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DATA LOOKED PUZZLED ...

‘“Have we met, sir?”’

A cold wind blew through Picard. He shot Data a
look and said with exaggerated care, “This is Pro-
fessor Baldwin. We picked him up on Tantamon
Four. You escorted him from the transporter
room.”

“| did?’’ Data asked.

“You did,” said Picard. Baldwin and Shubunkin
looked at the captain, mystified.

“Something wrong?” Shubunkin asked.
“Very wrong,” Picard replied. “As you may know,

Data is an android. He’s never forgotten anything
before . . .”
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The poem that Captain Picard recites to Wesley is
by Victorian poet James Thomson (1834-1882).
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Prologue

Wesley Crusher’s Personal Log, Stardate 43747.3:
| don’t seem to be making any progress in my pre-
commission course. I'm proficient in science or math,
anything for which logical thinking is all that's
needed. But when it comes fo command, | don’t know
if | have what in the twentieth century they called
“the right stuff.”

Commander Riker tells me that being a good
commander is at least half intuition. Generally, the
more important a question is, the less data you have
available to answer it. He says that the skills one
uses fo decide correctly are more likely to be learned
playing poker than chess. Maybe it's too bad I'm
such a good chess player.

Commander Riker assures me that even Captain
Picard, who likes to do things by the Starfleet book,
is as successful as he is only because he knows
when fo ignore the book and go with his gut feelings.
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He expects the unexpected. When | told Data about
this, he said that expecting the unexpected was, by
definition, impossible. Sometimes Data is too literal
to get the point.

What about Data? Being a machine, he has no
intuition. At least, that's what he tells me. But he is a
very complex machine, and the vast number of
circuits in his positronic brain—a number that ap-
proaches the number of synapses in a human
brain—allows him to manifest behavior that some-
times Jooks like intuitive thinking. Are appearance
and reality ever the same thing? How do you know?
Not Mom or Riker or Geordi or even Data can give me
a satisfactory answer.

Therefore | have o believe it's possible to learn to
be intuitive. Or, if | can’t do that, maybe | can gain so
much experience that it will Jook like intuition. But
how can | get experience running a starship? | had a
hard time convincing Captain Picard that | belong on
the bridge. What are my chances of convincing him
that | should sit in the center seat? | have two
chances—slim and none. (That's kind of a joke. I'll
have to see if Data understands it. He always
appreciates an opportunity to understand humor,
even when he fails.)

Leaving the Enferprise and going to Starfleet
Academy is out of the question. I'll have to go
eventually, but right now—

“MR. CRUSHER to the bridge.” It was Commander
Riker’s voice, and Wesley smiled.
Enterprise had entered the Omega Triangulae re-
2




Boogeymen

gion three days before, searching for the source of a
signal that possibly was being broadcast by an un-
known intelligent race. The signal was too ordered
and repetitive to be natural. Its origin was more a
cloud than a point source, and it seemed to move. At
the moment, specialists were taking sensor scans,
doing the dull grunt work of which most exploration
consisted. Commander Riker had promised to call
Wesley if they found anything interesting.

Excitedly, Wesley touched his insignia and said,
“I’'m on my way.” He touched a pad on the recorder,
ejecting the isolinear chip on which he was recording
his personal log, and ran from his room.

Captain Jean-Luc Picard watched the main screen
intently, though at the moment nothing was on it but
deep space. His mind drifted from the object of their
search and Mr. Data’s constant updates to the hard,
cold beauty of space itself. He always found deep
space to be hypnotic, which was one of the reasons
he’d joined Starfleet, perhaps the main one.

Earth psychologists had defined a mental state they
called rapture of the deeps. Originally it described the
euphoria one felt when looking into a very large, deep
hole such as North America’s Grand Canyon. The
euphoria was even stronger in space; recruits needed
to constantly fight the urge to leap through the main
viewscreen and into the vastness beyond. In a limited
number of cases smashed noses had been the result of
someone losing control.

To Picard’s right sat Commander William Riker,
his number one. Riker narrowed his eyes and nodded
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in answer to some private question. He had a temper
and could be too quick to judge, but he also had an
analytical mind second to that of few humans, so his
judgments were generally correct. As for his temper,
well, lesser men had mastered worse things.

On his left was Counselor Deanna Troi, wearing one
of the blue, barely regulation gowns she preferred.
She seemed to be the most relaxed person on the
bridge, though her wide questioning eyes showed a
profound interest in what was going on. Her job
was to report her empathic feelings in situations in
which little hard data was available. Her empathy oc-
casionally crossed the line into sympathy, but that
was not necessarily a defect. In some instances, it
could even be a boon. She was a resource that Picard
appreciated.

Data called out, “Object closing at warp six. Esti-
mated time to contact, seven point four three min-
utes.”

“Prepare to intercept, Mr. Winston-Smyth,” Riker
said.

“Aye, sir.” The blond woman touched a pad on the
conn panel.

Picard looked in the direction of the aft turbolift as
its doors hissed open. “Take the conn, please, Mr.
Crusher.”

“Aye, sir.” Wesley walked quickly to his station
while Ensign Winston-Smyth slid out of the way and
took up a position at mission ops, directly behind
Lieutenant Worf.,

Data cocked his head and said, “This is very odd,
sir.” He changed a setting on his board. “The object is
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moving at warp six, but there is no evidence that a
warp drive is being employed.”

A voice behind Picard said, “We are dealing with
aliens, Commander. Anything is possible. Anything
not forbidden by the rules of the universe is eventually
required.” It was a deep voice, almost lugubrious in
tone.

Picard did not turn around. He knew that standing
next to Worf was a Starfleet lieutenant named
Shubunkin. Shubunkin was a first contact specialist.
Early in the history of the Federation, races had just
blundered into each other. Inevitably, mistakes in
protocol, etiquette, and courtesy were made. The
result was frequently bad feeling or even war—
breaches that could take years to repair. Specialists
were needed to soften the shock of meeting.

“It seems to me,” said Riker as he looked over his
shoulder at Lieutenant Shubunkin, “that there’s no
need to be unnecessarily mysterious or metaphysical
about this. Aliens do things differently from us. That’s
what makes them alien.”

