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INVASION!
“WE HAVE NO TIME
FOR DISCUSSION.”

Admiral Kirschbaum continued: "’A sensor array at
the Furies Point has been attacked by five ships of
unknown origin. I’'m ordering all available ships to
the area at top speed.”

Captain Jean-Luc Picard’s hand tightened on his
empty glass mug. He set it down before it could
shatter in his grip. “We're on our way, Admiral.”

“Good.” The admiral’s mouth tightened. I hope |
don’t have to explain—"

1 understand the urgency, Admiral.”
“Captain Picard,” Admiral Kirschbaum said heavi-

ly, ““if those ships are what we believe them to be,
then we’re at war.”
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Chapter One

LieuTENANT ROBERT C. YOUNG, Bobby to everyone
who knew him, sat with his feet on the lip of the
console before him. He had the stout build of an
athlete and blond hair that sometimes got a little
longer than Starfleet regulation allowed. He had mod-
ified the regulation chair so that it tilted backward
easily, comfort being his highest priority. Life on
Brundage Station was dull, routine, and his punish-
ment for telling Admiral Kirschbaum that nothing in
Starfleet compared with snow skiing down Exhibition
in Sun Valley, Idaho. On Earth.

Bobby hadn’t realized he was talking with an ad-
miral at the time, only some pompous fool who
seemed to believe that every officer aspired to inter-
stellar travel. Bobby had gone to Starfleet Academy at
the urgings of his mother, a dear woman who was
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afraid that Bobby would spend his entire life on the
slopes of the sector’s snow-covered mountains and
therefore never achieve anything of importance. She
was afraid he would die broke and without skills; he,
on the other hand, believed skiing was skill enough
for any man and more than enough to live a full life.

But he loved his mother. He had joined. And
because he had been a good cadet who had done well
in officer training, he had gone to one too many off-
campus parties, and insulted the wrong admiral.

Friends later told him that if he had made the same
comment to Admiral Zlitch, she would have laughed,
agreed, and then compared the latest in ski-boot
technology with him.

Admiral Kirschbaum had merely said, If you find
all of the galaxy boring, young man, I have the
assignment for you.

Brundage Station, armpit of the galaxy. Some
wag—another skier, obviously—fifty years before
had given the station the Brundage nickname after a
famous ski hill in McCall, Idaho, because, rumor had
it, Brundage stood on the slippery slope to nowhere.

Brundage was now officially known as Brundage
Point Listening Station. Sometimes, in the oldest
references to the station, it was called the Furies Point
Defensive Listening Station. Over eighty years before,
some incredibly powerful beings had come through a
point in space near the post, and had eventually
declared themselves the enemy. In coming they had
destroyed an entire solar system, the remains of
which now swirled slowly in the screens. Bobby had
seen the old holos, read the old materials, and studied
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everything he could about the battle that had taken
place deep in Klingon space, not because he was
interested, but because it was required.

Starfleet believed the Furies would come again.

They hadn’t, of course.

Other lieutenants had run Brundage Station, shift-
ing to real duty after three years of service, always
swearing they would never watch an empty part of
space again.

Bobby had been here two years. After three days, he
had been ready to write the admiral an apology. Now
he understood what the wily old man had been about.
The admiral had given Bobby easy duty to show him
that truly active duty was better than sitting on his
duff all day, guarding the site where a supposed
enemy had appeared the year his grandfather was
born.

In most ways, the duty was like any other. The
station was small, and sometimes ships stopped.
Bobby commanded a team of three others. In addi-
tion to the Furies Point, they monitored forty un-
manned listening posts, most along the Klingon bor-
der. Occasionally they saw something. Usually they
didn’t.

His evening watch promised to be no different.

He had holographic brochures of several nearby ski
resorts in his room, including a low-grav, highly
specialized ski center on Regal III. He planned to go
through all of them before he slept tonight. His first
extended vacation was coming up, and he planned to
enjoy every minute of it.

The observation room always seemed big to him,
even though it was the size of a shuttlecraft’s piloting
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area. The two viewscreens, opened to the vastness of
space, gave an illusion of size. So did the constant
emptiness and the inactivity on the control board.

He had some diagnostics to run through, but they
could wait. His evening shift had a routine that kept
him awake and functioning through the long, lonely
hours.

A red light flashed on the control board. The light
intermittently illuminated the sole on his black regu-
lation boot. He frowned, sighed, and sat forward.

A malfunction.

At least it would give him something to do.

But the light flashing wasn’t the one he expected to
see.

Something had triggered the warning devices at one
of the listening posts.

His hands shook with excitement, and he had to
remind himself that the last time this happened, it
had been caused by space debris in the listening post’s
delicate trigger mechanism.

His fingers flew over the console as he ran a quick
systems check.

