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THE VERDICT IS IN, AND HUMANITY
MUST BE DESTROYED. ...

Captain Jean-Luc Picard looked upward as Q hovered
above him in his gilded chair.

“The verdict has been decided, Captain,” Q pro-
nounced. “You're guilty.”

Picard glared upward. ““Guilty of what?”

“Of being inferior.” Q looked at Picard with un-
concealed contempt. “‘Seven years ago | said we’d be
watching you. And we have been. Hoping your ape-
like race would demonstrate some growth—give
some indication that your minds have room for expan-
sion.” Q’s chair lowered until Picard was staring
directly into his eyes.

“We have journeyed to countless new worlds . . .”
Picard said defensively, ““made contact with new
species . . . expanded man’s understanding of the
universe. . . .”

Q shook his head again. ‘“Perhaps, in your own
paltry, limited way. You have no idea how far you still
had to go. Time in the universe may be eternal . . . our
patience is not. You and your kind have exhausted
it, Captain.”

Stoically, Picard asked, ‘“Having rendered a verdict
. . . have you decided upon a sentence?”’

“Indeed,” Q replied. “It's time to end your trek
through the stars . . . to make room for other, more
worthy species.”

““We're to be denied travel through space?”’

“No. You're to be denied existence. Humanity’s
fate has been sealed. You will be destroyed.”
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CHAPTER '

He hated balalaika music, hated it with a passion.
However, he would put up with it just this once. And not
because he had to. He would put up with it specifically
because he didn’t have to.

As he sat at his solitary table on a candlelit balcony
overlooking the beach, sipping at his vodka and pushing
a pitted olive around his plate, a woman emerged from
the dining room within.

By local standards, she was quite beautiful, with
alabaster skin and pale blond hair woven into a bun. She
wore a safari outfit, though she had probably never been
on a safari in her theoretical life.

“The nights are beautiful here,” she said.

He shrugged. “I suppose . . . if you like that sort of
thing.”

She gazed at him from under long, straw-colored
lashes. “Don’t you?”
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“I guess I don’t have much of an opinion,” he
admitted.

“How strange,” she said. “An attractive man like
yourself, alone on a night like this . . . usually has opin-
ions about a great many things.”

He smiled at her. “If I'm not mistaken, you came into
this place with such a man. I'll bet he’s wondering where
you are even as we speak.”

She moved and the moonlight glinted off her hair.
“Perhaps he is. And he certainly does have his share of
opinions. It’s just that I’'m a little tired of them.”

“I see,” he told her. “And now you’d prefer to hear
some of mine.”

“You’re a very clever man,” she observed. “You catch
on quickly.”

“Yes,” he agreed. ““I do. And for just a moment there,
you were almost interesting. But . . .”” He smiled polite-
ly. “I think that moment has passed.”

The woman’s eyes went wide. “How dare you ... ?”
she gasped. For a moment, she seemed on the verge of
slapping him in the face. But in the end, she decided not
to, and simply disappeared back into the dining room.

Oh well, he told himself. I guess that’s the way the
flaxen-haired tourist bounces.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw two figures
hopping around down below—removing their shoes, he
gathered. As he watched, they slipped away from the
mellow, orange circle of light that emanated from the
tavern. One was male, one female; one broad-shouldered
and big-boned, the other comparatively slender.

He knew them, of course. Knew them quite well, in
fact.
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They were both barefoot as they made their way along
the margin of the sea, leaving wet footprints in the sand.
From time to time, one of them would reach for the
other’s hand, then let it go again. It was obvious that
they were still in the courting stage, feeling each other
out, uncertain of how far to take this evening without
overstepping some unstated boundary.

Such a waste of time. If they wanted to procreate, why
not do so? Why this elaborate and confusing ritual, when
they could be spending their time on more valuable
pursuits? On the improvement of their backward race,
for example?

But no. Not them. All they could think of was their
own, petty concerns. He shivered at the inanity of it. At
the sheer, unmitigated ego—a subject on which he was
quite the expert.

The breeze ruffled the stars in the clear night sky,
bringing him the primitive scent of the prize-winning
goulash cooking in the kitchen below. It would have
made his mouth water, if his mouth had had the
prospensity to do such things.

Of course, it didn’t. But then, he wasn’t really here to
soak up the scenery—or the local vodka, for that matter.
He was making his plans—weaving his web like a big,
fat, black spider, strand by dangerous strand.

And the best part was they had no idea what was
coming . . . no idea how it would affect their puny lives,
or what role he would play in it. They didn’t even know
he was here in their holodeck fantasy, or they would
have put their shoes back on and railed at him to leave
them alone.

Humans liked their privacy. They liked it a lot. And

3
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even if these two weren’t completely human, they still
shared that particular trait.

So he remained a part of the scenery and tolerated the
balalaika music. Soon enough, he consoled himself,
they’d be dancing to Ais tune. And not just the two
fainthearted lovers on the beach, but the whole kaboodle
of them.

A waiter emerged from the dining room. “May I get
you something more?”’ the man asked, in his twentieth-
century Russian dialect. “Some dessert, perhaps? We
have lovely fruit.”

He looked up at the waiter. “No, thank you,” he
replied, in the same dialect. “I’ll be leaving in a moment.
Places to go, things to do, Starfleet officers to torment.
You know how it is.”

The waiter didn’t, of course, so he just smiled. “If you
are leaving,” the man suggested, “may I bring you your
bill?”

He nodded. “Why not? We’ve all got to pay the piper
sometime, don’t we?”’ He frowned as the music swelled
to even more infuriating levels. “Or in this case, the
damned balalaika player.”

According to the ship’s computer, the Eskimos of
Earth’s North American continent had sixteen words for
snow. In that light, it had always seemed strange to Worf
that his own people, the Klingons, should have but one
word for honor.

The word was batlh. And for all its simplicity, it was
forced to cover a wide variety of situations.

For instance, there was the sense of honor that accom-
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panied a promise kept, or a job well done. There was the
standard of honor that encouraged warriors to die
bravely. And there was the principle of honor that
presided over a government, or a ship, or even a
marriage bed, when all parties dealt openly and fairly
with one another.

It was this last sort that occupied Worf’s mind as he
escorted Deanna Troi from one of the Enterprise’s
holodecks. For as much as he enjoyed her company, it
did not come without its share of . . . inconveniences.

“That was an incredible program,” said Deanna,
smiling as she looked up at him.

The Klingon nodded. “I am glad you approve. I have
always found the Black Sea at night to be a most . . .
stimulating experience.”

His companion rolled her eyes at him as they walked
down the stark, metallic corridor. He wondered what he
had said to occasion such a reaction.

“Worf,” she moaned, “we were strolling barefoot
along the beach while balalaika music played in the air.
A sea breeze washing over us . . . stars in the sky ... a
full moon rising . . . and the most you can say is ‘stimu-
lating’?”

He groped for a more appropriate response. “It was
. . . very stimulating? Extremely stimulating?”

Deanna shook her head in mock disapproval as they
approached a turbolift. “Honestly, Worf. If you weren’t
such a delightful companion . . .”

Entering the lift, she instructed it to take them to deck
eight. As the doors closed, the Klingon looked at her. She
looked back. And, unable to help himself, he looked
away.
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Strange, wasn’t it? He would rather face a roomful of
Romulans than speak of certain personal concerns . . .
even with someone like Deanna, who was bound to
understand them. Hell’s blasted battieground . . . if she
didn’t, who would?

“The truth is,” said the Betazoid, obviously changing
the subject for his benefit, “I don’t spend nearly enough
time in the holodecks. I should take my own advice and
use them to relax.”

Worf thought about his holodeck calisthenics pro-
gram. “Most times,” he confessed, “I use them for other
things besides relaxing.”

Deanna chuckled softly. ““Yes,” she said. “I’ve heard.”
As the doors opened, depositing them on deck eight,
they stepped out. The entrance to her quarters was just
opposite the lift.

“Next time,” she went on, “I’// choose the program. If
you like the Black Sea, you’re going to love Lake Cataria
on Betazed. Especially the aurora . . . the way it folds
and twists and changes from blue to violet to a sullen
orange. And the scents that come out of the forest that
surrounds the lake . . . You’d really enjoy it.”

For a moment, as they stood outside her suite, their
eyes met and established a bond. Worf basked in the
scent of her, in her warmth, in her beauty. He felt his
discomfort slip away . . . and decided this was as good a
time as any to mention his misgivings.

“Deanna,” he began, “‘perhaps before there is a ‘next
time,” we should discuss . . . Commander Riker.”

She grinned playfully. “Why? Will he be coming
along?”
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Worf frowned. This was a serious matter, and she
didn’t seem inclined to make it any easier for him.

“No,” he said. “But I do not wish to ... I mean, it
would be unfortunate if he...” He took a breath,
started again. “If you and I are going to continue
to...to...” He gave up. “I do not want to hurt his
feelings.”

Deanna took his hands in hers. “Worf . . . I think it’s
all right to concentrate on our feelings. Yours . . . and
mine.”

Her smile was contagious. Gazing into her eyes,
reassured, he began to forget about Commander Riker
—and everything else in the world. As he leaned over to
kiss her, she lifted her lips to his.

But before they could touch, the turbolift doors
opened with a hiss—and the captain burst out of them.
Worf stared in disbelief. Not only was Picard uncharac-
teristically wide-eyed with panic, he was wearing noth-
ing but a blue-and-white striped bathrobe!

“Counselor!” cried the eaptain.

Coming between her and Worf, apparently oblivious
of what he had just interrupted, Picard gripped Deanna
by her arms.

“What’s today’s date? The date?” he demanded.

“Stardate four-seven-nine-eight-eight,” the Klingon
said, interjecting the answer.

Letting go of the Betazoid, Picard turned away from
them and mulled it over. He secemed to be having
enormous difficulty, considering the simplicity of the
concept.

“Four-seven-nine-eight-eight . . .” the captain echoed.

7
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Deanna looked at him. “Sir, what’s wrong?”

Picard’s brow furrowed. “I’m not sure,” he told her. “I
don’t know how ... or why, but...” He shook his
head. ““I believe I'm moving back and forth through
time.”

A chill ran up along Worf’s spine. His relationship
with Deanna would have to resume its progress some
other time. It was clear what honor demanded of him.

Looking up at the intercom grid, he called on Com-
mander Riker.
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As Worf entered his quarters, he saw that the light was
on in Alexander’s room. And that Alexander himself was
at his desk, studying his monitor.

The security chief temporarily put aside his concern
for the captain’s condition and approached his son.
Noticing him, Alexander looked up and smiled. He had

the smell of cookies and milk about him, though a
~ human might not have noticed.

**Hi, Father.”

Worf didn’t smile back. It was late—well after ten
o’clock.

“Alexander . . . should you not be in bed?”

K The boy shrugged. “I have an organic-chemistry exam
l tomorrow morning, and there are 2 few things I’m still
 fuzzy on.”

i The security chief grunted and moved to his own

= ES

room. He could hardly fault Alexander for taking his
9
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studies so seriously. What’s more, he felt badly that he
hadn’t spent much time helping with them lately.

However, he’d had other things on his mind. Things
that he could not seem to ignore. Like Deanna.

Removing his casual clothes, he changed into his
uniform and noted how comfortable it made him feel —
more so than any other garb. Commander Riker had
ordered several scans done, in order to determine if the
captain had indeed left the ship for some period of time.
He was to report to the bridge as soon as he was properly
attired.

As he reached for his heavy, ceremonial sash, he saw
Alexander standing at the threshold. He was still smil-
ing. ‘“You were with Deanna, huh?”

Worf gave his son a quizzical look. “What makes you
say that?”

“I can always tell,” the boy replied—and padded back
to his room on bare feet.

The security chief followed him there. “What do you
mean, you can ‘always tell’?” he asked.

Alexander peered at his monitor. “She puts you in a
good mood. Whenever you spend time together, you
come back with a smile on your face.”

Worf straightened. “I was not smiling when I came in
the door.”

His son turned to him. “Dad . . . I know when you’re
smiling, even when no one else does.” He paused. “You
like her. It’s obvious.”

The Klingon wasn’t comfortable admitting it—but
he couldn’t deny Alexander’s observation altogether.
“Counselor Troi is a . . . close friend,” he said. “That is
all.”

10
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The boy nodded. “Right.” And without another word,
he went back to his studies.

Worf thought for a moment. It had not been so long
since Alexander’s mother had died from an assassin’s
attack—and right before the boy’s eyes. He did not wish
to cause his son any more trauma than was necessary.

And yet, if his relationship with the counselor contin-
ued in the direction it was going in . . . well, it would be
unfair not to sound the boy out on the subject. After all,
his life would be affected as well.

“But if that were not the case,” the security chief said,
opening the conversation again, “if Deanna were more
than a friend to me . . . how would you feel about that?”

Alexander loocked up with barely contained excite-
ment. ““You mean it? You’re going to start seeing her
romantically?”

The Klingon held up a hand. “I did not say that. I was
merely posing a . . . hypothetical situation.”

The boy tried out the word. “Hypo . . . thetical. That
means it’s possible, right?”

Worf shrugged. “Well . . . yes.”

Alexander considered the prospect. When he re-

sponded, it was with great seriousness. “Then. ..

hypothetically, you understand . . . I would approve.”
The Klingon nodded. He was greatly pleased, even if

- he didn’t show it. “I will see you later,” he assured the

i

i

boy. “After I have performed some special scans.” He
paused, for effect. “And when I come back this time, I
expect you to be in bed—sleeping.”

His son nodded. “Yes, sir.” Then, almost as an
afterthought: “And say hi to Counselor Troi for me.”