Picard did not dare smile. His first officer was as
open-minded as any officer in Starfleet, but that did
not prevent him from needling Shubunkin for his
pretension.

“I can pick up the object on visual now,” Data said.

“Do so0,” said Picard.

The image wavered and then, in the center of the
screen, Picard saw a sliver of brightness that was not a
star. It was too big and the wrong shape.

“Magnification five,” said Riker.

When the image re-formed, the screen showed a
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kind of ship Picard had never before seen. It seemed
to have no engines, no sensors, no windows, nothing
to break its smooth silvery surface.

“It looks like a teardrop,” Riker said.

“An apt description, sir,” Data said. “It is likely
that the streamlined shape means the ship was de-
signed for use in atmosphere as well as in space. It is
also the source of the broadcasts we have come to
investigate.”

Data touched his control pad, and the signal came
up on audio: it sounded like insects playing insect
musical instruments. The signal had no melody that
Picard could discern; computer analysis confirmed
his conclusion. Yet the sounds were pleasant, even re-
laxing. Who was making them and what did they
mean?

“That will be enough, Mr. Data.”

“Aye, sir.” The audio repeat of the signal stopped,
though Picard knew it was being recorded and ana-
lyzed deep in the bowels of the main computer.

Wesley licked his lips. He never took his eyes off the
viewscreen. He had listened hard to the transmission,
as if he could wring some meaning from it that the
computer could not. And perhaps Wesley could. Pi-
card liked the boy as well as he liked anyone he
considered a child. Wesley was intelligent and creative
—if a little overeager and entirely lacking in experi-
ence. Someday he might even become a good Starfleet
officer.

Riker said, “Can you tell us what’s aboard, Data?”

Sitting behind Data, Picard could see by the way his
head jerked and his spine straightened that something
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had astonished him. Data was an android, but he had
been around humans for so long he could not help
acquiring their habits. As a matter of fact, he worked
hard at learning them. Like Pinocchio, Data wanted
to be a real boy. He said, “Sensors indicate two
discrete groups of beings. The members of one group
are within two percentage points of being human.
Members of the other” —his hands played across his
ops board—“are so alien that the Federation has no
category for them.” He touched a pad and then went
on. “Temperature, pressure, and composition of the
atmosphere are well within Earth norms. Brain wave
patterns and activity levels indicate that the human-
oids are asleep.”

“‘Curiouser and curiouser,”” Picard said. “Any
evidence of warp engines?”

“Sensors show a large output of energy from a
structure that fills the tail of the ship, but how the
energy is being generated and what is being done with
it is unknown. However . . .”

“Yes, Mr. Data?” Riker said.

“Small fluctuations in the energy output match
within two percentage points similar fluctuations in
the brain activity of the humanoids.”

Lieutenant Shubunkin said, “Very interesting.”

They had picked up Shubunkin at Starbase 123 a
month before. Since that time, Picard had come
to sympathize with Riker’s dislike for the man’s atti-
tude of smug superiority. There was no question he
knew his subject, but Shubunkin got on Picard’s
nerves. The crew of a starship was a family. Each
had to act for the benefit of all the others. There was
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no room for purposely ostentatious displays of any
kind. Politely, Picard said, “You’ve seen this sort of
thing before?”

“No, never. It is interesting nonetheless.”

“Quite true,” Picard said. He allowed himself to be
pleased that there was a limit to Shubunkin’s knowl-
edge.

“Telepathic control is a possibility,” Shubunkin
said without certainty.

Troi said, “I am receiving no impressions of ration-
al thought.” She put a hand to her forehead. “The
feelings are confused, but I am certain the beings
aboard the ship mean us no harm. I feel curiosity,
perhaps, and some fear—probably of us.”

“How can they fear us?” Worf said. “If they have no
sensors, they can’t even know we exist.”

“I remind you they are going at warp speed without
warp engines,” Data said.

Riker nodded and said, “Where are the other
aliens?”

“Sensors cannot pinpoint them exactly,” Data said.
He sounded confused and a little dismayed.

Picard said, “Opinions, Lieutenant Shubunkin?”

“I don’t have enough data at the moment to make
an informed guess. I suggest we wait and see what is
done by the ship or its crew. Doing nothing is fre-
quently our wisest action.”

Riker looked at Picard, eyebrows up. Picard said,
“All stop, Mr. Crusher.” To Riker he said, “Let them
come to us. If we must do nothing, let it work in our
favor.”

“Shall I ready phasers, Captain?”” Worf said.
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Shubunkin said, “If they have sensors after all, that
would not be considered a friendly act.”

“Stay alert, Mr. Worf,” Picard said.

Worf growled and said, “Aye, sir.”

As the alien ship approached the Enterprise, it
slowed to sublight speed and soon was creeping along
at a few thousand meters per second.

“I guess this is about as unexpected as it gets,”
Wesley said.

“At any rate,” Data said, “/ was not expecting a
ship such as this. Of course, the nature of reality is
such that expectations are frequently dashed. For
instance, I did not expect to meet Lieutenant La Forge
in the corridor this morning. I did not expect Com-
mander Riker to win at poker last night. I did not
expect him to—"

“That will be all, Mr. Data,” Riker said.

“Aye, sir,” said Data, looking as if he had not
expected that interruption.

The alien ship slowed even more and stopped lit-
tle more than a kilometer away. It did all this with-
out Data being able to detect a propulsion system
of any kind or a way to navigate. Time went by.
Picard realized that he was leaning forward in
his chair. He relaxed against the backrest and settled
his hands in his lap. Air circulated in a whisper.
Machines made their small birdlike noises as they
worked. His command crew fidgeted, all but
Mr. Data. He could sit without moving for hours
if necessary, though Picard always found the sight
unnerving.

“How long do you suggest we do nothing, Lieuten-
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ant Shubunkin?” Riker asked in a tone that was not
quite sarcastic.

Before Shubunkin or anybody else had a chance
to speak, a teeth-jarring whine began. It seemed to
come from all around them. Like the others, Picard
covered his ears, but the sound went right through
his hands. Data and Worf checked readings on their
boards.