Everything was in order at both the station and the
outpost. But there seemed to be a slight drop in the
mass of the outpost. That made no sense at all. How
could the mass of an outpost drop?

He tapped his comm badge. “Wong! Airborne!
Judy! I got something happening up here.”

“On our way,” Wong’s clear voice came through the
comm. “Run the diagnostics.”

“Already done,” he snapped back. Wong had no
right giving orders, even if he was the only one with
engineering experience.
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But for good measure, Bobby ran a second level of
diagnostics. No sense making a mistake when he had
time. It would take the others a few moments to get to
the control room. They had been in their quarters.
Bobby always took the graveyard shift, never liking
the concept of artificial night or artificial day.

The second diagnostics checked as well. The mass
of the listening post continued to drop slightly, even
though that seemed impossible. Something was
clearly going on out there. Just what was the question.

He let the air whistle through his teeth. Behind him
the door hissed open and Wong, a slender man twice
Bobby’s age, hurried in.

Wong grabbed the empty chair beside Bobby’s,
leaned over the console, and ran a third set of
diagnostics, his fingers flying over the board almost
faster than the eye could follow.

“Mine already checked out,” Bobby said. “Both
times.”

“Hmm,” Wong said, apparently unimpressed.
When the diagnostic finished, he said, “That makes
no sense,” and began a series of other tests that Bobby
had only heard about. Bobby didn’t stop him; better
to be careful. Bobby’s mouth was dry. He had never
thought about what he would do if something real
triggered one of the outpost alarms.

Judy hurried in next. Her long silver hair was still
down, and she wore a robe over her nonregulation
lounging clothes. She was tiny, in her mid-fifties, and
the unofficial leader of the group. She had two fully
grown children, both in Starfleet, and she liked to
cook. Sometimes they even called her “Mom” and
she never objected.
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“What have we got?” she asked, sliding into the
chair to Bobby’s left.

“Something triggered one of the posts.”

Wong grunted, and started yet another set of diag-
nostics.

“Have you run tests?”’

Bobby glared at her. Did everyone think he was
incompetent? “Twice,” he told her.

“Hmmm,” she said, as unimpressed as Wong had
been.

Then Airborne burst in the door, his hair sticking
up at all angles. He, like Bobby, had a tendency
toward wildness. Airborne liked to jump—out of
anything moving, safe or not. His tall, lanky frame
had survived more broken bones than Bobby could
imagine. Over the past year Bobby had been convinc-
ing Airborne that jumping off things while on skis was
more fun than anything he’d tried. But Airborne had
been reluctant to put in all the time learning how to
ski, just to jump off rocks. He said he could do that
without skis.

“More space junk in the listening posts?”’ Airborne
asked, rubbing a hand over his sleep-puffy face.

“No,” Wong said curtly. “I’'m reading a major drop
in mass. There’s something really strange happening
out there.”

His tone took the levity out of the room. Bobby
forced himself to swallow.

“It’s for real, then,” he said. He leaned forward.

“T’ll get Starfleet Command,” Judy said, sliding her
chair toward the communications console.

“Yeah,” Wong said.

Airborne came up behind him, and placed both
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hands on the back of the chair. “Tell us now, Wong.
No sense grandstanding.”

“He’s not,” Bobby said. Wong never tried to take
advantage of the others. He just usually thought the
others were incompetent.

“Something has just destroyed the warning device
at Point 473,” Wong said.

Judy paused in midpunch, her hand extended over
the console. “Destroyed?”

Bobby ignored her. He was pulling all the informa-
tion he could on the point. “Information on 473
coming up on screen,” he said.

“We don’t need it,” Airborne said, sinking into the
only remaining chair.

Bobby glanced at him. Airborne’s normally dark
skin had turned a sickly shade of gray.

“The Furies Point,” Wong said, his voice sounding
to Bobby as if he were going to be suddenly sick.

“No,” Bobby said. Sure, they’d all been prepped on
the Furies battle, that was a condition of serving at
the post, but the Furies tale sounded like one of those
grandiose stories skiers told when they got off the hill,
trying to make a normal run seem like something
special.

Judy was punching the console frantically.

Airborne was double-checking Wong’s information.
Airborne had a thing about the Furies. He liked to
goad the others with stories of them when the tour got
too routine.

“Damn,” he whispered.

Bobby didn’t want to know. But he had to. “Did
you scan the area?”

Airborne shook his head. “Just confirmed the point
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number,” he said. “The listening post is gone and we
got some strange things happening out there.”

Before he lost complete control of the situation,
Bobby had to do something. ‘“Well, then, keep scan-
ning it. I want to know exactly what’s going on.”

“I don’t,” Airborne whispered. But he bent over the
console just the same.

His fingers flew over the console.

“You got Starfleet yet?”” Bobby asked Judy.