11
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Worf scowled. He didn’t like being teased, even by
Alexander.
“I will,” he said, and departed for the bridge.

“The Iron Feather?” Geordi repeated. “Interesting
title.”

“Yes,” said Data, who was walking along beside him
in the gently curving corridor. His voice echoed slightly
from bulkhead to bulkhead. “It is the latest work by
Christian McCloy . . . the story of one man’s journey of
self-discovery set against the chaos of mid-twenty-first-
century Earth.”

“The post-atomic hoerror,” the chief engineer noted.
He grimaced. “Not my favorite period in Terran his-
tory.”

“Nor mine,” agreed the android. “However, I found it
to be a most engrossing work of fiction. I highly recom-
mend it.”

Geordi nodded. “I see. And is there a holodeck
version?”

“I do not believe so,” Data replied.

In that case, the human wasn’t all that interested. But
he didn’t want to offend his companion, so he didn’t say
that.

“You know, Data, I think I’d rather be in the story
than just read about it. So thanks for the offer, but I'll
take a rain check.”

The android glanced at him. For a moment, the
engineer expected to have to explain his colloquialism.
Then Data turned away again, so apparently no explana-
tion was needed.

12
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Without question, Geordi’s artificial friend had come
a long way since he’d first set foot on the Enterprise. For
one thing, he no longer took people’s words so literally.
And for another, his mastery of behavioral nuances was
such that . . . sometimes . . . one could aimost forget he
was an android.

As they stopped by a turbolift, Data turned to him
again. “Although I have found the holodeck to be a most
effective means of expanding my understanding of exist-
ing works, I still find the experience of reading the
author’s original narrative to be the most—"

He was interrupted by the swish of the opening lift
- doors. 70 be continued, Geordi mused—whether I like it
or not.

As they stepped in, however, they saw that Worf was
already in the compartment. That raised a question in
the engineer’s mind.

“What’s wrong?”” he asked the security chief.

Worf frowned. “How do you know that something is
wrong?”

“I believe,” Data interjected, “it has something to do
with your being in uniform, when your next tour of duty
is several hours from now.”

Geordi nodded. “Exactly.”

The Klingon’s frown deepened. “It is the captain,” he
said at last. “He was in the corridor just a little while
ago. Wandering about in his bathrobe.”

The engineer couldn’t believe it. “Really?”

Worf nodded. “He asked what stardate it was. As if he
had no idea.”

“That does not sound like Captain Picard,” the an-

13
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droid noted. “Has it been determined what was wrong
with him?”

The security chief shook his head. “Not yet. Counsel-
or Troi is with him now.” He paused. “I think that is ali I
should say. After all, there are questions of privacy here
and—"

Geordi held up his hand. “Go no further. I under-
stand, Worf.”

And he did. But he resolved to look in on the captain
as soon as his own tour was over. With any luck, this
incident would turn out to be nothing . . . but one never
knew.

14




CHAPTER 3

P icard stared into the wispy vapors coming up from
his tea. So far, he hadn’t touched the stuff—and not
because it wasn’t to his liking. After all, Earl Grey was
his favorite blend.

He was simply too distracted to think much about
-drinking anything. He had too much else on his mind.

“It was,” he blurted, “as though I had physically left
the ship and gone to another time and place. I was in the
. e
He shook his head. Why couldn’t he get a better
handle on what had happened? It seemed to be on the
brink of his consciousness, teasing him . . . but when he
reached for it, it slipped away.
Deanna sat on the other side of the smooth, dark
ffee table that her mother had given her as a gift. The
unselor’s incredulity was visible only in the slightest
inkling of the skin above the bridge of her nose.
tside of that, she seemed completely nonjudgmental.

15
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“Can you describe where you were?” she asked.
“What it looked like?”

The captain sighed as the scent of the tea teased his
nostrils. “It’s all so difficult to nail down,” he told her.
“Like the details of a nightmare after you’ve woken up.”

“What can you remember?” the Betazoid prodded
carefully. ‘

Picard concentrated. “It was years ago . . . before I
took command of the Enterprise. 1 was talking with f
someone ... I don’t remember who. It was dark
outside. . . .”

The half-formed image lingered before his mind’s eye.
His head hurt with the effort of trying to refine it, to
understand it.

“But then . ..” he began.

“Yes?’ said Deanna.

He struggled with it. “Then everything changed. I
wasn’t in the past any longer. I was an old man, in the |
future. I was doing something . . . something outside.”
He cursed softly. “What was it?”

Abruptly, he realized that his fingers were moving, as
if of their own accord. They were rubbing together. But
why? For what purpose?

Then the image was gone. “Sorry,” he told the coun-
selor, bowing his head. “I just can’t remember.” L
Deanna smiled compassionately. “It’s all right,” she
assured him. And then, as gently as she could manage:
“Captain . . . have you considered the possibility that
this was just a dream?” |

Picard looked up. “No. It was more than a dream,” he
said, with a certainty that took him by surprise. “The

16
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smells and the sounds ... the way things felt to the
touch . . . they escape me now, but at the time it was all
very real.”

The Betazoid accepted the statement with equanimi-
ty. “How long did you stay in each of these time
periods?”” she inquired, apparently taking a different
tack. “Did it seem like minutes . . . hours?”

The captain thought about it. “I'm not sure,” he
concluded after a moment. “At first . . . at first there was
a moment of confusion, of disorientation. I wasn’t sure
where I was. But that passed. . ..” He frowned. “And
then I felt perfectly natural . . . as though I belonged in
that time.” He grunted. “But I can’t remember now how
long I stayed there.”

It was all so frustrating. The counselor sensed it, too,
because she didn’t press him any further.

“I know,” he told her. “This doesn’t make much
sense. It’s a set of feelings more than a distinct mem-
ory.”

“It’s all right,” said Deanna. “Maybe it would be
easier to try identifying specific symbols. Can you
remember anything you saw ... anything at all? An
object, a building, perhaps ... ?”

He took a breath, let it out. “No,” he answered finally.
“Nothing.”

Finally, feeling that he’d run up against a wall, Picard
focused again on his tea. It was no longer producing any
vapors. Obviously, he had let it sit too long.

The counselor had noticed as well, it seemed. “Here,”
she said, reaching across the table. “Let me have your
cup. I’ll get you some more.”
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“Thank you,” he said. Picking up the smooth, ceramic
cup and its matching saucer, he extended them to
dies . ...,

...and took hold of the rough-skinned grapevine.
Suddenly, Picard had the strangest feeling that he had
been reaching for something else.

For a moment, he felt lost, out of place. Peering out
from under the brim of his straw hat, he took in the long,
graceful contours of his family vineyard. He saw the fog
lifting off them in the low rays of the rising sun. ..
smelled the richness of the soil . . . heard the buzz of
flying insects . . . and confirmed that he was just where
he was supposed to be.

Still, for just a second there, it seemed to him he was
in another place altogether. He wasn’t sure where, or
even when, but . . . oh, what the hell. When people aged,
their minds were allowed to wander a bit.

There was nothing wrong with that, was there? With
all the thinking his mind had done, it had earned a little
excursion now and then.

Concentrating on the vine in his hand, he appraised it
with the trained eye of someone who had grown up
under the tutelage of expert vintners. Then, reaching for
a pair of pruning shears, he snipped off a few stray
branches. Certainly, he could have hired others to do
this work—but it felt good to be useful. And Lord knew,
he wasn’t qualified to do much else these days.

“Captain Picard to the bridge!” a voice rang out.

Picard could scarcely believe his ears. He looked up
from his work and squinted.
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To his surprise, there was someone standing there in
the vineyard—though the figure was silhouetted in the
early-morning sun, so he couldn’t tell who it was right
away. Then, as he shaded his eyes, he made out a
familiar and welcome visage.

“Geordi,” he whispered. “Geordi La Forge.”

His former chief engineer smiled with genuine enthu-
siasm as he approached. “Sir, I think we have a problem
with the warp core, or the phase inducers, or some other
damn thing. It’d normally take days to repair—but if
you need me to, I can fix it in a few minutes. No—make
that a few seconds. And if you want, I can run a few
diagnostics while I’'m at it as well.”

The older man stood, though not without a bit of
difficulty. “Damn,” he said, scratching at his bearded
chin. “It’s really you, isn’t it?”

La Forge was wearing civilian clothes—and why
shouldn’t he? He had left Starfleet a good many years
ago, though not as many as Picard himself. Also, the
man’s VISOR was gone—replaced by artificial eyes—
and with his face rounded by age, and punctuated with a
gray mustache, he was no longer the bushy-tailed young
officer that the captain had known.

But then, time had passed for both of them. So much
time, in fact, that it was depressing to think about it.

La Forge held out his hand. Picard grasped it with all
the strength he could muster—which wasn’t much,
anymore.

“Hello, Captain,” said his visitor. “Or should I make
that Ambassador?”

Picard snorted. “It hasn’t been Ambassador for a
while either.”
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The younger man shrugged. “How about Mr. Picard?”

“How about Jean-Luc?”’ countered the vintner.

La Forge looked at him askance. His eyes glinted. I
don’t know if I can get used to that, but I'll give it a
shot.”

For a long moment, they stood in the slanting rays of
the sun, each taking in the sight of an old friend and
comrade. Picard was the first to break the silence.

“Good lord, Geordi. How long has it been?”

La Forge grunted. “Oh . . . about nine years.”

“No, no . . . I mean, since you called me Captain last?
When was the last time we were all together . . . on the
Enterprise?”

It took La Forge a little longer to answer that question.
“Close to twenty-five years,” he decided.

Picard shook his head. “Twenty-five years...” He
smiled. “Time’s been good to you, Commander.”

The younger man patted his middle. “It’s been a little
too good to me in some places.” He took a look around,
his gaze finally fixing itself on the gardening tools that
Picard had lugged out here—just as he did every morn-
ing. They were stacked just a few meters away.

“Can I give you a hand, sir?”

The older man shrugged. “Oh, I’'m just tying some
vines. I can handle it on my own.”

La Forge knelt down anyway and examined one of the
vines.

“Looks like you’ve got leaf miners,” he announced
after a second or two. ““You might want to use a spray on
them.”

Picard looked at him. “What do you know about leaf

miners?” he asked, full of curiosity.
20




ALL GOOD THINGS ...

To his knowledge, La Forge had never set foot in the
ship’s botanical garden—much less acquainted himself
with Terran parasites. He’d been far too busy running
herd over the ship’s engines.

“My wife is quite a gardener,” La Forge explained.
- “I’ve picked up a little bit of it. I mean . . . when you live
with somebody who eats and breathes the stuff, it’s hard
not to. Just the other day, she spent hours planting a
single flower. Something real fragile . . . a bledrnaya, I
think she called it.”

Without asking permission, he picked up a small
length of shielded wire off the ground and began tying
some of the vines. Satisfied—and yes, surprised—that
his friend was taking the proper care, Picard knelt down
beside him.

“How is Leah?” he asked.

La Forge chuckled softly. “Busier than anyone has a
right to be—even when she’s not planting flowers. She’s
just been made director of the Daystrom Institute. That
means she’ll be working harder than ever—but it’s
something she’s always wanted.”

Picard nodded, duly impressed. “The Daystrom Insti-
tute, eh? And what about the little ones . . . Bret and
Alandra? And, er...” He tried to remember the last
one’s name.

Fortunately, his companion supplied it. “And Sidney.
They’re not so little anymore, Captain. Bret’s applying
- to Starfleet Academy next year. His teachers think he’ll
make it, too—if he can beef up a little more on his
quantum mechanics.”

The older man swore under his breath. “Incredible,”
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he remarked. Then, looking up at his visitor: “So what
brings you here?”

La Forge kept his eyes focused on the vines he was
tying. “Oh . . . I just thought I’d drop by. You know how
it is. I'd been thinking about the old days on the
Enterprise, how much fun we used to have...and
anyway, 1 was in the neighborhood . . .”

Picard smelled a rat. “Don’t give me that,” he rasped.
“You don’t make the trip from Rigel Three to Earth just
to...to drop by. It’s...” He tried to think of how
many light-years, but finally gave up. “A long way,” he
finished lamely.

La Forge swallowed. He was no more skilled at
deception now than he had been a quarter of a century
ago.

“Yes,” he agreed. “I suppose it is.”

Picard eyed him. “So you’ve heard,” he pressed.

The younger man turned to him. “Well,” he con-
fessed, “Leah has a few friends at Starfleet medical, you
know? And word has a way of getting around. ..
especially when it concerns someone of your stature.”

Picard flushed with indignation. “I’m not an invalid,
you know. Irumodic syndrome can take years to run its
course.”

La Forge nodded. “I know. But when I heard, I
just . .. I wanted to come by all the same.”

The older man looked at his friend for a moment. La
Forge hadn’t meant to offend him . . . just to lend some
support. Certainly, he didn’t deserve to be condemned
for that.

When Picard spoke again, his voice was softer, less
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cantankerous. “Well,” he said, “as long as you’re here,
you can help me carry in some of these tools.”

La Forge grinned. “It’s a deal,” he said.

Awkwardly, and not without some pain, Picard got to
his feet. “My cooking may not be up to Leah’s stan-

~ dards,” he warned. “But I can still make a decent cup of
tea.”

Grabbing an armful of his farming implements, he
saw his visitor do the same. Together, they started
walking toward the house where Picard had been raised.
It was barely visible around the bend of the hill.

“By the way,” said the vintner, “I read your last novel.
Not bad, not bad at all.”

“Really?” replied La Forge. Like a great many authors
before him, there was something of the small child about
him, seeking approval.