Worf called out, “An energy beam has penetrated
our navigational shields.”

“Analyze and identify,” Riker said.

A moment later Data said, “I believe we are being
subjected to a very powerful but primitive sensor
scan. As it passes through the walls of the ship,
unfocused fringe energy stimulates their molecules to
vibrate at a high frequency.”

“Shields, Mr. Worf,” Picard said.

The whine did not change.

“Ineffective, Captain,” Data said. “However,
changing the frequency of our shield generators
may . . .” His hands played across the ops board. The
whine stopped as suddenly as it had begun.

“Thank you, Mr. Data,” Picard said.

“Thanks are inappropriate, sir. We are no longer
being scanned.”

“Open hailing frequencies. Broadcast universal
greetings and peace messages.”

“Aye, sir,” Worf said as he complied.

“Waiting—"" Shubunkin began.

A little angrily, Picard said, “Perhaps they are
waiting for us.”

A long moment later Worf said, “No response of
any kind, sir.”
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“Continue broadcasting peace messages. Number
One, ready an away team.”

Commander Riker barely had time to acknowledge
Picard’s order before the alien ship moved to the
other edge of the viewscreen without passing through
the space in between. It was just suddenly there.

“Belay that order, Number One.”

Shubunkin walked forward and stood at the end of
the tactical rail.

“Incredible,” Wesley cried out.

Picard said, ‘“Incredible indeed, Mr. Crusher.
Would anyone care to comment further?”

Licutenant Shubunkin said, “As I suspected,
they’ve seen our peace messages as a hostile intru-
sion.”

The alien ship jumped again. It hopped toward the
Enterprise and then away. “That is not the action of a
being who is ready either to fight or to retreat,” Picard
said. “It is acting more like a playful kitten.”

“The reason we cannot see them move,” Data said,
“is that they are hopping from place to place at warp
speed.”

Wesley said, “Using the warp drive to move such
short distances is a tremendous waste of energy.”

“It would certainly be a tremendous waste of energy
to use our warp engines that way,” Data said. “Mov-
ing with that precision would also require a control
system many generations beyond the one aboard the
Enterprise.”

“I believe the greetings and peace messages were
understood to be an attempt at communication,” Troi
said. “Captain Picard’s comparison of the ship’s
movements to those of a kitten are quite apt.”
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Picard said, “Then I suggest we dangle a bit of
string in front of it. Lieutenant?” Picard glanced in
Shubunkin’s direction.

“Perhaps,” Shubunkin said, and stroked his chin.

“Mr. Crusher, ahead dead slow.”

“Aye, sir.”

Picard watched the alien ship closely as it grew
larger in the viewscreen. Somehow he had to prod the
crew or the ship’s automatic systems to respond in
some way to the presence of the Enterprise. He was
certain that not even an expert like Shubunkin could
communicate with a being who would not communi-
cate back.

Eventually Picard would attempt to take the ship
onto a shuttle deck and allow Lieutenant Shubunkin
to study it at close range. But that would be a last
resort. For now the ship had a right to act in a way that
made no sense to him. It was the nature of aliens to act
in an alien manner. To see such things was another
reason Picard had gone into space.

The alien ship stopped hopping. Picard got the
impression it was watching their approach, but that
was only fancy. Even if those aboard really were
watching the approach of the Enterprise, Picard had
no way of knowing it. Then, so fast that it left a
momentary smudge on the viewscreen, the ship was
gone. Picard blinked at the empty field of stars.

“Warp six,” Data said. “Heading one four seven
mark four. Still no evidence of a warp engine. But the
ship continues to broadcast its signal.”

“Warp six, Mr. Crusher,” Riker said. “Take your
heading from Mr. Data.”

“Aye, sir.”
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The stars flew to the edges of the viewscreen, always
fed by more at the center. The Enterprise seemed to be
flinging itself down an infinitely long tunnel that had
sparks embedded in its obsidian walls.

“Heading two seven six mark eight.”

Wesley made the proper adjustment.

The alien ship went to warp eight, dropped back to
warp five, and changed its direction three more times.

Counselor Troi yelped. A second later Data said,
“The ship is gone.”

“Explain,” said Picard.

“Just gone, sir. It was there and then it was not.”

Troi composed herself and smiled shyly. “I felt it
leaving, sir.”

“Felt it?”” Riker said.

Troi nodded. “A pressure I didn’t even know was
there was suddenly gone.” She thought for a moment.
“It tickled when it slipped away.”

Picard frowned and glanced at Riker, who gave a
tiny shrug.

Data said, “The feelings that Counselor Troi de-
scribes closely approximate the event as seen by the
sensors. The ship slipped away. But in a direction the
sensors are not equipped to recognize and with which
I am not familiar.”

“Subspace?”’ Picard said. “Hyperspace?”

“Unknown at this time, Captain.”

“Can you make sense of this, Lieutenant Shu-
bunkin?” Picard said.

Shubunkin said, “No, sir. But I’'m sure a few hours
with the sensor log will—"

Picard said, ““All the facilities of the ship are open
to you.”

13
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“Perhaps you would like Mr. Data to assist?”” Riker
said.

“No, no. I just need a few hours alone with the raw
data.” He smiled. “Small d.”

Shubunkin left the bridge, and Captain Picard
invited Data and Troi to join him in his ready room.
They could tell him no more than what was already
obvious: the signal was sent by aliens who could travel
at warp speed without a warp drive; the aliens were
human or they were not.

“It is all very odd,” Picard said.

Data and Troi could only agree.

Shubunkin did not emerge from his stateroom for
the rest of the day. And when he did appear at last, he
still had no answers for Picard.

The Enterprise patrolled the Omega Triangulae
region for another week. Everyone was disappointed
that no more inexplicable events occurred, though as
Wesley commented, “The mystery we already have is
a doozy.”
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Chapter One

CAPTAIN WESLEY CRUSHER of the starship Enterprise
brooded as he watched the Romulan captain on the
main screen. Negotiations had not been going well
and the diplomatic language had worn a little thin.
Next to Crusher, Commander Riker was sweating
heavily.

Captain Arvak shook his head and said, “I am not
convinced, Crusher, that the Federation is negotiating
in good faith.”