“No, sir,” she said, automatically slipping into
protocol. Bless her.

Wong let out a breath. “There seems to be a very
large temporal disturbance,” he said, “almost as if a
black hole has formed where the beacon used to be.
Only it’s much more than a black hole. More like a
tear in space.”

“Oh, man,” Airborne said. He was hunched over
his console. “Bobby—ah, Lieutenant, sir—I’ve got a
reading near there of five ships. They just appeared.”

“What?” Bobby hadn’t seen any ships a moment
before. He stopped the scrolling information, and
turned the screen back toward Point 473. Even on full
magnification, he still couldn’t see anything.

“I’'ve got the same thing, sir,” Wong said. “There
seem to be five ships surrounding the disturbance, all
in stationary positions. And they’re huge!”

“Can you identify the ships?”’ Bobby asked, making
sure to keep his voice level.

Wong shook his head. Bobby scooted his chair over
and looked at the readings. He’d never seen anything
like them before. At least not in all the manuals he’d
studied.
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“Two have left position and are headed this way,”
Wong said.

“How long?”” Bobby asked.

Wong glanced at the panel. “Three minutes.”

“They’ve come back,” Airborne said, his voice
trembling. Bobby watched as Airborne seemed to
shake himself, then take a deep breath.

“I’ve reached Starfleet, sir,” Judy said.

Bobby let out breath he hadn’t realized he was
holding. “Scramble this message,” he said.

He waited the two beats until Judy nodded that it
was done; then he started. “This is Brundage Point
Observation Station. We have a Priority One Emer-
gency.”

Wong and Judy both gasped, and Bobby knew why.
A Priority One Emergency was the highest there was
in Starfleet. But if Airborne was right, then they
would need all the help they could get.

“Two minutes,” Wong said. His voice was shaking.

Admiral Kirschbaum’s face filled the screen. Bobby
was actually relieved to see his old nemesis. “Go
ahead, Lieutenant.”

Bobby squared his shoulders and made himself
speak with authority, not panic, even though he could
feel the rising tension in the room. “The beacon at the
Furies Point was destroyed. Our scans showed a small
drop in mass of the beacon before it vanished. Now a
large temporal disturbance has formed where the
beacon used to be and five very large ships of un-
known origin have taken up positions around it. Two
are headed this way and will be within firing distance
shortly.”
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Bobby watched as Admiral Kirschbaum’s face went |

pale and he swallowed hard. “Five ships?”
Bobby nodded. “Yes, sir. Five.”

Admiral Kirschbaum leaned toward the screen.

“Can you evacuate before they arrive?”
Bobby glanced at Wong. He shook his head.

“There’s no time, sir,” Bobby said. “Those two

ships are almost on us,”

Kirschbaum straightened and nodded once, the
closest thing Bobby would ever get to an apology.
“Remember your training, Lieutenant. Anything that
comes from Point 473 must be considered a Furies
vessel. Consider those ships hostile, and their ap-
proach an act of war. Respond accordingly. Under-
stand? Relay everything you are getting through this
channel for as long as you can.”

“Done,” Judy said beside Bobby. “Starfleet is get-
ting it all. And I’ve downloaded all our logs.”

Bobby glanced up at the two black ships growing on
the screen beside Admiral Kirschbaum’s face. They
were like no ships he’d ever seen, not even in the old
holos of the first Furies attack. These ships were black
with swept-back wings. They looked like a bird in a
dive for a kill.

“An act of war,” Bobby repeated. He clenched his
fists. “Yes, sir.”

“Good luck to you all,” Kirschbaum said, and cut
the picture.

The silence in the room was louder than anything
Bobby had ever heard. Then Airborne put his head in
his hands.

They didn’t have time for despair. Bobby had to
act.
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“Get those shields up and all weapons at ready,” he
ordered.

“I'm still feeding all information and telemetry,”
Judy said.

Bobby reached into the panel below and removed
the emergency phasers. He found only three. He
would give them to his staff. He was the only one in
uniform. He already had a phaser.

“Both ships have stopped,” Wong said as Bobby
laid a phaser on the panel beside him. “I can’t seem to
get a scan on them.”

Suddenly a red beam shot from what looked like the
beak of one ship.

The station’s shields flared a bright blue, then red,
then white. The station shook and tumbled as if
riding a wave. Bobby gripped the console. “Report!”
he snapped.

“Screens are down,” Judy said as the firing broke
off. “They seem to be hailing us.”

“On screen.”

Judy nodded. The screen cleared. In the second
before the image appeared, Bobby felt as if a bolt of
sheer terror struck him in the back of the head and
shimmered down his spine. His first real command.
The feeling had to be because this was his first real
command moment.

He forced himself to breathe, but the air caught in
his lungs as the terror filled him.