The captain nodded. “Really. It had a certain, er . . .
authenticity to it that I found quite refreshing. Of
course, I didn’t like the main character all that much . . .
what was his name?”

“Patrick.”

“Patrick, of course. Not quite the fellow I would have
chosen to run my ship. But that’s just my own,
personal . . .”

Suddenly, Picard stopped dead in his tracks. Standing

- in the vineyards, not fifty meters away, was a trio of the
- sorriest, scraggliest excuses for human beings that he’d
ever seen.

He didn’t recognize any of them. In fact, he’d never

. seen them before in his life. So what in blazes were they
~ doing in his vineyard?

' s
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Before he could ask them that question, they began
pointing at him— pointing and jeering. Then shouting at
the tops of their lungs, as if they found something
amusing about him. Picard suppressed his indignation.

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see his compan-
ion looking at him. He looked concerned.

“Captain,” asked La Forge, *“are you all right?”

“Im fine,” said Picard, keeping his eyes on the
intruders. “I just want to know what these people are
doing in my vineyard. . . .”

“Captain?”’

Picard turned at the sound of the shuttle pilot’s voice.
“Yes, Lieutenant?” he muttered.

“Are you all right, sir?”

He wasn’t sure. He seemed to have drifted off —but
not merely figuratively. It was almost as if he’d been
somewhere else until just this second . .. somewhere
very different from the shuttlecraft Galileo.

But of course, that was ridiculous. For the last several
minutes, he’d been sitting in the copilot’s seat of the
small, crisp-looking craft, making the brief trip from the
shipyard offices to his new command.

Perhaps he was just nervous, he told himself. After all,
it had been several years since he’d sat in the center seat
of a starship—and the assignment he was headed for
was significantly more demanding than the Stargazer
had been.

“Sir?” prodded the pilot, who was also to be one of his
senior officers when he took command.

Picard turned to her, noting the way her prickly,
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‘no-nonsense attitude clashed with her striking good
looks. Her skin was tinted a pale green by the craft’s
interior lighting; it accentuated the green of her eyes.
| He smiled, a little embarrassed. “I’m sorry, Lieuten-
ant Yar. My mind seems to have wandered for a mo-

ment. What was it you were saying?”’

She seemed to relax a bit. “I was asking if you’d ever
| been aboard a Galaxy-class starship before, sir.”

Picard focused his mind on answering the question.
Though he still had the nagging sensation that he’d left
something unfinished somewhere, he tried to ignore it.

“No,” he replied. “I’m, of course, very familiar with
| the blueprints and specifications . . . and I’ve seen holo-
grams of its performance projections . . . but this will be
my first time aboard.”

The young woman smiled—an expression of pride
| more than one of pleasure. “Well then, sir, if I may be so
{ bold . . . you’re in for a treat. The Enterprise is quite a
ship.”

The captain nodded. “I’m sure she is.”
|' Of course, he couldn’t see it yet, with all the yard’s
| other ships hovering in the way like a pack of high-tech

herd animals. But he would get an eyeful of the Enter-
| prise soon enough.

As it was, he found Lieutenant Yar’s face much more
interesting. There was something about it that seemed
| . . . familiar, he thought, even though he was only notic-
ing it now for the first time.

Perhaps it was just one of those faces. He was relative-
ly certain he had never met her before today. Or had he?

After a moment, Yar seemed to notice that he was
scrutinizing her. She glanced back at him.
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“Sir?” A pause. “Have I done something wrong?”’ she §*
asked. o B

“No,” he said. “Of course not, Lieutenant.” i

He was sorry for the misconception he’d caused. No §
matter how curious he was, it had been wrong of him to §*
stare.

“You just seem familiar to me,” he explained further. ¢
“I was wondermg if we had run into one another on aFED
prior occasion.’ .

The woman’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t think so,” she Jn
replied.

Picard nodded. “No,” he agreed. “Perhaps not.”

Yar returned her attention to her contre!l console. A
second later, the communications panel beeped. She hit |
the appropriate control pad. 1o

“Enterprise to shuttlecraft Galileo,” announced the {i
ship’s officer in charge of shuttle traffic. “You are cleared |
for arrival in shuttlebay two.”

The lieutenant’s response was crisp and professional: |
“Acknowledged, Enterprise.” 3

Working her controls for a moment, she pointed to a
spot dead ahead, between two smaller starships. The
captain craned his neck to follow her gesture, but hei
couldn’t see anything yet from where he was sitting.

“There she is,” said Yar.

A moment later, he saw what she was talking about, as
the Galaxy-class Enterprise swam into view. Picard felt |t
his heart skip as he took in the majesty and the grace and |!
the magnitude of her. il

Her saucer section alone could accommodate more
than a thousand people, he had learned. And her |:
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~nacelles—positioned underneath the ship, where the
Stargazer's had been placed above—were not only ele-
gant, but highly efficient. Even in the midst of all the
* other half-ready vessels in the yard, she seemed to stand
“out—to shine.

“She’s beautiful,” he commented, without intending
to. And then, because the word didn’t seem to praise her
enough: “Absolutely breathtaking.”

The lieutenant nodded. “She certainly is. . . .”

“. .. Captain?”

Picard blinked. He was in Deanna’s quarters again,
holding out his ceramic cup full of cold tea. The counsel-
or herself was staring at him, her dark eyes fixed on
his—as if he’d just said or done something entirely
4 inappropriate. And there was a feeling in his stomach

 the likes of which he’d never felt before.

; “Tasha,” he muttered, his eyes going in and out of
focus.

“I beg your pardon?” responded Deanna.

“Tasha,” he repeated dully, his own voice sounding
strange in his ears. “I was just with Tasha, in the
shuttle. . . .”

Suddenly, it was all too much for him. His accumu-
lated feelings of disorientation swept over him like a
tidal wave, threatening to crush him. Somewhere off in
the distance, he heard the sound of his cup shattering on
the table.

In what seemed like a long, dizzying fall, Picard
slumped back into his chair. His skull was ringing
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furiously, like a thousand chiming clocks. He put his
hands to his ears in an attempt to shut them out, but he
couldn’t. They were too loud, too insistent.

“Captain?” came a cry, taut with concern. And again,
tighter still: “Captain?”

e he begans ol o cam ==

There was a dull sound—Ilike a hand hitting some-
thing hard, something metallic. His stomach lurched.

“Troi to Dr. Crusher.” The words seemed at once very
close and very far away. “Something’s wrong with the
captain. We’re on our way to sickbay.”

And then he blacked out altogether.
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CHAPTER 4

| D r. Beverly Crusher had seen her friend, the captain,
| in many a narrow strait. However, she had never seen
| him look quite so meek or helpless as he did now.

. Sitting in his robe on the biobed in front of her,
ean-Luc was just staring into space, and had been for
| nearly a minute. He seemed oblivious of the doctors and
‘nurses going about their business elsewhere in sickbay.
It made her feel helpless, too—because even after the
| battery of brain-activity tests she’d put him through, she
still couldn’t figure out what was wrong with him.
‘Sighing, she completed one last scan with her tricorder
' and considered the results.

Troi, who was standing at the foot of the bed, looked at
| the doctor hopefully. Unfortunately, Crusher would
| have to dash that hope.

. “I don’t see anything that might cause hallucinations
or a psychogenic reaction,” she said.

| The captain turned to her. “Nothing?”
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“Nothing,” echoed the doctor.

“Is there any indication of temporal displacement?”
queried Troi. “Anything that might shed some light on
the problem?”

Crusher shook her head. “Not that I can see. Usually,
a temporal shift would leave some kind of trypamine
residue in the cerebral cortex. But the scans didn’t find
any.”

Gently, she put her hand on Jean-Luc’s shoulder. He
half-smiled at the gesture, but his mind was clearly on
his troubles.

“Frankly,” she said, trying to lighten things up a bit,
“I think you just enjoy waking everyone up in the
middle of the night.”

The captain looked at her. He seemed grateful for her
effort to ease the considerable tension.

“Actually,” he replied, picking up on her gibe, “I
enjoy running around the ship in my bare feet. I find
it...” He pretended to search for the right word.
“Invigorating,” he decided at last.

Now it was the doctor’s turn to smile. “No doubt you
do.”

“Dr. Crusher?”

The chief medical officer turned. Alissa Ogawa, one of
her nurses, was headed this way with a padd. Ogawa was
six months pregnant and looked every minute of it.

“Here are the biospectral test results,” said the nurse.

“Thanks, Alissa,” said Crusher.

Smiling, Ogawa crossed sickbay to attend to other
things—and the doctor looked over the results displayed
on the padd. Finally, satisfied that there could be no
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error, she turned to her patient, who had been watching
her as she went over the data.

“And?” he asked.

“Well,” she told him, “your blood-gas analysis is
consistent with someone who’s been breathing the ship’s
air for weeks. If you’d been somewhere else, there would
be some indication of a change in your dissolved oxygen
levels—but there isn’t any such indication. You haven’t
left the Enterprise, Jean-Luc. Not as far as I can tell.”

He frowned. “I don’t understand,” he said. He got
that faraway look again—the one that tore at Crusher’s
heart. Unfortunately, the doctor thought, that wasn’t the
worst news she would give him today.

Turning to Troi, she asked, “Counselor . . . would you
be good enough to excuse us for a moment?”

The Betazoid looked a little surprised, but she took the
request in stride. “Of course,” she replied. And then, to
the captain: “I’ll look in on you a little later.”

Jean-Luc nodded—but his gaze was fixed on the
doctor now. He, too, wondered what kind of remarks
required such privacy.

As Troi headed for the exit, Crusher met his scrutiny.

. This wasn’t going to be easy, she told herself. But, as his

doctor, she had to tell him.

“Jean-Luc,” she began, “our scans didn’t show any
evidence of Irumodic syndrome. But it did reveal a
particular kind of defect in your parietal lobe.” She
paused, choosing her words carefully. “It’s the kind of
defect that could make you susceptible to several neuro-
logical disorders later in life . .. including Irumodic
syndrome.”
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The captain absorbed the news. ““I see,” he said.

Until this moment, he had been dealing only with
something he’d experienced elsewhere—more than like-
ly, it seemed, in a particularly vivid nightmare. Now the -
nightmare—or at least this one aspect of it—was invad-
ing his real world.

Still, whatever dark prospects he contemplated, he
kept them to himself. OQutwardly, he didn’t show the
least sign of self-pity.

“Now,” she continued, “it’s possible you could have
that defect for the rest of your life without developing a
problem. And even if the syndrome does develop, many
people lead perfectly normal lives for a long time after its
onset.”

Jean-Luc smiled wryly—even courageously. “Then
why,” he asked, “do you look like you’ve just signed my
death sentence?”

He said it with a hint of a smile, so she wouldn’t get
the wrong idea. Just as she had tried to break the tension
earlier, he was trying his best to break it now.

After all, he knew that she would not be pleased about
this either. Not only was she his physician, she was his
friend. And at times, she had been on the verge of
becoming something even more.

“Sorry,” said Crusher, unable to quite bring herself to
smile with him. “I guess . .. this has caught me off
guard.”

The captain took a contemplative breath and let it out.
“Well, it’ll either happen or it won’t. However, since we
have no control over it, there’s no point in worrying.”
He looked at her with something akin to defiance in

32




ALL GOOD THINGS . ..

his eyes. “Besides,” he added, “something tells me
you’re going to have to put up with me for a very long
time.”

The doctor shrugged. “It won’t be easy,” she told him,
attempting to match his attitude, “but I’ll manage.”

She wanted to say more, but she was interrupted
by the entrance of First Officer Will Riker. Crossing sick-
bay in several long strides, he looked as serious as
Crusher felt. Of course, Riker didn’t know anything
about the potential for Irumodic syndrome, which
worried the doctor even more than Jean-Luc’s current
malady.

The captain eyed his second-in-command. “Well?”” he
inquired. “Did Worf find anything?”

Riker shook his head. “No, sir. His security scans
came up negative.” He held his hands out in a gesture of
apology. “They’re checking the sensor logs. .. but
there’s still no indication that you left the ship.”

Jean-Luc slipped off the biobed and harrumphed. “It
wasn’t a dream,” he insisted. “Something did happen.”

Abruptly, they were interrupted by a voice on the
intercom net. “Worf to Captain Picard.”

The captain looked up. “Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

“Sir, there is an incoming transmission from Admiral
Nakamura. It is a Priority One message.”

Priority One? Crusher knew that Starfleet didn’t use
that designation lightly.

Jean-Luc turned to her. “Beverly?”

She knew what he wanted—and she had no objec-
tions. “Go ahead,” she said. “Use it if you like.”

The captain nodded by way of a thank-you. “Mr.
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Worf,” he instructed, “route the communication
through to Dr. Crusher’s office.”

“Aye, sir,” replied the Klingon. “Rerouting . . .”

As Jean-Luc started across sickbay, the chief medical
officer sighed. She hoped that Nakamura didn’t want too
much of the captain. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have enough
on his mind.
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Entering the doctor’s office, Picard sat down at her
desk and activated the desktop monitor. After a mo-
ment, the solemn visage of Admiral Nakamura appeared
on the screen.

“Captain,” said the admiral.

“Admiral,” returned Picard. One didn’t drag out
Priority One messages with small talk.

Nakamura shifted slightly in his chair. “Jean-Luc, I'm
initiating a fleetwide yellow alert. Starfleet intelligence
has picked up some disturbing reports from the
Romulan Empire.”

“What sort of news?” asked the captain.

The admiral frowned. “It appears that they’re mobi-
lizing for something. At least thirty Warbirds have been
pulled from other assignments and are heading for the
Neutral Zone.”