Crusher opened his hands in the universal gesture
of friendship, and smiled. He said, “I assure you,
Captain Arvak, that given a chance the Federa-
tion would be pleased to share the riches of Regan
Three.”

“Your assurances mean nothing,” Arvak said. “We
have nothing more to discuss.” The screen went
blank, and a moment later Mr. Worf sang out, “Three
Romulan ships closing fast.”
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“Tactical, Mr. Worf,” Captain Crusher said calmly.

On the main screen, Enterprise was a blue dot at the
center of a three-dimensional grid. The Romulan
vessels were red sparks closing fast.

“Mr.Worf, sound red alert. Mr. Winston-Smyth,
ahead full impulse.”

The Klaxon sounded. Lights flashed. All decks
reported in. Captain Crusher felt a hot adrenaline
rush as he gripped the arms of his command chair.
The Romulans were making it difficult for the Enter-
prise to escape without killing or being killed, but
Crusher would do his best. He did not want three
weeks of careful negotiations to go to waste.

“We’re dead men,” Riker grumbled.

Data called, “Five hundred thousand klicks and
closing.”

“Visual,” Captain Crusher said.

The tactical display on the main screen dissolved
into the view forward. The Romulan ships seemed to
be right off Enterprise’s bow. Crusher knew the prox-
imity of the Romulan ships was only an illusion, but
he also knew they were too close for comfort.

A spot on the center Romulan ship flashed and a
photon torpedo whirled toward them.

“Shields,” Crusher said.

Enterprise rocked with the impact of the torpedo.
The bridge lights dimmed momentarily.

“Minor damage on deck six,” Worf said. “Shields
still intact.”

Data said, “Romulans now at sublight. Speed fall-
ing. Stabilizing at one-half impulse. Ten thousand
klicks and closing.”

“Tactical,” Crusher demanded. The blips repre-
senting the two flank vessels peeled off to either side
16
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while the center one came ahead under a barrage of
phaser fire. Crusher knew what the Romulans had in
mind. It was an old trick. While one ship kept him
busy at his bow, the other two would close in on both
sides, concentrating their fire on his warp nacelles,
hoping to destroy the propulsion coils.

“We must do something, Captain,” Riker said. He
sounded desperate.

“Wait, wait,” Crusher said. He never took his eyes
off the tactical display. He said, “Mr. Winston-Smyth,
on my command, full impulse power heading zero one
five mark four.”

Winston-Smyth glanced worriedly at Crusher but
said, “Aye, sir,” and laid in the velocity.

“Wait. Wait. Wait.” He cried, “Now, Mr. Winston-
Smyth.”

The tactical display showed Enterprise rising
straight up. The Romulan ships were left scrambling
among themselves. “Warp eight back to Federation
space,” Crusher said steadily.

Riker shook his head and said, “You’re a man of
iron nerves, sir.”

Crusher nodded and smiled sardonically. Though
he had failed as a diplomat, he’d managed to escape
from the Romulans without inflicting or sustaining
damage. Considering the Romulans, that was a vic-
tory of sorts. Yet something was missing. The ele-
ment of surprise, perhaps. It was always so predictable.
Not like in the real universe. He shook his head
and said, “Number One, you have the bridge.” He
strode to the door and into his ready room, where
he sat down at his desk and rested his chin on his
fists.

It wasn’t Guinan’s fault he wasn’t satisfied, or his
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mom’s either. Mom was swell, and Wesley liked her a
lot. Still, she was a Starfleet officer mostly because she
was a doctor; when it came to actually being a
command officer—well, she’d never been to com-
mand school, and she did not have the experience
Wesley felt he needed to call upon. He’d been a little
nervous about going to Will Riker or anybody else on
the bridge. They’d help him, of course, but he asked
them enough questions. And they might think his
request was out of line or, worse yet, silly.
So he’d gone to Guinan.

It was ship’s day, so Ten Forward was nearly empty.
An off-duty couple spoke low in a corner. Guinan was
behind the bar wiping it down with a purple rag the
same color as her dress and hat. She smiled warmly
when she saw him—she did everything warmly—and
said, “Taking a study break?”

“Sort of,” Wesley said. He sat down and did not
meet her eyes.

“What’ll you have?” Guinan said.

“A clear ether, please.”

While Guinan spritzed soda into a tall glass, she
said, “What’s wrong?”

“What makes you think something is wrong?”
Sometimes Guinan was so intuitive it was almost
scary. He watched her build the drink. The food slot
could have delivered it ready-made, but there was a
need in the human soul to watch a recreational drink
being prepared. Besides, the preparation gave both
bartender and customer more time to talk, a friendly
tradition that had survived for centuries on many
planets.
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She set the tall glass before him. Red tendrils leaked
into the clear liquid from a cherry speared with a
green plastic spaceship in the shape of a dart. While
Wesley chewed on the cherry, Guinan said, “You
never take study breaks, Wesley. You’re more likely to
study all night.”

“Yeah, well,” he said and played with the little
plastic spaceship.

She continued wiping the bar.

Wesley took a deep breath and said, “I don’t know
if I’ll make a good officer.”

“Is it important that you know right now? Seems to
me you have your hands full going to school and
serving on the bridge.”

Wesley shrugged. It was important. If he wouldn’t
make a good officer, a good commander, he might as
well leave the Enterprise and Starfleet altogether. He
sipped his clear ether. It was cold and sweet.

“So it’s important,” Guinan said. “Captain Picard
has already given you more responsibility than he
would entrust to the average kid your age. You seem to
be doing pretty well with it.”

Wesley shrugged again. “That’s not command,” he
said. “That’s just delegated authority.”

“Oh,” Guinan said and nodded as if she under-
stood. Maybe she did.

“I want command. Life-and-death decisions that
have to be made in a split second. I need to test myself
against a starship in crisis.”

“I see.” She added more seltzer to Wesley’s glass.
He watched the fizz bubble and jump. She said, “How
do cadets test themselves against starships in crisis
without killing anybody?”
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“Starfleet sets up scenarios in a holoroom at the
Academy.”

Guinan smiled and raised her eyebrows.