Then the blankness on the screen resolved itself
into a large scarlet face, with a black snout, and ram’s
horns instead of ears. The eyes were long and narrow,
and in the corners feeding maggots looked like tears.

Judy gasped, Airborne buried his head in his arms,
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and Wong pushed his chair back as if the thing could
come out of the screen and attack him.

BN
1
|

|

Bobby’s fists were clenched so hard that his nails
were digging into his palm. The terror in the room

seemed to shimmer and grow as if it were a real thing.

Bobby forced himself to breathe. Again he failed.

The creature on the screen opened its mouth. Silver
saliva dripped from sharp, pointed teeth. “Surren-
der,” the creature said in a voice so deep, so powerful,
that Bobby could feel it in his toes. “Or be de-
stroyed.”

Then the image winked out.

Bobby didn’t move. He couldn’t. The sheer terror
he was feeling had him frozen in place. But he had to
move, for the sake of the others.

Judy and Wong were still staring at the screen, their
mouths wide. Airborne raised his head. His carefree
attitude was completely gone. His eyes were dark
holes in his face.

“History is repeating itself,” he whispered. “For the
second time in a hundred years the devil has opened
the gates to hell.”

Bobby took two quick breaths, then said, “And for
the second time we’ll close it.” He made his voice
sound as firm and confident as he could, as he
imagined a perfect Starfleet officer would do. But he
didn’t believe a word he said.

12



Chapter Two

A DproP OF SWEAT ran down Will Riker’s face. He
gripped the control stick of his jet firmly with both
hands and pulled into a steep climb away from the
bluish green ocean waters below. A stream of bright
red laser fire flashed past his cockpit as the force of his
climb pinned him into his seat.

He hadn’t used these old atmosphere dogfight simu-
lations since his days in the Academy, and his lack of
practice was showing. He was ranked as one of the
best space pilots in Starfleet and the best on the
Enterprise, but these old dogfight holodeck simula-
tions used ancient jets at low planet altitudes and kept
score with laser hits. Twenty hits and you were
considered downed.

The screen in front of him lit up bright red,
indicating he’d taken a hit on his port wing. “Damn,”
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he said softly, swinging his plane over into a tight *?
barrel roll before the stream of laser fire could cause
more damage. A full-second burst of laser fire in the |

center of a plane would easily count as more than
twenty hits and end the game.

v
|
|

|

This time he managed to escape with only one hit.

“That’s fifteen for me,” his opponent, Lieutenant
Sam Redbay, said through the headphones, as Red-
bay’s plane streaked past on Riker’s starboard.
“You’re out of shape, Will.”

“Out of practice,” Riker said, slamming his plane
into a sharp turn in an effort to get Redbay back into
his sights. “Just out of practice in these old things.

Program a space dogfight and we’ll see who’s out of |

shape.”

“Excuses, excuses,” Redbay’s voice came back.
“We’ll try that tomorrow.”

Riker laughed as he pulled up behind Redbay’s
streaking jet and got him in his sights. “That’s a
deal.”

Riker could see his old friend laughing at him right
now. Redbay was a tall, thin redheaded man who
moved slowly, as if the world around him was in too
much of a hurry. He laughed a lot, and his freckle-
faced grin was infectious to most people around him,
including Riker.

The red light on the board showed he had a
computer lock on Redbay’s plane. “Now,” Riker said,
and fired, but he was an instant late. Redbay took his
plane down and twisted, moving away from the
stream of laser fire from Riker.

No hits. Again he’d missed. He had to admit, his
old friend was good. Very good.

14




THE SOLDIERS OF FEAR

Riker shook his head and attempted to follow the
other jet at the steep downward angle. At one time he
and Redbay were evenly matched fighters at this
holodeck simulation game. In their last year at the
Academy, they had rented the holosuites and pro-
grammed dogfight after dogfight. And with each fight,
not only did their skill and reflexes get better, but the
stakes rose, too. It started with bragging rights, then
lunches, then escalated to cleaning rooms. Their last
match, the day before graduation, Riker had won and
promised Redbay a rematch.

But until today, that rematch had not been possible.
Now, since Redbay’s assignment to the Enterprise, it
was possible. And Riker had to admit he was enjoying
this, even though he was losing badly.

“More excuses, Will?” Redbay’s voice came back
strong as his plane flashed past. Riker could imagine
his friend’s red hair and his freckled face grinning. He
was probably doing everything in his power to not
laugh out loud.

“All right,” Riker said, laughing instead. “Excuses,
then. But I won’t make them for long.”

Redbay’s choked laugh let his enjoyment come back
clearly to Riker. Then Redbay said, “Actually, Will, I
wouldn’t have expected you to be up on the latest
atmosphere-dogfight techniques. I can’t imagine how
you’d have time, being first officer on a ship like
Enterprise.”