That was disturbing news indeed. “Is there any indica-
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tion why they would make such a blatantly aggressive
move, Admiral?”

“Perhaps,” said Nakamura. “Our operatives on Rom-
ulus have indicated that something is happening iz the
Neutral Zone—specifically, in the Devron system. Our
own long-range scans have picked up some kind of
spatial anomaly in the area, but we can’t tell what it
is—or why the Romulans might have taken an interest
in it.”

“I see,” responded Picard. “And what are our or-
ders?”

The admiral scowled. “As you can imagine, this is a
delicate situation. I’'m deploying fifteen starships along
our side of the Neutral Zone. And I want you to go there
as well—to see if you can find out what’s going on in the
Devron system.”

The captain pondered his instructions. “Am I autho-
rized to enter the Zone?”’ he inquired.

Nakamura shook his head. “Not yet. Wait and see
what the Romulans do. You can conduct long-range
scans, send probes if you wish . . . but don’t cross the
border unless they cross it first.”

“Understood,” Picard assured him.

“Good luck,” said the admiral. And with that, his
image vanished, replaced with the official insignia of
Starfleet.

Turning off the monitor, the captain stood . . .

. .. and felt a sudden wave of vertigo wash over him.
He felt himself falling . . . falling . . . reaching out . ..
until he was caught by a pair of strong arms.
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Looking up, he saw that it was La Forge who had
rescued him. The man’s face was puckered with concern.

“Captain . . . what’s wrong?”’ he asked.

With his friend’s help, Picard steadied himself and
looked around. His family’s vineyard seem to stretch out
forever in every direction. But . . . that wasn’t right, was
it? He didn’t belong in the vineyard . . . or didn’t . . .

“Is something wrong, sir?”’ pressed La Forge.

The older man tried to think. “I don’t know,” he
responded. “I ... I wasn’t here a moment ago. ...”

His visitor’s worry lines deepened. “What do you
mean? You’'ve been right here with me, sir.”

Picard groped for an answer. He tried to concentrate,
to remember . . . but the damned Irumodic syndrome
kept dragging down his every effort.

If only he were younger. If only his mind hadn’t
deteriorated. If only . . .

Stop it, he told himself. You’re not going to get
anywhere feeling sorry for yourself. Now, what hap-
pened to you? Try to remember, dammit.

“No,” he said at last. “I wasn’t here. I was somewhere
else . .. a long time ago.” He concentrated harder. “I
was talking to someone. . ..”

And then it came to him. Beverly . . .

“Beverly was there.”

He looked up at La Forge and saw an expression of
disbelief. Picard’s former comrade was beginning to
wonder if the old man was losing it. It was evident in his
eyes, even if they had been created in a lab somewhere.

“It’s okay, Captain.” He took hold of the vintner’s
arm. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

Flushed with anger, Picard pulled his arm away. “I am
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not senile. It happened, I tell you. I was here, with
you . .. and then I was in another place . . .” But where
was it?

Again, he had a flash of insight. “It was . .. it was
back on the Enterprise!”” he croaked.

But how was that possible? He hadn’t been on his old
ship in a quarter of a century. And the more he thought
about it, the more a host of doubts began to set in.

“At least,” he went on, “I think it was the Enterprise. It
seemed like sickbay...yes...but maybe it was a
hospital . . . or . . .” He shrugged. How could he know?
How could he be sure?

La Forge looked at him. “Captain, I think we should
g0 back to the house. We could call a doctor. . . .”

Picard felt his anger crawl up into his throat, where it
threatened to choke him. “No,” he grated. “I know what
you’re thinking. It’s the Irumodic syndrome. It’s be-
ginning to . . . to affect the captain’s mind. Well, it’s
not that. And...and I wasn’t daydreaming either,
dammit.”

La Forge held up a hand for peace. “All right, sir . . .
all right. Just calm down.”

The older man felt the heat in his face start to ebb
away. He straightened to his full height. ‘“Apology
accepted,” he said, even though—technically—his visi-
tor hadn’t tendered one.

“So,” La Forge probed, “something’s happened.
You’ve gone . . . er, somewhere else. And back again.”

Picard nodded emphatically. “Damned right I have.”

“Then . ..” The younger man appealed to him with
his artificial eyes. “What do you want to do about it?”’
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The vintner considered the request, doing his best to
seize on a course of action. Finally, one came to mind.

“I want to see Data,” he announced.

La Forge mulled it over. “I don’t get it. Why Data?”

This was annoying. “Because I think he can help.”

The younger man looked at him. “If you don’t mind
my asking, sir . . . help how?”

The anger exploded in him, almost as hot and bright
as before. “I don’t know!” roared Picard. “I don’t
know—Dbut I want to see him, do you understand me?”

In the aftermath of the captain’s outburst, La Forge
hesitated. Obviously, he still wasn’t putting much cre-
dence in anything the older man said. But in the end, he
seemed to come to terms with the idea.

“Okay, sir. We’ll go see Data, if that’s what you want.”

“It is,” Picard confirmed.

The younger man’s eyes narrowed. “He’s still at
Cambridge, isn’t he?”

It was a good question. “Yes,” said the vintner. “I
think he . . .”

He never finished the sentence, distracted by a sudden
movement in the corner of his eye. Turning toward it, he
saw the intruders again—the scraggly, undernourished,
hollow-eyed souls he’d noticed before.

But this time, there weren’t three of them. There were
Six.

As before, they were jeering and pointing at Picard—
though he hadn’t the slightest idea why. Nor, for that
matter, could he guess what they were doing here a
second time.

He grabbed La Forge by the arm and, with an effort,
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managed to turn him in the intruders’ direction. “Do
you see them?” he asked. “Do you?”

The other man looked out over the rolling vineyards.
Then he looked back at Picard. “See who?”

The captain pointed to them. “They’re out there,” he
said. “Laughing at me. Why are they laughing,
dammit?”

Why indeed? What was so funny? And who were they,
anyway?

La Forge put his arm around Picard. It was a patently
protective gesture. “Come on, Captain. Let’s go see
Data.”

Picard started to protest—and then realized that the
intruders were gone. There wasn’t a sign of them—not a
rag, not an echo. He scanned the vineyards in all
directions, to no avail.

But how could they have disappeared so quickly? It
was as if they’d dropped into a hole in the earth.

Or was it possible that he had imagined them after all?
That they had never existed in the first place?

The older man swallowed. “Yes,” he muttered. “Data
... yes, of course.”

And, feeling a little weak in the knees, he allowed his
former comrade to guide him as they walked back
toward the house.

Cambridge University hadn’t changed much over the
millennium or so since it was founded. At least, that was
Geordi’s understanding. Personally, he had been
through the place only once before, on a family outing—
and that was when he was very small.
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Data’s residence at the university was an old English
manor house, built around the end of the sixteenth
century. It had the smell of old wood about it. As Geordi
approached the front door, with the captain at his side,
he noticed the large brass knocker. It had been molded
in the shape of a long-maned lion’s head.

Geordi smiled. Here, as on the Picard family proper-
ty, the primitive had been preserved and venerated. No
doubt it was making the captain feel right at home.

He had been alarmed by Picard’s behavior back in the
vineyards. However, the captain hadn’t seemed nearly
so distracted on the way here. In fact, his excitement had
seemed to focus his thoughts—to make him more lucid.

Why, there had been times on the trip from France to
England when Geordi had completely forgotten that the
man had Irumodic syndrome. Well, a/most completely.
There had been the incident with the poodle.

Reaching for the knocker, Geordi banged it a couple
of times on the heavy wooden door. After a moment, the
door opened. A dour-looking, red-faced woman some-
where in her fifties peered out at them. She looked broad
enough to put the average Tellarite to shame.

“State your business,” said the woman, with a heavy
English accent. Her small, deep-set eyes announced that
the two men were anything but welcome here, and dared
them to say otherwise.

Still, they hadn’t come all this way to be turned back
now. “We’re here to see Mr. Data,” the former chief
engineer explained. “My name is Geordi La Forge and
this is Jean-Luc Picard. We’re old friends of his.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed almost to slits. “I’m sure
you are, sir. Everyone’s friends with Mr. Data, it ap-
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pears. But the professor’s busy right now and can’t be
disturbed, y’see.”

¥Buat s ¥

“I'm sorry, sir.”

As she began to close the door, Picard put his foot in
the way. The woman glared at him.

“It’s very important we see him immediately,” he
elaborated, glaring back. “We’ve come all the way from
France.”

The woman’s expression indicated that she was not
impressed. “Have you got wax in your ears?” she asked.
“I told you he’s busy, sir. If you wish to make an
appointment, you’ll have to go through the university—
and let them decide how important it is. Now, don’t
make me call the constable on you, because I won’t
hesitate to—"

“Jessel? Who'’s at the door?”

Geordi would have known that voice anywhere—
although there was a range of expressiveness in it that he
hadn’t heard before. The woman looked irritated. Obvi-
ously, she had no choice now but to announce their
presence there.

“Just some friends of yours, sir,” she called back into
the house. “I told them to come back another time, when
you’re not so busy.”

“Now, Jessel, I told you about frightening people
away ...”

As the sentence hung unfinished in the air, an inner
door swung open—revealing none other than their old
colleague, Data. Being an android, he hadn’t aged over
the years. However, there was a prominent streak of gray
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on one side of his head—not a natural streak, but one
that looked as if a paintbrush had been taken to his head.

Data was wearing a cranberry-colored, synthetic-silk
smoking jacket—the perfect complement to his sur-
roundings. As he peered out at Geordi and the captain,
his eyes seemed to go blank for a moment. Then, slowly,
a smile broke out on his face.

“Geordi!” he exclaimed. “Captain!” He held out a
hand to them.

Being a bit closer, Geordi was the first to take it.

“It’s good to see you, Data.”

Picard shook hands with him, too.

“It’s been a long time,” he noted.

The android nodded. “Too long, sir.” Turning to his
housekeeper, he said, “Jessel, these are my old ship-
mates. The ones I have told you about.”

The woman harrumphed. “Oh. The Enterprise bunch.
How delightful.”” And turning on her heel, she vanished
into the house.

Unperturbed, Data ushered them in. “What a pieas-
ant surprise this is.” And then, glancing back at the
departing housekeeper: “Tea and biscuits for everyone,
Jessel.”
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To Picard, Data’s library looked like something out of a
Sherlock Holmes story . . . spacious, comfortable, the
walls lined with a wide assortment of leather-bound
books. He could smell the oils that had been used to
preserve them. A fire—not a real one, of course, but a
rather authentic-looking hologram—was roaring cheer-
fully in the hearth.

And there were any number of cats wandering about
or sleeping on the furniture. Apparently, the android’s
mixed experience with Spot hadn’t turned him off to
felines altogether.

La Forge nodded appreciatively. “This is quite a house
you have here, Data. I see they treat professors pretty
well at Cambridge.”

The android shrugged. “Holding the Lucasian Chair
does have its perquisites. This house originally belonged
to Sir Isaac Newton when he held the position. It has
since become the traditional residence.” He paused. “Of
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course, being a creature of habit, I tend to use only three
of the forty-seven rooms in the manor.”

Just then, Jessel entered the room with a silver tea
service, which gleamed in the firelight. Judging by her
expression, she’d been keeping track of their conversa-
tion.

“Might as well board up the rest of the house, for all
the use it gets . . .” Her voice trailed off, but she’d made
her point.

Wiping her hands on her apron, she leaned in close to
La Forge and spoke quietly—though not so quietly
Picard couldn’t make out what she was saying. ‘“You’re
his friend, eh?”

He saw the former engineer nod. “That’s right. And I
have been for quite some time.”

“Well then,” said the housekeeper, “‘as his friend, see
if you can get him to take that gray streak out of his hair.
He looks like a bloomin’ skunk, he does. People will
soon start walking on the other side of the street when
they see him coming.”

Data, who had obviously overheard, cast a remonstra-
tive look at Jessel. “Thank you,” he told her. “That will
be all.”

Without another word, she made her exit. The an-
droid turned to his guests with a wry look on his face.

“She can be trying at times,” he admitted. “But she
does make me laugh now and then.”

- La Forge smiled. “So . .. what is it with your hair,
anyway?”

Picard was glad someone else had mentioned it.
Unfortunately, Data looked a bit embarrassed.

“I have found that a touch of gray adds an air
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of . .. distinction,” he explained. “Unfortunately, I
don’t seem to have it quite right yet.” Indicating a pair of
chairs, he glanced at each of his old comrades in turn.
“Please,” he said. “Make yourselves comfortable.”

Crossing to the tea set, the android began to pour.
When he was done, he brought them their cups.

Then, sitting down himself, he eyed Picard. “Since
neither of you has a predilection for sudden visits, I
assume you are not here just for afternoon tea.”

Picard nodded, grateful for the opening. “That’s true.
Data, I need your help. . ..”

It took a while for him to explain what had happened
to him—even longer than it should have, perhaps,
thanks to his illness. But in the end, he managed to get it
all out.

“I know how it sounds,” the older man finished. “But
it happened. It was real. I was back on the Enterprise.”

He saw Data and La Forge exchange a look—but he
was willing to disregard it. After all, he told himself, if
their positions and his were reversed, he would have
been a bit skeptical as well.

“Temporal displacement would normally leave a re-
sidual tachyon signature,” the android noted, as a dark
brown cat walked over his lap. “I’ve scanned you, sir,
but I can’t see anything out of the ordinary.” Turning to
La Forge, he asked, “When this happened, did you
notice anything unusual?”’