Wesley was suddenly excited. “The holodeck, of
course.”

Guinan nodded.

“Why didn’t I think of that?”

“You were too close to the problem. You were
looking for a real solution, when in this case fantasy
will do just as well.”

“Right, right. Do you think the holodeck has a
command training program?”

“One way to find out.”

He thanked Guinan and left Ten Forward without
finishing his drink. The turbolift took him to deck
eleven where the holodeck computer told him that
various training programs and subroutines were avail-
able. Wesley made his selection and entered.

He started his training in the holodeck version of
Picard’s ready room and set himself problems involv-
ing real-time ship-related decisions: Should a particu-
lar crew member be promoted? What is the proper
discipline for a particular infraction? What is the
proper diplomatic maneuver to use when dealing with
an angry or recalcitrant alien dignitary?

Wesley did not get a perfect score on any of the
problems, but his rating was always in the green, or
acceptable, range. According to the computer, nobody
ever got a perfect score. One could approach perfec-
tion but never reach it.

Then he’d summoned up the bridge of the Enter-
prise on the holodeck, manned as it really was
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manned, except that he was the captain instead of
Picard. He had tried his negotiating skills with
Klingon renegades and Ferengi and was now testing
them against Romulans. It was like playing a swift
game of 3-D chess with the computer.

Wesley had studied the famous encounters with the
Klingons, the Ferengi, and the Romulans. He had the
same data the computer had, so the tactics of the
adversaries were predictable within a certain range. It
was the predictability that bothered Wesley. The
Starfleet charge, “to boldly go where no one has gone
before,”” meant that predictability would be the excep-
tion rather than the rule.

The ready room was so quiet and he was thinking so
hard that the pleasant female voice of the computer
made him jump when it said, “Lieutenant Shubunkin
is waiting for you outside the holodeck.”

“Uh-oh,” Wesley said. “Stop program.”

Since he was alone, the only thing that showed
Wesley the computer had complied was that the spiny
fish in the tank across the room seemed to freeze.

The computer said, “Do you wish this program
saved?”

Wesley considered his alternatives. He had learned
pretty much all he could from challenging the com-
puter. It was fun, but it was basically a game for
kids. He’d have to dig a little deeper, maybe design
his own aliens. If he wanted Romulans again, he
could have them. Their characteristics were in the
computer’s permanent memory. Wesley stood up and
called out, “Cancel program and admit Lieutenant
Shubunkin.”

Without a sound the captain’s ready room wavered
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and disappeared, leaving Wesley at one side of a big
room that was featureless but for a doorway and the
grid markings on all six interior surfaces. The doors
slid open, and Lieutenant Shubunkin strode in. Angri-
ly he said, “We had an appointment.”

“Yes, sir. I just lost track of the time.”

“Not a healthy characteristic in an ensign,” Shu-
bunkin said. “Evidently Dr. Crusher is experiencing
the same difficulty.”

“What difficulty is that?”

Dr. Crusher stepped into the room. She planted her
fists deep in the pockets of her smock and looked at
Shubunkin with her eyebrows up, daring him to
accuse her of anything at all. Wesley generally wilted
when his mom looked at him that way, and evidently
Dr. Crusher’s hard, clear gaze had the same effect on
Lieutenant Shubunkin. He said, “I am merely eager to
begin.”

“So begin,” Dr. Crusher said and shrugged in
Wesley’s direction, making Wesley smile.

“Computer,” Shubunkin said.

“Ready.”

“Run read-only program ‘Baldwin.’”

Immediately the three of them were standing in the
middle of an alien jungle. Chattering, squealing, and
feral noises with no earthly name came from all
around. Lumps of polished wood as big as houses
were caught in nets of vines that hummed as the light,
spicy wind blew through them. Twirling things sailed
among tangles of trees with thin trunks that rose to
incredible heights. Wesley could not see the sky be-
cause of the patchwork of leaves overhead.

“Hot, isn’t it?”" he said as he pulled his collar away
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from his neck with a finger. He, Dr. Crusher, and
Lieutenant Shubunkin sat down on crystalline rocks
that thrust from among the dead brown leaves like
giants’ teeth.

The only things that spoiled the perfect illusion
were the standard English words floating in midair
and the dramatic music. The words said, “‘Omniology
presents ‘The Alien Universe of Eric Baldwin.’”

Baldwin was an exologist, an expert on alien cul-
tures and their artifacts. He was a tall wiry man with
the face of a benign demon. According to the docu-
mentary, he had escaped death many times, usually
either just before or just after making an important
discovery. An entire wing of the North American
Museum of Extraterrestrial Biology was named after
him.

As the program continued, the crystal rocks they
were sitting on became toadstools, rock outcroppings,
coral reefs, and finally, merely chairs. Along the way
Baldwin was threatened by angry natives, kidnapped
by pirates and smugglers of both the water and space
variety, twisted through weird dimensions by alien
artifacts, and pursued by rival exologists. Each time
he was threatened with death or worse, he managed to
narrowly escape, using an impressive combination of
creativity and physical strength. The documentary
ended, leaving Dr. Crusher, Wesley, and Shubunkin
standing on the blank holodeck. Dr. Crusher said, “A
very impressive career.”

“Captain Picard says he’s the single most important
exologist in the Federation.”

“The captain should know,” Dr. Crusher said.
“They went to school together.”
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Shubunkin said, “Perhaps. But there are other
exologists . . .”

He allowed the observation to dangle, but neither
Wesley nor Dr. Crusher took hold of it. Personally,
Wesley suspected that Lieutenant Shubunkin was just
jealous. Dr. Crusher only said, “You may be right,”
thanked him for running the documentary, and went
back to sickbay, still visibly pining for Eric Baldwin.

After the door had knitted itself shut with a pneu-
matic sigh, Lieutenant Shubunkin and Ensign Crush-
er watched it as if they thought it might open again.
Shubunkin said, “On my planet, if someone says ‘You
may be right,’ that is what they mean. I think your
mother means something else.”

“You may be right,” Wesley said, and immediately
wished he hadn’t. He went on quickly, “I’d like to ask
you a question.”

“Proceed.”