Riker heard and understood the mixture of envy
and admiration in Redbay’s tone. They had been on
the same career track at the Academy. Their differ-
ences were minor: Redbay had taken two more pilot-
ing points than Riker; Riker had been evaluated
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higher in the politics of persuasion. Their classmates
had always seen a rivalry between them, but no real
rivalry had actually existed, even in these made-up
dogfights. They had been best of friends, and would
never have gotten as far as fast without each other.

Then they separated, Redbay to years of test-
piloting the latest high-speed shuttles for Starfleet,
Riker to work on starships. It wasn’t until a reunion
several years back, when Riker had asked Redbay why
he hadn’t gone into starships, that Redbay leaned
back, frowned, and said, I was planning to. I just lost
track of it.

You still can, my friend, Riker had said, but if you
wait too much longer, you'll be off the career track.

Redbay had nodded, and the next thing Riker
knew, Redbay was flying his first mission on the
Starship Farragut. His skills and deportment led to
numerous promotions, until he got the plum: a berth
on the Federation’s flagship, the Enterprise.

“With you here, I'll make the time,” Riker said.
“You never know when it might come in handy. But
tomorrow we add in space combat.”

“Deal,” Redbay’s voice said. “But in the meantime,
you might want to watch your ass.”

Riker slammed his plane hard to the left as a string
of red laser fire flashed past. Then, in a quick thrust,
he pulled his plane up and into a tight loop. For a
moment he wasn’t sure if it was going to work; then
Redbay’s plane dropped into sight and quickly into
his scope.

Computer lock. Riker fired.

Redbay moved up and left, but not before Riker
caught him with a shot.
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“That’s ten for me,” Will said.

“You were setting me up,” Redbay’s voice came
back. This time the laughter and enjoyment were clear
in his voice.

“Excuses, Sam?”’ Riker asked sweetly.

“You’re still behind,” Redbay said. ‘“And just wait
until tomorrow in a no-grav battle. I'll show you a
stunt or two.”

Riker laughed. ‘“You may be famous for the Redbay
Maneuver, but don’t think I don’t know about it. And
how it’s done.”

Redbay laughed. “Been studying the books, huh?
That’s only one of many maneuvers I have up my
sleeve. You don’t test-pilot for Starfleet for as many
years as I did and not learn a few tricks.”

“I won’t be as easy as you think,” Riker said,
laughing as he rolled his plane into a tight turn, trying
to spot where Redbay had gone. But the other plane
was nowhere in sight.

The his comm badge trilled.

He let go of the stick with one hand and tapped it.
“Riker.”

“Commander.” Captain Picard’s rich voice
sounded strained. “I need you in my ready room.
Immediately.”

“Yes, sir,” Riker said. “I’ll be right there. Comput-
er. End simulation.”

The blue air, white clouds, and world around Riker
vanished, leaving him sitting inside a sphere sus-
pended in midair over the floor of the holodeck.
Beside him was another sphere. Inside, Redbay was
pulling off his helmet and undoing his seat straps. He
glanced over at Riker and then back down to finish
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the work on his straps. He looked serious. Very seri-
ous. He too had caught the captain’s tone.

Redbay climbed out and dropped to the floor. He
was sweating and his workout suit was sticking to
him. Behind him, the sphere dissolved. “We’ll have to
finish this another time.”

Riker grinned as he climbed out of his control
sphere. “Have the computer save this game. I can still
recover.”

“That’s what I’'m afraid of,” Redbay said, patting
Riker on the back.

Riker nodded, then exited the holodeck, the game
already forgotten.

The air in the corridor was cool, and it made him
shiver despite the sweat that coated him. Everything
had been fine when he left the bridge a little while ago.
He wondered what could have rattled Captain Picard
so quickly.

Or for that matter, what could have rattled Captain
Picard at all.

The message from Starfleet had been curt. Assem-
ble the senior officers. Prepare for a Priority One
Message at 0900. Picard hadn’t heard a Security One
Message since the Borg were headed for Earth. The
highest-level code. Extreme emergency. Override all
other protocols. Abandon all previous orders.

Something serious had happened.

He leaned over the replicator. He had only a
moment until the senior officers arrived.

“Earl Grey, hot,” he said, and the empty space on
the replicator shimmered before a clear glass mug
filled with steaming tea appeared. He gripped the mug
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by its handle and took a sip, allowing the liquid to
calm him.

He had no clue what this might be about, and that
worried him. He always kept abreast of activity in the
quadrant. He knew the subtlest changes in the politi-
cal breeze. The Romulans had been quiet of late; the
Cardassians had been cooperating with Bajor. No
new ships had been sighted in any sector, and no
small rebel groups were taking their rebellions into
space. Maybe it was the Klingons?

He should have had an inkling.