The man with the artificial eyes shook his head. “No.
We were walking through the vineyard and he just . ..
stumbled.”

Data considered that for a moment. He looked back to
Picard. “And you say this happened to you twice?”
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The older man nodded. “Twice that I know of . ..
though I suppose it could’ve been more often. . . .”” He
hated not being able to remember. “I wish I could be
more specific,” he said, “but this damned condition of
mine . . . I just can’t seem to think straight sometimes.”

At that point, Jessel entered to reclaim the tea service.
By then, whatever they hadn’t finished had gone cold—
as a number of cats could bear witness, having peeked
inside the cups themselves. While the housekeeper gath-
ered up the cups and saucers, the android renewed his
questioning.

“Captain,” he began, “when was the last time you saw
a physician about your Irumodic syndrome?”’

Picard felt his spine stiffen. “A week ago. I was
prescribed peridaxon. And yes, I’'m fully aware that it’s
not a cure. Nothing can stop the deterioration of my . . .
my synaptic pathways. I know that.”

Again, Data and La Forge exchanged looks. This time,
it rankled the older man, and he couldn’t contain it.

“You think I’m senile,” he told them. “That this is all
some . . . delusion or something. Admit it.”

“No one said anything like that,” replied La Forge.

But Data gave him the unvarnished truth. “In all
honesty, Captain, it’s a thought that has occurred to me.
However, there is nothing to disprove what you are
saying, either. So I suppose it’s possible that something
is happening to you.”

Picard felt hopeful as he watched the android pace
across the room, sending a number of sleeping cats
~ scurrying for cover. It seemed Data had become a lot
more . . . human since they saw each other last. Or at
_ least, he’d picked up some human habits.
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““The first thing we should do,” said their host, “is give
you a complete series of neurographic scans. We can use
the equipment at the biometrics lab here on campus.”
Turning to the housekeeper, who was shooing a Siamese
cat off the couch, he said, “Jessel, ask Professor Rippert
to take over my lecture for tomorrow . . . and possibly
for the rest of the week.”

The older man grinned. “That’s my Data!” he ex-
claimed. “I knew I could count on you!” He jumped up
from his chair and—

—felt his feet strike the unyielding metal of the
shuttledeck.

Looking around, Picard had that feeling again . . . the
one that he had been somewhere else until this very
second. He was tempted to reach back, to steady himself
against the Galileo. But in the next moment, the feeling
passed.

A moment later, he saw that there were a couple of
dozen officers lined up for his inspection. They were
standing at ease in three distinct ranks.

One was a Klingon— Worf, wasn’t it? He recalled the
gist of the man’s personal history. Nor was it a difficult
task, considering how unusual it was for a Klingon to be
raised on Earth.

Stepping out from behind Picard, Lieutenant Yar
called out in a loud voice, “The commanding officer of
the Enterprise!”

The words echoed from bulkhead to bulkhead. It was
a proud moment for him. And it wasn’t over. Right on
cue, an ensign brought an old-fashioned bosun’s whistle
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to his lips and blew on it. At the high, shrill sound,
everyone in the bay snapped to crisp attention.

Shrugging off the last shreds of his disorientation,
Picard moved to a nearby podium, placed his padd on it,
and surveyed the crowd. There were other faces here that
he recognized from their Starfleet files—but there would
be time to study them at length later on. Right now,
everyone was waiting for him to officially announce his
assumption of command.

Moving forward with the ceremony, he read from the
padd. “To Captain Jean-Luc Picard, stardate four-
one-one-four-eight . . .”

Something made him look up. To his astonish-
ment, there was a trio of humans up on the shuttle-
bay’s catwalk. They were haggard, sunken-cheeked . . .
dressed in rags.

And the captain had the strangest feeling that he had
seen them somewhere before—though he couldn’t re-
member where.

As Picard stared at them, and they stared back, one of
the figures pointed to him. Then all three began to laugh.
The captain blinked, unable to believe the evidence of
his own eyes.

And then they were gone.

Jarred, he just stood there for a moment, trying to
decide what had just happened—if anything. He was a
perfectly sane, perfectly rational human being. He had
no history of hallucinations. And yet, he had thought
he’d seen something that was plainly not there.

Someone cleared his or her throat. Remembering the
officers who had assembled to greet him, Picard looked
at them. They were waiting.
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Gathering himself, he returned to the orders written
on the padd. ““You are hereby requested and required to
take command . . .” he read.

And a second time, something caught his eye. Glanc-
ing up, he saw that the figures on the catwalk were
back—but now, there were six of them. And they were
pointing at him and jeering even more wildly than
before.

Then, as if by magic, they weren’t. They had vanished
again. He looked all around the room and could find no
sign of them.

It was only then that he put two and two together.
Might the sight of the hollow-cheeked hecklers have
something to do with his feelings of disorientation?
Might it not be all of a piece?

Unfortunately, he couldn’t puzzle it out now, in the
presence of all his officers. They would think he’d gone
over the edge.

Later, after he’d had time to rest, to mull it over, he’d
be able to put these things in some reasonable context.
He’d see that there was a logical explanation for all of it.

But right now, he wanted to get this ceremony over
with and retire to his quarters. As before, he applied
himself to reading the words on the padd.

“. .. to take command of the U.S.S. Enterprise as of
this date. Signed, Rear Admiral Norah Satie, Starfleet
Command.”

Turning off the padd, he stepped out from behind the
podium and looked at his crew. They looked back at him
silently, waiting for the first words he would offer
them—their first bit of sage advice from the captain of
the newly commissioned Enterprise.
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But before he could advise them, he saw that the
scraggly figures had returned—and this time, in force.
There were ten of them now, up on the catwalk, all
shouting at Picard with murderous intent. Out of reflex,
he took a step back, prepared to respond if they came
leaping over the rail to get at him.

But it never happened—because a fraction of a sec-
ond later, they were gone. An eerie, echoing silence filled
the shuttlebay, as the captain made his decision.

This wasn’t his imagination. This wasn’t the product
of a tired or distracted mind. Something was going on
here—and until he knew what, he would take whatever
precautions he deemed necessary.

Addressing his officers, he shouted, “Red alert! All
hands to battle stations!”

For a moment, they just looked at him, dumbfounded.
Surely, their faces said, this had to be a joke. Only one of
them took it seriously right from the start.

“You heard the captain!” barked Lieutenant Yar.
“Move!”

That broke them out of their initial paralysis. An
instant later, they were sounding the alert, rushing out
the shuttlebay doors to their respective duty stations.

And as Picard watched them go, he mused that in
twenty years on the Stargazer, he had never encountered
anything like this. Welcome to the Enterprise, he told
himself.
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Red alert,” muttered Miles Edward O’Brien, lost in
thought as he made his way along the crowded corridor.
“I just don’t get it.”

His friend Sutcliffe, who was accompanying him to
the turbolift, didn’t get it either. He said so.

“l mean,” he continued, “I’ve heard of captains
coming on board and trying to make an impression, but
that was ridiculous. Everybody running to their battle
stations for no reason at all . . .” He sighed. “If it was a
drill, it was a damned stupid time for one.”

O’Brien cast a sideways glance at him. “Don’t say
that.”

Sutcliffe glanced back. “Say what?”

“That it was stupid,” O’Brien explained.

“And why not?” asked the other man.

“Because he’s the captain,” O’Brien told him.

“And that means he can’t do anything stupid?”

O’Brien nodded. “That’s right.”
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“You’re out of your mind,” said Sutcliffe. “Captains
are as human as anyone else. Or as Vulcan. Or as
Andorian. They make mistakes, just like the rest of us.”

“That’s not the way I was taught,” O’Brien countered.
“You don’t run down the man in the center seat. Not
even when you’re talking to a friend. Not even when
you're talking to yourself.” He paused, remembering his
old ship and its commanding officer. “That’s the way it
was on the Phoenix, under Captain Maxwell. And that’s
the way it’ll be here—at least for me.”

Sutcliffe smiled. “Blind obedience? Really?”

O’Brien shrugged off the criticism. “Not blind,” he
said. “Just obedience. You may disagree with a man’s
orders, or his judgment. But when you start thinking you
can replace it with your own, you run into trouble.” He
grunted. “Starfleet Command isn’t in the habit of put-
ting berserkers or ne’er-do-wells in charge of Galaxy-
class vessels. If Captain Picard called a red alert, he had
a reason for it.”

“Uh-huh,” Sutcliffe replied. “Even if you can’t for the
life of you imagine what it might have been.”

O’Brien frowned. “Even then. Of course—""

Abruptly, he felt his shoulder bump hard into some-
thing. Or more accurately, someone. In this case, it was
an Oriental woman with her arms full of transparent
flower cases—which went tumbling to the deck as he
and she collided.

“Oh, blast,” he said, kneeling beside her to help her
pick them up again. But she didn’t seem to be in any
hurry to do that.

“The b’lednaya . . .” she groaned, her dark eyes wide
with pain.
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“Don’t worry,” O’Brien told her. He smiled, trying to
put the situation in perspective for her. “I'll give you a
hand.”

The woman looked up at him. “Don’t bother,” she
said. “B’lednaya are very fragile. As you can see,” she
said, picking up a case to use as an example, “their stems
have been broken.”

Indeed, their stems were broken. And though the
delicate, violet-and-yellow flowers hadn’t been affected
yet, it was only a matter of time before they’d begin to
shrivel.

He felt badly about that. But he still had to get to the
bridge to help with its outfitting, and he was due there in
just a couple of minutes. Nor did he want to be tardy,
considering the importance of his assignment.

Starfleet captains might understand a lot of things, but
lateness wasn’t one of them. He knew that from sad
experience.

“Listen,” he told the woman—who, he couldn’t help
but notice, was quite attractive—*‘I’m sorry, really I am.
But I've got to make my shift. Are you sure I can’t help
you in some way?”

She couldn’t have given him an icier stare if she’d been
an ammonia-breather. “That’s all right,” she assured
him. “I think you’ve helped enough . . . don’t you?”

Well, thought O’Brien. If that’s the way it was to
be::,

Straightening, he resumed his progress toward the
turbolift. Sutcliffe, who was still beside him, clapped
him on the shoulder.

“That’s all right,” he commented. “She wasn’t your
type anyway, Miles. Too delicate.”
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O’Brien glanced back over his shoulder at the woman.
As she gathered up the cases full of ruined flowers, he felt
a pang he’d never felt before. Guilt, probably. Or was it
something else?

“You're probably right,” he told Sutcliffe. But he still
glanced back at her a couple more times before he
reached his destination.

Tasha Yar didn’t feel particularly comfortable in the
Ten-Forward lounge. However, it had been one of the
first areas in the ship to be completely furnished, and
that made it perfect for the various meetings she had to
conduct with the ship’s personnel.

After all, she was one of the ranking officers on board.
When the rest of the senior staff arrived, her responsibil-
ities would be confined to security per se—but for now,
it fell to her to coordinate everything from shuttledeck
operations to outfitting sickbay.

At this particular moment, as she nursed her too-rich
Dagavarian maltmilk, she was waiting to conduct a
meeting with the latest shipment of shuttle pilots. She
reeled off their names from memory: Collins, Mayhew,
and Prieto. All highly rated, though none higher than
her.

Tasha couldn’t help but notice that everyone else in
the lounge was seated in twos and threes. She was the
only one sitting alone. But then, she was used to that.
Coming from the kind of place she’d come from, it was
unlikely that social interaction would ever be her forte.

Then she realized that there was one other singleton
among all the tables in Ten-Forward. It was Counselor
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Troi, who’d come aboard shortly after the security chief
herself. And the Betazoid was looking at her.

A moment later, Troi turned away. But it was too late.
Tasha had noticed the scrutiny. And being the kind of
person she was, she decided to do something about it.

Picking up her maltmilk, she approached the coun-
selor’s table. And without waiting for an invitation, she
sat down. Troi smiled, though not without a bit of curi-
osity in her eyes.

Tasha didn’t believe in casual conversation. “You
were staring at me,” she observed. “Don’t deny it.”

The Betazoid’s smile faded. “Yes,” she admitted after
a moment. “I suppose I was.”

Her honesty surprised the security chief. But it didn’t
make her bristle any the less. “Because you find my case
intriguing,” she suggested. “Or maybe just because you
had nothing better to do.”

Troi’s brows came together above her perfectly shaped
nose. “I beg your pardon, Lieutenant?”

Tasha grunted. “So what do you think?” she asked.
“How does my childhood on Turkana Four stack up with
some of the other personal histories you’ve had the
pleasure of dissecting?”

She felt herself stiffen as the memories flooded her.
None of them were good.

“I mean,” she continued, “do most of your patients
see their parents killed in a cadre crossfire at the age of
five? Do they spend their lives sleeping in cold, wet
tunnels—or rather, never sleeping, because they’ve al-
ways got to keep an ear out for cadre foragers?”

The counselor shook her head. ‘“Lieutenant. ..
Tasha...I=—"
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|
\
“I know,” said the security chief. ‘“You’re a profes- l
sional. You’re not the least bit shocked about the things I ‘
had to do in order to survive. About the blood I had to
spill. About the lies I had to tell, or the alliances I had to ‘
forge, or the . . . compromises I had to make in order to |
get off that festering wound of a world.” |
Troi frowned. “I am sorry,” she said, “but I don’t
know what you’re talking about. Or at least, I didn’t—
until now.”
Tasha looked at her. The counselor seemed sincere, |
and yet ... “You’re a Betazoid, aren’t you? You read |
minds,” she declared, her tone one of accusation.
“Actually,” Troi explained, “I’m only half-Betazoid.
My father was human. As a result, I can only sense
emotional states.” She paused. “Growing up a non-
telepath on Betazed was a distinct disadvantage—
though nothing like what you’ve experienced, appar-
ently.” |

The lieutenant felt her cheeks turning hot with embar-
rassment. “You can’t read my mind?”’ she said. “Then
why were you staring at me just now?”