Wesley took a deep breath and said, “I want to
design some aliens I can practice my diplomatic skills
on.” Wesley didn’t want to admit his self-doubts
about his command abilities. Not to Shubunkin, any-
way.

Shubunkin said, “By aliens, I assume you mean
nonhumans.”

“Of course.”

Wesley could see why most of the bridge crew had
difficulty getting along with Shubunkin. Even Coun-
selor Troi, who could get along with anybody, found
him a little abrasive. The guy knew his stuff, but he
was too ready to show it off. Wesley took a deep breath
and said, “Yes, sir. | mean nonhumans.”
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“The Enterprise computers hold a detailed descrip-
tion of every encounter between races since the found-
ing of the Federation. Surely by using those
descriptions, the computer can design something that
will satisfy you.”

“Actually, sir, I was looking for something a little
more unusual.”

Shubunkin nodded and said, ‘““You want more inter-
esting aliens. Faster, less predictable aliens.”

“Right. Absolutely.”

Shubunkin stroked his chin. He said, “The Borders
scale might be of use.”

“Borders scale?”

“It’s a complex scale of social, intellectual, and
emotional values. Among other things, six different
kinds of creativity are listed, as well as honor, cour-
age, mercy, fierceness, ruthlessness, arrogance, and
mental and physical speed. Hundreds of categories. I
believe Borders even created a subsection concerning
sense of humor. Her scale is a useful tool when trying
to quantify similarities and differences between
races.”

Wesley squinted as he considered the possibilities.
He said, “There must be more to it than just plugging
in random numbers.”

“Certainly. The first value to some extent defines
what the second must be. The first and second togeth-
er help define the third. All creatures are consistent
within their own system. The thing that makes one
race seem alien to another is the difference between
their systems.”

Wesley saw that creating a new alien, even using the
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Borders scale, would be quite a challenge. After
learning all he could about the scale from the library
computer, he could probably get Geordi La Forge to
help with the programming.

The computer said, “Personal memo for Wesley
Crusher: Your bridge watch begins in ten minutes.”

“Acknowledged. Thanks, Lieutenant. You’ve been
a big help.”

“I’m sure.”

As Wesley walked quickly from the room, he won-
dered if Shubunkin was being arrogant again or if this
was another case of his saying what he meant. Wesley
could not help feeling that Shubunkin was strange,
even for a first-contact specialist.

As the Enterprise dropped out of warp, Picard
glanced at the man in the seat on his right. He was
large and round with side-whiskers rather longer than
regulations allowed. His thick face shone as if he were
sweating despite the controlled climate of the Enter-
prise. His chubby fingers never stopped moving on the
arms of the chair. The form-fitting design of the
Starfleet uniform did not make him look thinner,
though the short cape he affected helped. Commander
Riker stood behind and above him, next to Worf at
the tactical rail.

Ensign Crusher came onto the bridge with a minute
to spare before his watch began. Winston-Smyth gave
up her chair at the conn, and Wesley sat down,
immediately logging in his arrival with a few deft
touches on the control panel.

Feeling much too much like a tour guide, Picard
said, “We’ve just dropped out of warp, Commander
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Mont. Mr. Data, how long till we reach Tantamon
Four?”

“Fourteen minutes and twenty-two seconds, sir.”

“Let’s have it on screen.”

On the main viewscreen, the forward star field
wavered and an Earth-type planet appeared. From
this distance, Tantamon IV seemed to be covered with
gray-green moss on which some cotton wool had
snagged. Picard was always amazed how many planets
looked like that from space, like the human home
world. The Enterprise was his home, but like many
humans, Picard felt a spiritual connection to the green
hills of Terra that never quite went away.

“Standard orbit, Mr. Crusher.”

“Aye, sir.”

Commander Mont smiled, and his hands were still.
He looked like a hungry man mesmerized by a table
laden with food, Picard thought.

In his gruff voice, Mont said, “It’s a likely-looking
place.”

Likely for what? Picard wondered. Mont seemed to
enjoy saying things that barely made sense. Still, he
was the one Starfleet had sent to debrief Baldwin after
his six months on the planet below. Mont must be
good at his job.

The aft turbolift doors opened, and Lieutenant
Shubunkin entered the bridge. With his eyes on the
screen, he stepped forward.

Picard said, “Mr. Worf, please inform Professor
Baldwin of our imminent arrival.”

“Aye, sir.”

Tantamon IV turned placidly below them for a few
seconds. Worf said, “I have Professor Baldwin.”
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“On screen,” said Riker.

The picture on the viewscreen was replaced by a
steamy planetary scene. Baldwin, ever the showman
as well as the scientist, stood in such a way that Picard
and the others on the bridge could see a silver
teardrop shape lying in the humid alien jungle behind
him. Next to him stood an alien. Based on what
Picard had seen in preliminary reports, he assumed it
was one of the Tantamon natives.

The jungle was recognizable as such, steamy and
dense, but unlike the wild earthly jungle growth that
was mostly vertical, the Tantamon jungle seemed to
be mostly horizontal, made entirely of bowls of vari-
ous sizes, shapes, and colors. Buggy eyes looked over
the rims from inside some of the larger ones. Above
each buggy eye was a bright blue cranium.

The alien standing next to Baldwin was probably
typical of his race. He—if human sexes meant
anything—was on the edge of being human. He had
tiny bowls for ears and a shiny blue exoskeleton,
which gave him a faintly insectoid appearance. Add-
ing to this were the things at the ends of his arms, not
hands but delicate pincers with gripping grooves in
them. He might have been wearing clothing. Picard
could not tell.

Baldwin had grown a beard since Picard had seen
him last. Sweat darkened his shirt under his arms and
on his chest. His hair was a little wild, and more sweat
dripped from strings of it that drooped across his
forehead. He looked dashing and wonderful, as he did
on the Omniology holochips in Enterprise’s library.
Picard, not going in much for vanity, had no idea how
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dashing and wonderful he himself looked to many
people and so felt a small pang of jealousy, which he
quickly suppressed.

“It’s beautiful,” Mont said.