His door hissed open and Beverly Crusher came in.
Geordi La Forge was beside her, and Data followed.
The doctor and Geordi looked worried. Data had his
- usual look of expectant curiosity.

The door hadn’t even had a chance to close before
Deanna Troi came in. She was in uniform, a habit she
had started just recently. Worf saw her and left his
post on the bridge, following her to his position in the
meeting room.

Only Commander Riker was missing, and he was
the one most needed. Picard couldn’t access the
message without him.

It was 0859.

Then the door hissed a final time and Will Riker
came in. His workout clothes were sweat-streaked, his
hair damp. He had a towel draped over his shoulder,
which he instantly took off and wadded into a ball in
his hands.

“Sorry, sir,” he said, “but from your voice, I figured
I wouldn’t have time to change.”

“You were right, Will,”” Picard said. “We’re about
to get a message from Starfleet Command. They
requested all senior officers be in attendance—"
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The screen on the desk snapped on with the Fed-
eration’s symbol, indicating a scrambled communi-
qué.

“Message sent to Picard, Captain, U.S.S. Enter-
prise, and the senior members of his staff,” said the
generic female computer voice. “Please confirm iden-
tity and status.”

Picard placed a hand on the screen on his desk.
“Picard, Jean-Luc, Captain, U.S.S. Enterprise, Securi-
ty Code 1-B58A.”

When the security protocol ended, the Federation
symbol disappeared from the screen, replaced by the
battle-scarred face of Admiral Kirschbaum. His fea-
tures had tightened in that emotionless yet urgent
expression the oldest—and best—commanders had
in times of emergency.

“Jean-Luc. We have no time for discussion. A
sensor array at the Furies Point has been destroyed.
Five ships of unknown origin are there now, along
with what seems to be a small black hole. Two of the
ships attacked the Brundage Station. We lost contact
and don’t know the outcome as yet. I’'m ordering all
available ships to the area at top speed.”

The Furies Point. Picard needed no more explana-
tion than that. From the serious expressions all
around him, he could tell that his staff understood as
well.

Picard’s hand tightened on the empty glass mug. He
set it down before he could shatter it with his grip.
“We’re on our way, Admiral.”

“Good.” The admiral’s mouth tightened. “I hope I
don’t have to explain—"
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“I understand the urgency, Admiral.”

“If those ships are what we believe them to be,
we’re at war, Jean-Luc.”

How quickly it happened. One moment he was on
the bridge, preparing for the day’s duties. The next,
this.

“I will act accordingly, Admiral.”

The admiral nodded. “You don’t have much time,
Jean-Luc. I will contact you in one hour with trans-
missions from the attack on the Brundage outpost. It
will give you and your officers some idea of what you
are facing.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” Picard said.

“Godspeed, Jean-Luc.”

“And to you,” Picard said, but by the time the
words were out, the admiral’s image had winked
away.

Picard felt as if someone had punched him in the
stomach.

The Furies.

The rest of the staff looked as stunned as he felt.

Except for Data. When Picard met his gaze, Data
said quietly, “It will take us two-point-three-eight
hours at warp nine to reach Brundage Station.”

“Then lay in a course, Mr. Data, and engage. We
don’t have time to waste.”
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Chapter Three

THE LIGHT SEEMED TO GROW in intensity inside his
eyelids as Bobby struggled to wake up. That had been
one terrific nightmare. The Brundage Station at-
tacked and overrun by the devil. Wow. He’d have to
tell Judy about that,

He was hot.

He pushed at the blankets, but he was uncovered.
Then he moaned. He would have to get up now and
fix the environmental controls. Someone had proba-
bly messed with his room as a joke. The other
members of the crew knew that Bobby Young hated
temperatures above thirty-two degrees Celsius. He
also hated humidity, and the faint smell of sulfur was
making his nose itch.

He felt melted to the bed, as if his body made a
permanent indentation in the mattress. A band tight-
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ened across his chest. Next time he would warn them;
his lungs seemed to expand in the heat, and it was not
a pleasant sensation. Maybe he would even order
them, as their commanding officer, not to play games
anymore.

The light grew in intensity, so that the protection of
his eyelids felt thin and unimportant.

His bed was softer than this one, and he realized
that no one could mess with his environmental con-
trols, not since Wong had made his room a virtual
sauna. After that Bobby had put three different levels
of security devices on all his personal effects, includ-
ing room controls.

A chill ran down his spine despite the heat. The
feeling of the nightmare returned, thick and heavy.

“What in the—?" He tried to sit up, but the band
on his chest turned into a restraint. He tried to grab at
it with his hands, and found that his arms were
imprisoned across the biceps.

He forced his eyes open. The light was blinding and
he couldn’t see beyond it. He had never seen a light so
bright. His eyes watered, and a stabbing pain shot
through his head. He tried to bring an arm up, but the
restraints caught him.