The counselor looked apologetic. “I know,” she ad-
mitted. “That was rude. It’s just that I was wondering
about you. I mean, I knew a little from your personnel |
file, but there was a lot I didn’t know. And it’s my job to
develop an understanding of every officer on this ship.”

Tasha sat back in her chair. “Then you weren’t prying
into my mind? You weren’t reading my thoughts?”

g Troi shook her head. “Even if I could, I wouldn’t. As

- much as I need to understand you, I can’t go delving into

- your psyche without your permission. It wouldn’t be
ethical.”
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The security chief looked at her. She felt absolutely
. .. stupid. “It seems an apology is in order, Counselor
—but from me to you, rather than the other way
around.”

Troi shook her head. “That is not necessary. You
made a mistake—and not even a big one. I am willing to
forget it if you are.”

Tasha smiled. “Done.” As she gazed across the table at
the Betazoid . . . or rather, half-Betazoid . . . she hoped
that someday they might become friends. That would be
nice, considering the fact that they were both senior staff
members, and would likely be working closely together
for a long time to come.

Also, it was good to know that there was someone on
this ship she could depend on—someone she could call
on in a crisis. Given the captain’s already apparent
idiosyncrasies, she wasn’t sure she would want to call on
him.

Suddenly, Troi’s eyes opened wide, as she saw some-
thing over Tasha’s shoulder. “My god,” she said. “Look
out!”

The security chief had always been proud of her
reflexes. In one fluid motion, she rose from her chair and
whirled—in time to see the waiter stumbling in her
direction with a tray loaded with hot drinks.

Someone else would have been lucky to elude the
drinks as they spilled. Tasha was able to catch the waiter
and steady the tray, so that only a little of the hot liquid
washed over onto the lounge’s soft deck covering.

“Sorry,” said the waiter, looking stricken in the face of
his clumsiness. “Are you all right?” he asked.

The lieutenant scowled. “Try to be a little more
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careful next time. The counselor and I could’ve wound
up in sickbay with some nice burns.”

“I know,” the waiter agreed. “It’s just that we’re
running all over the place, trying to keep everyone
happy. They need someone to take charge of this place.
Someone who knows what he’s doing.”

Tasha looked at him. “Or she,” she suggested.

The waiter sighed. “Or she. Just as long as they get
someone.”

As he retreated, heeding the lieutenant’s advice to be
more careful, Troi shook her head ruefully. “You know,”
she commented, “I helped design this place.”

Tasha turned to her. “Did you?”

The counselor nodded as the security chief sat down.
“The idea was to have a venue where people could let off
a little steam. Resolve conflicts. Make new friends.
Thirty years from now, when I've retired to do some-
thing else, I envision this place continuing to do my
work for me.”

“You just didn’t take into account the need for a
strong manager,” observed Tasha.

Troi made a sound of resignation. “Apparently. But
then, lounge management wasn’t exactly my specialty.”

As the security chief smiled, unable to help herself, she
remembered her meeting. “Excuse me,” she said. “I'm
supposed to get together with some new shuttle pilots.
You know, to get them acclimated to the way we do
things here.”

“I understand,” the counselor assured her. “But stay
here. I have to go now, anyway . .. you can have the

 table all to yourself.”
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As she rose, not even waiting for a response, her
expression changed. It became a little more serious.

“And, Tasha . . . if you ever feel you need someone to
talkto...”

“I’ll know where to look,” said the lieutenant sincere-
ly. “Thanks. I mean it.”

With that, Troi headed for the exit. As Tasha watched
her go, she saw a couple of the shuttle pilots meander in.
Collins and Mayhew were just a little early, she noted.
But where was Prieto?

Catching sight of her, Mayhew pointed in her direc-
tion, and both pilots crossed the lounge to join her. As
they sat down, they seemed eager to hear what she had to
say. And why not? The sooner they were briefed, the
sooner they could do what they were trained to do: fly
shuttles.

“Where’s your friend?” she asked them. “Prieto?”

They glanced at each other. “Er... actually...”
Collins began.

“He said he’d meet us here,” supplied Mayhew. “As
soon as he was . . .”

Tasha looked at him. “Yes?”

Mayhew winced. “He had a previous engagement,
Lieutenant.”

She grunted. “I see. A romantic liaison, you mean?”

The pilot looked as if he were barefooting it over hot
coals. “Something like that.”

Tasha glanced at the chronometer on the wall—a
temporary fixture, as she understood it. Something
about people not being able to relax if they were too
aware of the time.

“By my reckoning,” she said, “Prieto’s got exactly
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thirty-nine seconds to show up. And if he doesn’t, he’ll
be old and gray before he—"’

Abruptly, the doors to Ten-Forward slid aside and
Prieto came bounding in. Without ceremony, he pulled
up a chair and sat down between his fellow pilots.

“Sorry I cut it so close,” he said. “You see, [—”

“Save it,” Tasha told him. She scowled. “Honestly,
Prieto. It’s guys like you that’ll be the death of me.”

Picard’s quarters weren’t quite set up yet. In fact, they
were hardly set up at all. There were only a monitor and
a couple of pieces of furniture in the anteroom.

Still, it was a shelter—a haven from the wondering
glances of his crew, who were no doubt still puzzled by
his call to battle stations. Truth to tell, he was puzzled
himself—not by the action itself, of course, but by the
circumstances that had prompted it.

He had pretty much concluded that his spells of
disorientation and the strangers who had appeared on
the shuttledeck were all part of some larger problem. He
just couldn’t imagine what it could be.

Unexpectedly, there was a sound of chimes. The door,
thought the captain. But who would be calling on him?

“Come,” he said.

As the doors opened, they revealed a round, blue-
skinned Bolian in civilian garb. The Bolian smiled,
perhaps a little too graciously.

“My name is Mot,” he announced. “I will be one of
your barbers.”

Picard stared at him. There had been no barbers on
the Stargazer. There simply hadn’t been room for them.

|
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But on the Enterprise, it seemed, with its considerable
population, there was room for almost everything.

Including raggedy wraiths who taunted him from the
catwalk.

“Pleased to meet you, Mot,” said the captain.

In point of fact, he much preferred to be alone right
now. There was too much to sort out, and he had a
feeling it was important to do it sooner rather than later.

“Pleased to meet you, sir,” replied the Bolian. “Of
course, I would rather be speaking to ycu as you sat in
my chair, particularly as I can see that you’re in need of
some attention . . . but like your quarters, the barber-
shop is not yet fully equipped.”

Picard nodded in what he hoped looked like sympa-
thy. “I’'m sure that problem will be rectified at the
earliest opportunity,” he remarked. “The outfitting of
your shop, I mean.”

“T hope so,” Mot went on. ““You see, a barbershop is a
most essential facility on a vessel of this size. It is a place
where ideas are exchanged . .. where consensuses are
reached . . . where the social fabric is woven and
rewoven. And, of course, where hair is cut with the
utmost delicacy and artfulness.”

The captain had a feeling that this conversation would
go on for hours, if he wasn’t careful. Perhaps days.

“I see what you mean,” he said. “I’ll tell you what. As
soon as we’ve finished our visit, I’ll speak with the officer
in charge of your deck—and he or she will see to it that
the barbershop becomes a top priority.”

The Bolian looked delighted. “How kind of you,” he
remarked. “I hope I will have an opportunity to repay
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your kindness.” He looked at Picard with a critical eye.
“In fact, I could go and get my instruments right now. I
normally don’t make appointments in quarters, but for
someone like yourself . . . whose last barber was obvi-
ously lacking in technique . . .”

“No,” said the captain, a bit too quickly. “That will
not be necessary . . . really.”

Mot seemed not to have taken offense. “I understand.
You wish to wait until I can accommodate you in the
shop. You prefer to participate in the complete experi-
ence, to bask in the glow of tradition.”

“Yes,” Picard responded, becoming a little exasper-
‘ated. “That’s it. That’s it exactly. Now, if you don’t
mind, [—"

“I might have known you’d be a purist,” observed the
Bolian, “coming from a long line of vintners as you do.
Well, you’ll be glad to know that barbering has been in
my family for generations...almost as long as
winemaking has been in yours.”

Something flashed through the captain’s mind, though
he couldn’t quite catch it. “How . . . how do you know
so much about my background?” he asked. He was
legitimately curious.

“I’'m a barber,” Mot said proudly—as if that ex-
plained it all. “And as I was saying, I come by it honestly.

" As you Picards toiled in your Terran vineyards, we
honed our shears in our shops on Bol. In fact . . .”

~ The captain was no longer listening. At the moment

' when Mot mentioned the Picard family vineyards, that

. same something had flashed through his mind again. But

r‘lu.this time, it lingered as a dreamlike image.
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Of a misty sunrise. Of a vine that needed tying. And of
a visit from an old friend, with eyes that weren’t quite
right.

But in the dream—if it was a dream—the captain’s
hands were old and stiff and difficult to work with. And
his mind wasn’t quite as sharp. And his visitor was . . .

. .. was Geordi. He remembered now—not just the
vineyard, but everything. It came flooding into his brain,
a river in springtime overflowing its dam.

That vineyard . . . those gnarled and knobby fingers
. . . existed in the future. In Ais future—or some latter
stage of it, because he had memories of a different stage
as well.

Picard gasped as something else struck him. The
haggard figures he’d seen on the shuttledeck . .. he’d
seen them in the vineyard as well. Of a certainty, he had.

Perhaps there had been fewer of them, but they’d been
there just the same—pointing and deriding him as they
had just a little while ago. And like the officers assembled
on the shuttledeck, the Geordi of the future had seen
neither hide nor hair of them.

Only the captain could see them. But why? Who or
what could be responsible for sucha...?

And then he knew. Or at least, he was able to
guess . . . because now his knowledge extended over the
thirty-two years that hadn’t happened yet.

“Of course,” the Bolian droned on, oblivious of
Picard’s cogitations, “I remained in the business, as my
father wished. But I respect you just as much for striking
out on your own. Really, I do. It’s not every—"

“Mr. Mot,” the captain interrupted. “I don’t mean to
be curt, but there’s a great deal for me to attend to. I
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would appreciate it if we could continue this conversa-
tion at some other time.”

The Bolian looked at him. “Oh. Certainly we can.” He
smiled again in that too-gracious way of his. “And the
shop...?”

“Special attention,” Picard promised.

Though he would not have thought it possible, Mot’s
smile actually broadened. “In that case, I'll take my
leave of you,” he told the captain. “As you’ll no doubt
understand, I have a great deal to attend to as well.”

Picard couldn’t imagine what that might be, but he
nodded knowingly—and watched the Bolian back out
through the doors with a last, parting wave.

“Thank you,” called the barber, as the doors closed
again.

“No,” said the captain, mostly to himself. “Thank
you.”
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CHAPTER 8

Captain’s personal log: stardate 41153.7. Recorded
under security lockout Omega three-two-seven. | am
now convinced that | am shifting between three
different time periods in my life. I've also decided not
to inform this crew of my experiences. If it’s true that
I've traveled to the past, | cannot risk giving them
advance knowledge of what’s to come.

P icard stared out one of the ports in the Enterprise’s
observation lounge as three of his officers filed into the
room behind him. Later on, they were to pick up
additional personnel at a nearby starbase. But for now,
he would make do with Lieutenant Yar, Counselor Troi,
and Lieutenant Worf,

Knowing that none of them would sit before he did,
the captain took a seat at the head of the polished,
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synthetic-wood table. A moment later, the others fol-
lowed suit.

In the future, Picard would come to know these people
well. He would come to trust them implicitly. For the
time being, however, he eyed them warily, and they
looked at him the same way. At this point, they were
comfortable neither with him nor with one another.

Addressing Yar, he said, “Report, Lieutenant.”

She wasn’t at all taken aback by his curtness. In fact,
he thought, she seemed to prefer it.

“We’ve completed a full subspace scan of the ship and
surrounding space,” said Yar. “We detected no unusual
readings or anomalies.”

The Klingon spoke up. “With all due respect, sir . . . it
would help if we knew what we were looking for.”

The captain nodded. “Your comment is noted, Mr.
Worf.” He turned to the Betazoid—or more accurately,
half-Betazoid, since her father had been human. “Coun-
selor, do you sense anything unusual aboard the
Enterprise . . . say, an alien presence that doesn’t belong
here . . . perhaps operating on a level of intelligence
superior to our own?”

Troi applied her empathic powers. A little while later,
she shook her head. “No, sir. I'm only aware of the
crew . . . and the families aboard the ship, of course.”

“I see,” said Picard. Getting up, he took a few steps
around the table. He knew that their eyes were on
him—that they were sizing him up even as they awaited
his orders. “Mr. Worf, I want you to initiate a level-two
security alert on all decks until further notice.”

The Klingon looked surprised. As the captain
watched, Worf glanced at Yar, an awkward expression on
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his face. The blond woman stood and met Picard’s gaze.
Clearly, she was perturbed.

*“Sir, with all due respect . . . I'm the security chief on
‘this ship. Unless you’re planning to make a change, that
1S
The captain cursed inwardly. She was right, of course.
It was just that his instinct was to think of Worf as the
security chief.

“No,” he assured her. “I’'m planning no such thing.
Security alert two, Lieutenant.”

Yar inclined her head slightly. “Aye, sir.”