Picard knew that Mont wasn’t talking about Bald-
win or the alien or even the jungle, though the jungle
was certainly beautiful, once one dumped one’s earth-
ly prejudices about what a jungle should look like.
Mont was talking about the silver teardrop. All sensor
readings that Baldwin had taken matched up nicely
with the sensor readings the Enterprise had taken
months before in the Omega Triangulae region. The
teardrop was beautiful scientifically as well as aesthet-
ically.

“Good to see you, Jean-Luc,” said Baldwin.

“And you, old friend. Do you need help packing?”

“No, thanks. I travel pretty light.” He smiled.

Picard said, “So I remember. Prepare to beam up.”

“Right, Jean-Luc. See you soon.”

As he turned away, the screen once more showed
the mossy ball of Tantamon IV.

“What do you think of that, then, eh, Shubunkin?”
Mont said.

“I think that I do not yet have enough to think
about.”

“Right you are.” Mont rose to his feet with surpris-
ing grace and moved like a thundercloud to the aft
turbolift. “Come along, Shubunkin. We will meet and
greet Professor Baldwin.”

The two of them got into the turbolift, and the
doors closed. Counselor Troi began to speak, but
Picard put up a hand to silence her. He knew the
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turbolift doors would open again in a moment, and
they did. Lieutenant Shubunkin stepped out and said,
“Which transporter room?”

“Number three,” said Picard, trying not to smile.
“Deck six.”

Shubunkin nodded and ducked back into the
turbolift.

“Now, Counselor, what is it?”

“There is something odd about Commander
Mont.”

“And his playmate, Shubunkin, too,” Riker said.

“That is not what I mean,” Troi went on. “Lieuten-
ant Shubunkin is merely a little formal and much too
impressed with himself. But I've thought all along that
Commander Mont is hiding something. I would not
trust him.”

“He’s a Starfleet officer,” Riker said.

“Even Starfleet officers have secrets.”

“Logged and noted, Counselor. Mr. Data, make our
guest comfortable.” As Data stood up and walked
toward the turbolift doors, Picard looked at them as if
seeing through them and said, “And see if you can be
of any use to Commander Mont.”

“Understood, Captain,” Data said as the doors
closed.



Chapter Two

BEFORE DISAPPEARING into his ready room, the captain
ordered Wesley to head for Memory Alpha at warp
five. At that velocity they would be traveling for two
weeks. They could have safely traveled much faster,
but Commander Mont and Lieutenant Shubunkin
needed time to debrief Baldwin and get a first approx-
imation of his findings on Tantamon IV. Later Bald-
win would spend months, maybe years, at Memory
Alpha, studying and organizing his data until he’d
drawn from it all the conclusions he could. Other
scholars would come later, building their work on his.

For the moment, however, Starfleet was very eager
to learn anything they could about the aliens in the
silver teardrop. Were they friend or foe? What could
the Federation and these new aliens learn from each
other?

The hours of Wesley’s watch dragged by. Memory
Alpha, the central information depository of the

31




STAR TReK: THE NEXT GENERATION

Federation, was a well-known destination. There was
nothing between them and it but empty space. No
Romulans, no Ferengi, no Borg. Nothing but the
unexpected, and one, Wesley thought, could get a little
too clever about always expecting it. If necessary, the
Enterprise could fly itself to Memory Alpha. Wesley’s
presence at the conn was almost a formality.

Captain Picard was in his ready room, and Counsel-
or Troi was off on some errand of mercy. Commander
Riker was on the bridge and would be available in an
emergency if one should arise, but at the moment he
was grunting over the composition of one of the many
reports Starfleet inevitably required.

Data was where Wesley wanted to be, with Profes-
sor Eric Baldwin. Wesley shook his head in wonder-
ment. What a guy that Baldwin was. Wesley wondered
what kind of a smart, arrogant, warlike imaginary
alien Baldwin could come up with, Borders scale or
no.

Wesley knew many of the women on the ship were
having lusty fantasies about Baldwin. Never before
had Wesley thought of sweat as sexy, but there it was.
He wondered if he would ever understand women.
The fact that even Riker was occasionally mystified by
them did not give him hope.

When his watch was over Wesley went to his cabin,
keyed into the ship’s library computer, and looked up
the Borders scale. To his chagrin, he discovered that it
was less a shopping list than an encyclopedia of
characteristics. The instructions alone—page after
page of cultural jargon and mathematical formulas—
took up three volumes.

Wesley sighed and dived in. He became fascinated.
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But when he came up for air some hours later, he
found that he had barely begun. He didn’t mind
working hard for what he learned—finding a subject
that could make him sweat was a pleasant change—
but he was in a hurry. He wanted to invent those
challenging aliens right now. He thought about giving
one of the characteristics a number at random, just to
get the ball rolling. But that was too much like
cheating, and cheating, even if it seemed necessary,
never appealed to him.

He drummed his fingers on the table while he
considered what to do next. The answer was obvious.
When he had a computer problem, there was only one
person for him to go to.

Wesley found Data in his cabin harassing his own
computer terminal. When Wesley entered, Data
looked up, his fingers poised over the keyboard, his
face holding its usual expression of mild surprise.

“What are you working on?” Wesley said.

“Some research for the captain,” Data said and
blanked the screen.

“Does it have to do with Commander Mont?”

“That would be a logical assumption,” Data said,
admitting nothing. “Was there something you wanted
to discuss?”

“Yeah. Do you know anything about the Borders
scale?”

“It is a quantitative scale of the physical, emotional,
and rational characteristics of various races. It is
used—theoretically—to compare them in an unbi-
ased and logical way.”

“Theoretically?”

“Of course. As you must know, any such scale
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reflects the biases of its creator, in this case of Dr.
Sandra Borders, senior exobiology librarian at Memo-
ry Alpha.”

“So it’s no good at all, then,” Wesley said glumly.
He’d have to look elsewhere for a solution to his alien
problem.

“Some researchers take the scale very seriously. But
Vulcans, despite their penchant for logic, dislike the
system because of its built-in prejudices. Others take
the romantic, and perhaps more correct, view that any
such catalog is bound to be incomplete and therefore
is no better than a distant approximation.”

“What do you think of it?”

