
unjike being exposed to a generous dose of the
notorious drug astrathine and Beverly Crusher
felt a slight smile starting to tug at the corners of
her mouth, and found the temptation to delay
irresistible.

“Come, Beverly, nothing less than your
word. Dol have vour promise?”

The door comm chirruped vel again, and
ever the master strategist and tactician, Picard
called out, "Come!” before repeating to her, "Your
word, Beverlv?”

Riker and Data strode in, but Commander
Riker, astutely perceiving what appeared to be an
interruption of a somewhat infimate moment,
stopped immediately, barely a step off the
threshoid  of the Ready Room  door.
Unfortunately, Data took somewhat longer to
discer;: the nuance of the moment, and cannoned
straight into the First Officer from behind.

"Okay, okav. Yes, yes, yes!” Dr Crusher
agreed hastily, painfully aware of this new
audience although they did serve as an effective
shield to the inirigued eyes of the Bridge crew
beyond the open Ready Room door. "You have
my word, Captain. Anything, whatever”

Normally of great poise herself, Dr
Beverly Crusher could only marvel at how easily
Captain Jean-Luc Picard could neatly and
conveniently forget his sense of regal rescrve
when it suited him and proved advantageous to
his own ends. His wry, pleased smile and release
of her shoulders prompted an exasperated vet
impish look from the Chief Medical Officer.

"1 will get vou for this, lean-Luc Picard,”
she whispered in a mock sparl as she brushed
past him to leave.
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"] think you will have to wait your place in
line behind Dado,” he replied in a low undertone
before smiling urbanely, as only he could. The
magnificent reserve back in place, he asked,
“..Number One?”

Riker was openly amused at the Captain's
methods on this occasion, but he straightened his
face and said, "Course relaid and set for the Achos
cluster, Captain.”

"Excellent, Number Cne. Excellent.
Engage at your convenience.”
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