But before she could move to comply, they heard a
voice piped in over the ship’s intercom system: “Captain
Picard to the bridge, please.”

Picard knew the voice. It belonged to O’Brien—to
whom he’d assigned primary conn duties.

“On my way, Chief,” he informed O’Brien. Then,
leading the others out of the lounge, he exited onto the
bridge.

As Tasha followed her new captain out of the observa-
tion lounge, she saw Miles O’Brien, a rather likable
Irishman, waiting for them in the command area with a
padd in his hand. As Picard approached, O’Brien ex-
tended it to him.

All around them, crew members were busy at one task
or another—hooking up the circuitry in an open panel,
lugging diagnostic equipment around, or linking a con-
sole to the ship’s computer. It was chaos—but no
different from what one would expect on a vessel still
being outfitted for duty.
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“What’s this?” the captain asked O’Brien over the
clamor.

The chief grunted. “Starfleet has just issued an alert,
sir. It appears a number of vessels are moving toward the
Neutral Zone between Romulan and Federation space.”

That caught Tasha’s interest. “What kind of vessels?”
she asked.

O’Brien turned to her. “Freighters, transports . . . all
civilian. None of them Federation ships.”

As Picard read the specifics on the padd, he frowned.
Tasha got the impression that it meant something almost
. .. personal to him.

“It says,” he announced, “that a large spatial anomaly
has appeared in the Neutral Zone. In the Devron sys-
tem.”

Worf’s response was quick and heated—no surprise,
given his racial heritage. The Klingons and the
Romulans, once allies, were now the most vicious of
enemies.

“Perhaps it is a Romulan trick,” he suggested. “A plan
to lure ships into the Neutral Zone as an excuse for a
military strike.”

O’Brien eyed the Klingon. “I don’t know about that,
sir. But Starfleet’s canceling our mission to Farpoint
Station and ordering us to the Neutral Zone as soon as
we can leave spacedock.”

To Tasha, that news wasn’t all bad. Sitting here in
drydock had made her edgy—irritable. She couldn’t
wait to put this new ship of theirs through its paces, and
as far as she was concerned, the Neutral Zone was as
good a place to do that as any.

“No,” said the captain.
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She looked at him, a little taken aback. “No, sir?”

“That’s correct,” he told her. “We will not go to the
Neutral Zone. We will proceed to Farpoint, as planned.”

Tasha looked at him. She began to object—but Worf
beat her to it.

“Captain,” he blurted, “the security of the Federation
may be at stake! How can we—""

Picard silenced him with a glance. “Man your station,
Mr. Worf—or 1 will find someone who can.”

For an instant, Tasha didn’t know whether the
Klingon would back down or not. But a moment later,
he whirled angrily and returned to the aft science station
that he had been working on.

Troi frowned. “Captain, perhaps if we understood
your thinking . . . if you could explain . . .”

Unflappable, Picard shook his head. “I don’t intend to
explain anything, Counselor . ..” Then he turned to
Tasha, as if she represented the rest of the crew. “To
anyone,” he said, completing his sentence. “We will
proceed to Farpoint Station, as I indicated.”

For what seemed like a long time, nobody moved.
There was an air of quiet tension on the bridge that
nobody seemed eager to break.

Tasha tried to come to grips with the captain’s intran-
sigence. Surely, he could see that a confrontation with
the Romulans—even a potential confrontation—wasn’t
something to be ignored. And their mission at Farpoint
was hardly an urgent one.

Now that she thought about it, Picard had been acting
strangely almost since she met him. First, she’d caught
him staring at her on the shuttle. Then, in the shuttle-
bay, he’d given the red-alert order even when there was
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no imminent danger. And finally, in the observation
lounge, he’d forgotten that she was chief of security.

She’d chalked up his staring to some distraction
connected with his new assignment. The red-alert order
. . . well, at the time, she’d imagined he just wanted to
keep them on their toes. And as much as she’d resented
the mix-up in protocol, it seemed like an honest mistake
—if one that a top-notch officer could be expected to
avoid.

Now, however, there was this. A directive to disregard
Starfleet orders. An option within the captain’s purview,
to be sure—but one that was rarely exercised, and only
after careful consideration.

Picard turmed to O’Brien. “Now, if I'm not mistaken,
Chief, we’re having some problems with the warp plas-
ma inducers.”

O’Brien seemed surprised. “That’s right, sir. But how
did...”

“I think I know a way to get them back on-line,” the
captain continued. “You’re with me, Chief.” To Tasha,
he said, “We’ll be in main engineering if you need one of
us.”

She nodded and watched the two of them exit into the
turbolift. No sooner were they gone than she saw Worf
make his way toward her. He came close enough to keep
anyone else from hearing what he was saying.

“I do not understand,” muttered the Klingon. “The
Romulans may be planning an attack, and he does not
seem to care.” A pause. “Are you certain this is the same
man who commanded the Stargazer? Who defeated the
Ferengi at Maxia Zeta?”

Tasha shrugged. “As far as I know,” she replied.
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He grunted. “What are you going to do?”

Indeed, what would she do? Alert Starfleet to Picard’s
contrary ways? Or follow the instructions he had laid out
for them?

“I’m going to do what I’'m told,” she answered finally.
“And prepare to go to Farpoint.”

That was obviously not the response Worf wanted to
hear. Still, it was the only one she was prepared to
make . . . for now.

Picard sat in the chief engineer’s office, at a console,
with Miles O’Brien standing beside him. Out in main
engineering, in the shadow of the warp reactor, several
crewmen were getting the ship ready to go.

But what the captain was doing was even more
essential—a job that would have taken many hours,
under normal circumstances. Fortunately, he remem-
bered what the problem was—and knew how to take
care of it. That was one advantage of having lived in the
future.

Handing O’Brien a padd, the captain sat back in his
chair. He watched for a moment as the redheaded man
looked it over.

“I’ve bypassed the secondary plasma inducer,” Picard
explained. “Now I want to begin realigning the power
grid to the specifications I’ve given you. Any questions?”

O’Brien’s eyes narrowed as he pondered what the
captain was calling for. When he looked up again, there
was a certain amount of insecurity in his expression.

““You have to realize, sir . . . this isn’t exactly my area
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of expertise. The chief engineer should be making these
modifications.”

“But the chief engineer isn’t on board yet,” Picard
pointed out. “Nor will she be for some time. And even if
she were, I asked you to do the job.”

O’Brien still looked less than confident. He seemed to
need a boost of some sort.

Leaning back in his chair, the captain added, ‘“Chief
. . . trust me. I know you can do this. All those years you
spent as a child building model starship engines repre-
sented time well spent.”

O’Brien stared at him as if Picard had just confessed
to being a Ferengi on his mother’s side. “How did you
know that, sir?”

Abruptly, the captain realized that he’d put his foot in
his mouth. O’Brien had confided that information to
him, he remembered now . . . but in a conversation that
wouldn’t take place until years hence.

Picard cleared his throat to cover his reaction. “From
. . . your Starfleet records, of course. Where else could I
have learned such a thing?”

The other man looked impressed. “Really, sir? I didn’t
think anyone studied those things so closely.”

“Really,” said the captain, relieved that O’Brien
seemed to believe him. He would have to be more
careful about such things if he was to accomplish
anything in this time period. “Now, about that power
grid...”

O’Brien smiled. Apparently, he felt a bit more equal to
the task, now that his ego had been massaged. ““Yes, sir.
I’ll get right on it.”
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Taking the padd, he headed across the engineering
section. Picard watched as the chief recruited several of
the other crewmen on duty, taking them away from less
important work.

“Fletcher,” called O’Brien. “Tell Munoz and Lee to
get up here right away. We have to realign the entire
power grid. We’re all going to be burning the midnight
oil on this one.”

“That would be inadvisable,” came a reply from a
part of engineering that the captain couldn’t see. Getting
up from what would be Geordi La Forge’s desk in due
time—though it would belong to several others before
him—he walked over to the office door and peered
around it.

“Ah,” he said softly, understanding the remark now
that he knew who had made it.

As he looked on, Commander Data approached
O’Brien. From the looks of it, they were meeting for the
first time.

“Excuse me?” replied the chief.

“If you attempt to ignite a petroleum product on this
ship at zero-hundred hours,” the android warned him,
“it will activate the fire-suppression system, which will
seal off this entire compartment.”

Picard had forgotten how naive Data had been when
he first arrived on the Enterprise . . . how innocent and
literal. It was amazing how far he had come in the years
since.

In the meantime, O’Brien seemed to be at a loss.
“Sir,” he ventured, “that was just an expression.”

The android looked at him. “An expression of what?”

The redhead groped for a response. “Er . . . a figure of
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speech, you know? I was trying to tell Mr. Fletcher here
that . . . we were going to be working /ate.”

Data tilted his head to the side as he absorbed the
information. ““I see,” he replied at last. “Then to ‘burn ‘
the midnight oil’ implies late work?” |

O’Brien smiled a little tentatively. “That’s right.” }

“I am curious,” said the android. “What is the etymol-
ogy of that idiom? How did it come to be used in
contemporary language?”

The chief recoiled a bit at that one. “I don’t believe I
know, sir. If you like, I suppose I could . ..”

Finally, the captain came to O’Brien’s rescue. “Com-

l mander Data,” he enthused, “welcome aboard. It’s good |
| to see you.” |
l And it was. Picard smiled at him warmly, genuinely
| glad to have someone here he could completely rely on.
. The android turned and acknowledged the captain’s |
presence. No doubt, thought Picard, he didn’t compre- ;
hend why this man he had just met was being so friendly |
to him. But, like a lot of things, he seemed to take it in |
stride.

“It is . . . reasonably good to see you, too, sir,” Data
replied.

The captain indicated a wall panel near the warp core
with a tilt of his head. “I could use your assistance with
the infusor array. There are a few adjustments I'd like to
make.”

Data’s head moved ever so slightly. “Certainly,” he
said.

Together, they moved to the wall panel and pried it
open. Picard pointed to a conduit.

“As you can see, we’re having a bit of difficulty here.
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Something seems not to be working very well, though
we’ve been unable to determine what it is...”

The android scrutinized the mechanism behind the
panel. “This will require a completely new field induc-
tion subprocessor,” he concluded. He turned to the
captain. “It appears that we will be required to. ..
ignite the midnight petroleum, sir.”

Picard smiled. Data learned quickly, didn’t he? Focus-
ing his attention on the mechanism, the captain . . .

... found himself staring at a darkened monitor.
Looking around, he saw that he was in Beverly’s office,
back in what he had come to think of as the “present.”
And as if to emphasize his lack of control over his
existence, he was still in his bathrobe.

“Jean-Luc . . . what’s going on?”

He turned to see Beverly herseif standing at the
entrance to the office. Riker was standing behind her, his
eyes asking the same question that the doctor had asked
out loud.

“It happened again,” he told them.

Beverly’s brow creased. “A time shift?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

She held up a hand. “Don’t move,” she told him—
and disappeared. A moment later, she came back with a
medical tricorder and used it to scan Picard’s head.

“What happened?” inquired Riker.

The captain sighed. “It’s still a little vague . . . but I
can remember more of it this time. I think the more
often I shift between time periods, the more memory I
retain.” He stopped to gather his thoughts. “First, I was
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| in what appeared to be the future . . . years from now.
Then I was in the past again . . . right before our first
mission.”

Having finished her scan, Beverly read the results. Her
eyes narrowed at something she saw there.

“What is it?”” asked the first officer.

The doctor shook her head in disbelief. “I scanned his
temporal lobe—and compared it with what I found just
a few minutes ago. There’s a thirteen percent increase in
neurotransmitter activity in his hippocampus.” She
looked directly at Picard. “Within a matter of minutes,
you accumulated over two days’ worth of memories.”

“Two days?” repeated Riker. “But that’s . . .”

“Impossible?”” Picard suggested. He nodded. “Unless
you’ve spent a lot of time somewhere else between ticks
of the clock.”

- He smiled grimly. Finally, they had some proof of
what he was experiencing. He wasn’t crazy—he was
" actually traveling through time.

=
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CHAPTER 9

The habak was a rectangular room in a high tower,
which served the Indians of Darvon V as a ceremonial
chamber. The only way to enter it was via a wooden
ladder that came through a hole in the floor. Another
ladder led through a hole in the ceiling, which opened
the place to the long, pale rays of the sun.

There was also a firepit. Though it hadn’t been used
for several days, it still gave off a thick, acrid smell of
burned wood.

Wesley Crusher had spent the morning studying the
sacred hangings that decorated the walls of the habak.
He had studied them before; he would study them many
more times before his journey—or this part of it—was
done.

And the funny thing was, as many times as he scruti-
nized the woven wall hangings and the colorful symbols
that populated them, he never grew bored. There always
seemed to be some level of meaning he hadn’t contem-
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plated yet . . . some subtle, new wisdom to be discov-
ered in them.

“Wesley?”

The young man turned and saw that the Traveler had
joined him in the chamber. Wes hadn’t seen him enter,
- but that was nothing unusual. The Traveler didn’t come
and go as normal people did.

More and more as time went on, neither did Wesley
himself. As he practiced translating himself into other
planes of existence, he was gradually eliminating the
need to walk anywhere . . . or, in this case, to climb a
fadder.

Of course, most of the time, he walked and climbed
anyway. It just felt better. And a part of him hoped that
it always would.

“Yes, Traveler?” he replied.

The being from Tau Ceti eyed him with an intensity
that surprised him. “Do you not sense it?”” he asked.

Sense . . . it? Wesley shook his head. “No . .. 1 don’t.
What is it I'm supposed to sense?”