Data cocked his head. From long experience, Wes-
ley knew this meant he was about to fling a zinger of a
question. Data said, “I think it can be useful if used
with the proper care. Why do you ask?”

Data was his friend. He could trust Data with his
innermost hopes and fears. Wesley said, “I’m testing
my ability to command by using Starfleet training
programs.”

“Ah. And how will the Borders scale help?”

“] want to design an alien that will challenge me,
that will help me find out if I'll ever be good enough to
be captain of a starship.”

“No such alien exists.”

“Riglt.”

“Ah. Then you wish to create such an alien and
interact with it.”

“Right.”

Data leaned back in his chair and picked up a
calabash pipe that lay in a nearby ashtray. Affecting
the mannerisms of Sherlock Holmes, he tapped the
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stem of the pipe against his teeth, something he did
occasionally when considering a problem. Wesley had
never seen him actually light the pipe, but just holding
it made Data seem more thoughtful.

Data sprang to his feet and began to pace the cabin.
He had plenty of room. Data had fewer personal
possessions than anyone else Wesley knew. In a
clipped Holmesian accent, he said, “You wish to
design an alien of superior cunning and intelligence,
yet entirely without compassion.”

“Right,” Wesley said again. “Just for the holodeck.”

“Of course.” Data sat down, laid the pipe careful-
ly in the ashtray, and began typing into the com-
puter terminal. His hands moved very fast, were
almost a blur. Wesley stood behind him, watching. In
a few seconds, Data reviewed what had taken Wesley
hours to read. Then Data leapt into unfamiliar terri-
tory.

Scarcely ten minutes later Data stopped. He
popped a clear cylindrical chip into the slot on the
terminal, touched a few keys, and seconds later
handed the chip to Wesley. It was now a pale blue.
“This chip contains the parameters of the aliens you
desire along with the Borders scale equations. I sug-
gest you ask Lieutenant Commander La Forge to help
you install them in the holodeck computer. No one
knows more about the Enterprise systems than he
does.”

“Thanks, Data.” Wesley bounced the chip in one
hand while he looked over Data’s shoulder at the
schematic of the Enterprise on the wall.

“Was there something else, Wesley?”’

Wesley smiled at his own presumption. He never
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thought of himself as a fan type. He said, “Tell me.
What is Professor Baldwin really like?”

“Like? He is a white human male, almost two
meters tall and weighing slightly more than one
hundred kilograms.”

Wesley smiled as he shook his head. Evidently Data
had even less inclination to be a fan than he did.

“Is that funny?” Data said.

“Usually when people ask what someone is like,
they want to know about the individual’s personality
and whether they have pleasing features.”

A little confused, Data said, “He seemed pleasant
enough.”

“Okay, Data. Thanks.”

Wesley left the cabin as quickly as seemed polite.
He didn’t want to spend the rest of the day discussing
human attractiveness with an android.

Captain Picard sat at one end of the big obsidian
slab that served as a table in the conference lounge
just off the bridge. He tried not to stare while he
wondered again what it was in Commander Mont that
Starfleet found valuable. Mont had a certain blustery
charm, but he seemed to know no more about aliens
than Lieutenant Shubunkin did. There were times
when Picard was convinced that Mont knew consider-
ably less.

For instance, when Mont and Shubunkin had first
come on board at Starbase 123, Picard had thrown a
small formal dinner to welcome them. During the
dinner, talk had turned to the hot exobiology topic of
the moment—a newly discovered race, the Trilg.
They were unusual in that while they had grasping
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organs very much like human hands, they had no
technology whatsoever. Not so much as a rock with
which to kill one of the local herbivores for food. Not
so much as a cave in which to live. Starfleet specialists
with high extrasensory ratings could detect no evi-
dence of unusual mental activity. Were the Trilg
intelligent or were they not? And if they were not, why
not?

Lieutenant Shubunkin had gone on at length, spin-
ning a gossamer theory supported by obscure ideas
about racial talent, harmful solar rays, and synchro-
nistic curves. The ideas were no more than theories
themselves. Picard had thought all his arguments
pretty unlikely, and Riker had politely argued with
Shubunkin; but beyond making a few off-color com-
ments, Commander Mont had said nothing. Picard
was certain that before Shubunkin began to speak,
Mont had not even heard of the Trilg.

This was an expert on first contact?

The next morning Picard had asked Troi what her
impression of Mont was.

“He seems to be very satisfied with himself.”

“Not shy?” Picard asked.

“I detected no unease last night. However . . .” She
looked to one side, pursed her lips, and shook her
head. When she looked at the captain again, it was
with the direct, guileless stare Picard had come to
trust. Troi said, “He is definitely hiding something.
There is a tension in him, a waiting.”

“For what?”

“I have no idea.”

Picard had asked her to tell him more if anything
occurred to her, but so far, except for making a similar
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observation on the bridge a few hours earlier, Troi had
said nothing about Commander Mont.

Troi was next to the captain now, staring out the
port at the rainbow smudges that the warp field made
of the stars. At the other end of the table, Mont and
Shubunkin were having a quiet conversation.

Despite the evidence of his own observations and
instincts, despite the corroborative feelings of Coun-
selor Troi, Data’s research into Commander Mont’s
background had turned up nothing unusual. He’d
gone to school, he’d come up through the ranks in a
very normal way, he’d published the following papers.
The man was a puzzle, and Picard did not like it.

The door sighed open, and Mr. Data entered with
Professor Baldwin. Baldwin had showered and
changed into a clean bush outfit. It was khaki, neatly
pressed, and sporting many pockets, just the way it
had come from the clothing fabricator. He had
trimmed his beard, but it was still there, giving his
face a faintly demonic look that, Picard understood,
women found attractive.

Picard and Baldwin shook hands and clasped each
other’s shoulders, made social noises about how long
it had been, and indeed, they had not seen each other
for at least fifteen years. While Data sat down on the
captain’s other side, Baldwin shook hands all around,
lingering a little over Troi’s. Troi did not seem to
mind.

“Welcome aboard the Enterprise,” Picard said.

“Thank you, Captain.”

“Settling in all right?”

Baldwin sat down and said, “Yes, fine. I understand
it’s two weeks to Memory Alpha.”
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