He couldn’t protect himself.

If this was a practical joke, it had better end
quickly.

Although deep down, he knew it wasn’t.

He swallowed, took a deep breath, and tried to keep
the panic out of his voice. “Judy? Airborne? Wong?
What’s going on?”

No one answered. His shiver grew. He took a deep
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breath of air that tasted of sulfur and was so humid
that it burned his lungs. It hadn’t been that bad a
moment before. He coughed, jerking against the re-
straints, feeling bruises form on his chest. The heat
grew more intense, and he almost thought he felt the
lick of flames on his legs.

“Wong?” Bobby tried again, only this time his
voice wobbled.

Laughter startled him. Deep, throaty laughter that
made him want to back away, only he couldn’t. He
was strapped in place.

“I am afraid your friends can no longer hear you.”

The voice sounded mechanical and forced. Sud-
denly the bright light shut off, and Bobby slowly
opened his eyes. Green, red, and black spots danced
in front of him. Behind the spots, he could see a
figure. He squinted, and his eyes adjusted.

A face came into view.

A red, smiling face.

A face covered with maggots that crawled in and
out of its long slanted eyes.

A face with a black snout.

A face with ram’s horns in place of ears.

Bobby screamed.

A red hand the texture of leather covered his
mouth. Long yellow fingernails scratched his skin.

The hand smelled of rotted flesh. Bobby tried to
twist away, but he couldn’t.

“You may scream only when I allow you to,” the
creature said. “I enjoy screaming—in its proper
place. Now is not the time. You will be quiet, won’t
you?”’

Dean Wesley Smith and Kristine Kathryn Rusch g
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Bobby swallowed, trying to keep his gorge from
rising.

“Won’t you?”’

Bobby nodded.

“Good. When I release your mouth, we will have a
civil discussion.” The creature’s voice was deep and
cultured, at odds with its appearance, and somehow
more menacing because of it. This was no monster
that Bobby was facing. This was something evil.
Intelligent and evil. And it knew how to get at him,
like some nightmare loosed by his own mind.

“Won’t we?”

Bobby nodded again. The creature’s breath was as
foul as its skin. The creature removed its hand.
Bobby’s skin crawled where the creature had touched
him. Despite his best efforts not to, Bobby wiped his
mouth against his shoulder.

The creature laughed. Heat from its mouth touched
him like tiny flames.

Bobby shuddered. He tried to hold his body still,
but he had never felt such an urge to run in his entire
life. The creature’s mouth was full of long sharp teeth,
and threads of saliva showed each time it parted its
lips.

The saliva shimmered green.

“What do you want from me?”” Bobby asked. He
needed to gain control of this situation. If he could get
the creature to tell him what it needed, maybe he
could leave then.

That was the only solution he could think of. All his
Starfleet training had abandoned him except for a
last, tenuous grasp on the panic building within.
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Somehow this thing had breached all of his internal
defenses and made him feel like a frightened child

again instead of an officer.

“Such an original question.” The creature grinned

at him, revealing those awful pointed teeth and that
green-tinged saliva. Bobby tried to suppress his recoil.
“Ism’t it?”

“We were told we should always expect it of hu-
mans,” another voice answered. A face appeared
behind the creature’s. An almost human face, but not
quite. She had stunning features: oval eyes, a narrow
nose, and high cheekbones. But Bobby barely noticed
them.

His gaze was on her hair. Or what should have been
her hair. Instead the strands moved on their own. It
took only a moment for him to realize that he wasn’t
seeing hair, but small, writhing snakes that hissed and
snapped at him.

Poisonous snakes.

Rattlers, cobras, copperheads.

She smiled. She knew what he was looking at. She
touched the snakes almost as if trying to make sure
they were in place and perfect.

“What do we want from you?” she asked as she
leaned closer to him. The creature leaned with her.
“Simple. We want to know your fear. You see, we like
your fear. We enjoy it. And we want to use it.” She
laughed and the snakes surrounding her head moved
even faster. :

A maggot fell from the creature’s eyes onto Bobby’s
face.

Bobby screamed, trying to shake it off. The creature
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laughed as it bent over and pulled the intense bright
light back over Bobby’s face.

“Now,” the voice said. “Tell us what we want to
know. Give us all your fear.”

And into the bright, intense white light, Bobby
screamed again.

And again.
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Chapter Four

AT 1000, PICARD’S SENIOR STAFF had reassembled in the
conference room. In the last hour, Data had ingested
all the historical information he could find on the
Furies. Riker had prepared the crew for the possibility
of war. Troi had advised families on how to protect
the children from the difficulties the starship would
face.