Rather than answer out loud, the Traveler moved to
one of the wall hangings and pointed. The young man
followed his teacher’s finger to a picture of something
| bright and multicolored—something Wesley couldn’t

readily identify. What’s more, he was reasonably certain
that the image hadn’t been there before.

Opening his mind to it, he wove himself into the
- picture’s reality—inspecting it not only on this plane,
‘but on several others. He was intrigued to see how
' pervasive it was, how it seemed to transcend every layer
~of existence he touched.

. Then, urged by an instinct he couldn’t name or
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pretend to understand, he turned to another image near
it. This one was more easily recognizable. It was the
Enterprise. But like the burst of color, he found, it
existed on more than one plane.

Suddenly, Wesley got it. When he turned back to the
Traveler, it was with a weight on his heart. “No,” he
said. “I can’t let it happen.”

“It is already happening,” his teacher advised him.

“Then I’ve got to stop it,” he said.

The Traveler smiled benignly at him. “Then you
believe it is wise for you to intervene?”

The young man’s mouth went dry as dust. “Traveler
. .. they’re my friends. My family. How can I fail to
intervene?”

His teacher continued to smile. “Not so long ago, it
appeared that there would be violence in this village. Do
you remember?”

Wesley nodded. How could he forget? The Indians
who lived here had made prisoners of some Cardassians,
and Captain Picard had been duty-bound to free them.
For a few tense moments, the Federation security team
had squared off against the villagers, and it seemed like a
good bet that there would be blood spilled before the day
was out.

He had wanted to do something back then—but the
Traveler had convinced him not to. He’d said, “They
must find their own destinies, Wesley. It is not our place
to interfere.” And then: “Have faith in their abilities to
solve their problems on their own.”

Sure enough, the captain found a way to avoid disaster
that day. But was it sheer luck that things had worked
out ... or did the Traveler know in advance that it
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would happen that way? Even after all his studies,
Wesley still wasn’t entirely sure.

“Is it like ... the Prime Directive?” he asked out
loud. “Are we forbidden to get involved?”

His teacher shrugged a bit. “There are always laws,
Wesley. Some are self-imposed, and others are imposed
upon us—but they are laws nonetheless.”

The human frowned as he glanced again at the burst of
color. “But aren’t there times when a law needs to be
broken? Aren’t there exceptions?”

The Traveler tilted his head in a way that made him
look a little like Data. “Perhaps. But to whom should we
entrust that decision? Who has the wisdom to know
when we should make an exception?”

Wesley sighed. It was like the Prime Directive. “Then I
can’t do a thing to help them? To tell them what’s going
on?”

His teacher gazed at him sympathetically. “If I were
you,” he replied finally, “I would not interfere . . . even
if it were within my power.”

The human walked over to the bench that was built
into the western wall and sat down heavily. Running his
fingers through his hair, he breathed a ragged breath.

“Mom . . .” he whispered.

Riker shook his head as he sat in his customary place
at the observation lounge’s dark, reflective table, sur-
| rounded by the ship’s other senior officers. He’d seen his
share of fantastic phenomena, but this one took the cake.

The idea that the captain was traveling through time,
| the victim of some capricious agency as yet beyond their
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understanding . . . it was bizarre, to say the least. And
more than a little unsettling.

As the first officer gazed at Picard, he had the feeling
that the captain might pop in and out of their reality at
any time—an entire journey, perhaps two or three days’
worth, completed in the space of an eyeblink.

Still, it wasn’t anyone’s imagination. It was happen-
ing. Dr. Crusher had shown him proof of that—and
they’d had their run-ins with Time before, so they ail
knew that temporal travel was possible.

Riker might have felt better if they’d had a little more
to go on—some data they could sink their collective
teeth into. Unfortunately, they had nothing of the kind.

But then, that was the purpose of this meeting, wasn’t
it? To see what they could nail down with regard to
Picard’s time-shifting. And then to see what—if any-
thing—they could do about it.

“Thank you all for being prompt,” the captain told
them. “As you know,” he added only half-seriously,
“time is of the essence.” Then, turning to Deanna, he
asked, “Counselor, do you remember the first day I came
aboard the Enterprise?”’

She returned his gaze. “Yes, I think I do.”

Picard leaned forward. “What happened after the
welcoming ceremony?”

“You mean after you disembarked from the Galileo?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

Deanna thought for a moment. “There was a recep-
tion in Ten-Forward. I introduced you to Worf and the
other senior officers. . . .”

The captain held up his hand to stop her. “Do you
have any memory of me calling for a red alert in
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spacedock? Do you remember Starfleet diverting us
from Farpoint to the Neutral Zone to investigate a
spatial anomaly?”

She thought again. “No ... I don’t.”

Picard leaned back in his chair. “As you may have

- gathered, I do. I experienced those events just a few short

hours ago.”

“It would appear,” remarked Data, “that there is a
discontinuity between the time periods you have de-
scribed. Events in one period would seem to have no
effect on the other two.”

“And yet,” Riker offered, “in both the past and the
present . . . there’s a report of the same anomaly in the
Devron system. It’s hard for me to believe that’s a
coincidence.”

The captain nodded. “And for all I know, there may

. be a similar anomaly in the future, as well.”

“Maybe,” commented Geordi, “‘the anomaly is some
kind of . .. temporal disruption.” He positioned his
hands as if he were holding a bowl, in an attempt to
describe the thing. “A hole in the continuum, so to
speak.”

Beverly turned to Picard. “But how is all this related
to your time-shifting?”

The captain grunted. “A good question. I suspect I
may have some answers when I make my next round-trip
to the past . . . or the future, whichever comes first.”

“In the meantime,” Riker reminded him, “we’ve got

|l the Romulans to keep us from getting bored.”

~ Picard turned to him, acknowledging the need for

| discussion. Regardless of what else was happening to

" him, that problem hadn’t gone away.

l-
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“Thank you for reminding me, Number One. Insofar
as the current mission is concerned, all departments
should submit combat-readiness reports by oh-eight-
hundred hours tomorrow.” He looked from one face to
the next. “‘I hope it won’t come to that, of course—but if
it does, I want to be ready. Dismissed.”

Everyone rose to go, intent on their respective assign-
ments. As Deanna headed for the door, Riker caught her
attention.

“Looks like it’s going to be a late night,” he said.
“Want to get some dinner first?”

There was something in her eyes that he hadn’t quite
expected. A hesitation, a feeling of awkwardness. He
wondered why.

“Actually,” said Deanna, “I . . .” She glanced over the
first officer’s shoulder. “I mean . . . we have plans.”

Riker turned to follow her gaze—and found himself
looking at Worf. It caught him off-guard, but he recov-
ered quickly enough.

Apparently, the relationship between Deanna and his
Klingon friend had progressed further than he realized.
But hell . . . that was no fault of theirs, was it? They
didn’t have to keep the first officer apprised of their
every move.

“] see,” he said, doing his best to sound casual. “Well,
then . . . see you tomorrow morning.”

Worf inclined his massive head. “Good night, sir.”

Riker inclined his head in tumn. “Worf . . .”

He stood there for a moment, watching the two of
them file out after the others—and acknowledged an
emptiness in the pit of his belly that was directly related
to the sight.
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Not that he had any right to tell either of them whom

they could spend their time with. No one was in a

position to do that.
But, even though he and Deanna hadn’t been lovers
for several years now—since his assignment on Betazed

' came to an end—he’d always thought of her as his

special friend. His confidante. His close companion.

And now, he saw that someone else might be taking
his place in that regard. Someone he liked and respected,
true—but it was still a change he wasn’t looking for-
ward to.

Or was there more to it than that? Did his feelings run
deeper than he cared to admit? At some level, had he
harbored the hope that, in the end, he and Deanna
would wind up together again?

Beleaguered by such disturbing thoughts, he sighed
and went back out onto the bridge.
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P icard paused by the aft science station to give Data
his orders. The android’s face was caught in the glare of
his monitors.

“I want continuous subspace sweeps,” he said. “We
might detect a temporal disturbance.”

“Aye, sir,” replied Data. Without hesitation, he got to
work manipulating his instruments.

Seeing that Riker was headed for the empty command
area, the captain joined him. Together, they took their
seats and settled in.

“Will,” he said, his eyes trained on the forward
viewscreen, ‘“this time-shifting business ... when it
happens, I experience a moment of disorientation. If
this should occur during a crisis, I want you to be ready
to take command immediately.”

There was no reaction. Turning to his first officer,
Picard saw the faraway look on his face.

“Number One?”
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Abruptly, Riker realized that the captain was looking
at him. He straightened in his seat.
! “Sorry, Captain. Be prepared to take command. Aye,
il sir.”
But a moment later, it was clear that he was still
- absorbed by something—and Picard was willing to
wager it had nothing to do with his duties.

The captain frowned. “Speaking of disorientation . . .
are you all right, Will?”

The first officer nodded reassuringly. “Just a little

| distracted. I'm fine, sir. Really.”
Picard didn’t quite believe him, but he decided not to
| pursue the matter. Even Will Riker was allowed a
| daydream now and then. If an emergency arose, the
captain had no fear that his exec would respond to it.

Besides, Picard told himself, I have to get some work
 done—before I pop out of this time period again. It
sounded silly when he put it that way, but right now he
|| had to juxtapose the unfathomable with the very mun-
dane.

“You have the bridge, Number One. I'll be in my ready
room.”

Riker turned and smiled at him in a perfunctory way.
*“Aye, sir.”

Rising, the captain made his way to his ready-room
{ door. It slid aside at his approach, and the room itself

was revealed to him.

As never before, he was grateful for the sanctumlike
nature of it. .. the steady, predictable peacefulness.
Everything was right where he expected it to be, from

" his antique Shakespearean folio to his model of the
\| Stargazer . . . from his Naikous statue, acquired on the
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Federation planet Kurlan, to his majestic Terran
lionfish.

It was very heartening . . . and very much an illusion,
in that regard. There was no guarantee that he’d be here
an hour from now, or even a minute. Anyway, what
significance could those terms have when one was weav-
ing in and out of Time?

But enough of such mind-bending concerns. Right
here, right now, Picard sat down behind his desk and
applied himself to the ship’s affairs. After all, life on the
Enterprise had a way of going on, no matter what
dangers might emerge in its path.

Yet he had barely begun when he heard the sound of
chimes, notifying him that there was someone outside
his door. Turning in that direction, he said, “Come.”

As the door slid away, it showed him his chief medical
officer. He thought he saw a look of concern on her face,
but she was moving across the room too quickly for him
to be sure.

Stopping by the replicator, she made her request.
“Milk . . . warm. A dash of nutmeg.”

The replicator hummed for a moment, then produced
the required beverage. Taking it away, Beverly brought it
to the captain.

He looked up at her. “What’s this?”

She smiled. “A prescription. A glass of warm milk and
eight hours’ uninterrupted sleep.”

Picard sat back in his chair. “Beverly . . .”

“Doctor’s orders,” she insisted. ““You’re exhausted. 1
don’t know if you’ve slept in the past or the future, but I
know you haven’t slept in the present. Now, get some
rest, or I’'ll have you relieved and sedated.”
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The captain chuckled, resigned to his fate. “Yes, sir.”
For a second or so, they just looked at each other,
sharing the humor of the moment. Then Beverly leaned

. forward and put her hand on his.

It began as a friendly gesture, or so Picard thought.
But the doctor left it there a beat longer than necessary,
giving it a little squeeze before she lifted it again.

And as she straightened, he saw what he was now
certain was a look of concern. The captain gazed into her
eyes, trying to divine her thoughts.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She seemed on the verge of telling him. Then, appar-
ently thinking better of the idea, she turned and headed
for the door. Picard stood, refusing to let the matter
lie—whatever it was.

“Beverly!”

She stopped at the sound of her name, took a breath,
and finally turned again to look at him. It took her a
moment to gather herself before she could speak.

“As a physician,” she said softly, “it’s often my job to
give people unpleasant news . . . to tell them that they
need surgery or that they can’t have children . . . or that
they might be facing a very difficult illness . . .”

Before the doctor could finish, something seemed to
catch in her throat. She looked away from him, her eyes
bright. The captain moved to her, touched by her
concern.

“You said yourself it’s only a possibility,” he re-
minded her. “Only one among many.”

“But you’ve been to the future,” she countered. “You

" know it’s going to happen.”
¢ He smiled as best he could. “I prefer to think of the

B
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future as something that is not written in stone. Beverly,
a lot of things can happen in twenty-five years.”

He wasn’t sure how she would respond to that. The
last thing he expected was that she would lean forward
and kiss him on the lips. And yet, that is the very thing
she did.

What’s more, he kissed her back. And it was not like
another kiss they had shared, several months earlier,
after they had been linked mind-to-mind on the planet
Kesprit. This time, it /lingered.

And when it was over, Beverly looked into his eyes
meaningfully. He could smell her perfume, subtle
though it was. He had never realized how . . . provoc-
ative it could be.

“You’re right,” she said. “A lot of things can happen.”

Before Picard could ask for an explanation, she turned
and left—and this time he made no effort to stop her. As
his ready-room door closed behind her, he contemplated |
what had just happened.

Was this the beginning of a new stage in their relation-
ship? Or just a fleeting emotion, born of Beverly’s
concern for him?

Only Time would tell.

Remembering the glass of milk she’d brought him, he
went back to his desk, picked it up, and took a sip. It was
just as soothing, just as calming as the doctor had
suggested.

Then, replacing the glass on his desk, he moved to the
couch and stretched out. He could hear his joints creak
with gratitude.

Beverly was right. He was exhausted. Closing his eyes,
the captain assured himself that it would be only a short

9