The list went on. Picard knew that each task had
just begun when he needed the staff in the conference
room again. La Forge had managed to get the engi-
neering crew to double-check the engines and weap-
onry; Dr. Crusher had revamped sickbay into an
emergency center; and Worf had prepared his security
team. But none of those jobs could be finished in an
hour. To prepare for battle of this scale took days,
sometimes weeks.

28




THE SOLDIERS OF FEAR

During the last hour Picard had studied Captain
Kirk’s personal logs from the first Starship Enterprise,
and the information he found unnerved him. Kirk
had been called in by a panicked Klingon admiral
who felt he needed one devil to fight another. As it
turned out, the Klingon had been right. Kirk and the
original Enterprise had defeated the huge Fury ship.
But just one Fury ship destroyed much of a Klingon
fleet before Kirk managed to win.

Picard glanced around. His officers all sat at the
conference table. His seat at the head was empty,
because he couldn’t sit. He had to pace.

The transmission from Brundage Station had just
played on the screen. Protocol had obviously been lax
on Brundage—not unusual on a distant outpost—but
the four station members had worked with profes-
sionalism once the crisis became apparent.

Except for the fear they had all displayed when that
horrible visage appeared on their screen. Picard had
understood their fear. That face, vaguely similar to
the demons portrayed in European artwork and
sculpture, had sent a shiver through him. But he had
held that feeling back. He had seen worse things in his
time.

How the crew of the Brundage station reacted
bothered him at a deep level. Those reactions were
not normal for trained Starfleet officers.

The view of the Furies’ descent on the station, and
of the subsequent attack, had left him with a restless
energy—one he wouldn’t have time to vent, since he
" knew the admiral would appear on screen at any
moment.

The conference room was silent. That in itself was
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unusual. His staff would normally have taken the time
afforded by the delay in transmission to discuss what
they had just seen.

Then the screen filled with the admiral’s face. His
skin was ashen, his eyes hollow points. That tape had
unnerved Picard after one viewing. He didn’t know
how he would have felt after several.

His gaze met the admiral’s, and an understanding
carried across the light-years.

“Even though the ships you saw are radically differ-
ent in design and shape from the first Fury ship, we
have no doubt that we are facing the Furies,” Admiral
Kirschbaum said without preamble. “I don’t need to
tell you what this means.”

Picard nodded. He was turned away from his staff,
but he heard nothing from them.

The admiral’s lips tightened. His skin seemed to
have lines where it hadn’t had any earlier in the day.
“The Enterprise will be the first ship on the scene,
Captain. We need information about the Furies. We
need to know how many ships they have sent through
the Furies Point. And if the point is a wormhole, as
James T. Kirk and the first crew of the Enterprise
suspected, then we need to know all we can about that
anomaly. It seems to interact only with the Furies,
which isn’t like any wormhole we know.”

“Either that, or they know when it will open,”
Picard said. “And they were waiting for it.”

The admiral nodded. “The Starships Madison and
Idaho are six hours away. They will arrive as quickly
as they can. There are two smaller Federation ships
that will join you, but they will be hours behind the
starships. Don’t count on them.”
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Three starships against five Fury ships. From what
Picard had read in Kirk’s logs, that would not be
anywhere near enough if it came down to a fight.

“For the moment,” the admiral said, “that’s all we
can spare. We will be setting up fallback lines of
defense in case you have no success.”

“I understand,” Picard said. And he did under-
stand. The Enterprise’s proximity to the Furies Point
was the luck of the draw. It meant, though, that
Picard’s ship and his crew would be the first line of
defense in a war that would be difficult to win.

Cannon fodder was what his ancestors called that
position.

The admiral knew it too. “Captain, do your best to
negotiate, discover what they want. Kirk had some
success with that the first time around. His personal
logs report he felt that Vergo Zennor of the Fury ship
Rath was his friend.”

“I have read Kirk’s reports and logs.”

The admiral nodded. “Good, but I must be clear on
one point. If there’s a way to close that wormhole,
take it. No matter what the cost.”

The chill Picard had felt on viewing that tape grew.
He always knew commanding the Enterprise might
come to this. He was willing to take those risks, but
like any commander he always hoped he would never
have to.

No matter what the cost.

And only three starships against all the power of the
Furies.

“We will do everything we can, sir,” Picard said.
“The Klingons are nearby. Have they been con-
tacted?”
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The admiral grimaced. “They have, but after their |

first run-in with these monsters, I doubt—">

“The Klingons will fight.” Worf growled the words.
“I guarantee it.”

“Mr. Worf,” Picard said. His officers knew better
than to speak out of turn.

“It’s all right, Captain,” Admiral Kirshbaum said.
“I understand that Klingon honor is at stake here. We
are counting on that. We are hoping that they will be
able to overcome their memories of that first battle,
and their fears. Indeed, we are hoping for help from a
number of quarters. But I am afraid, Jean-Luc, that
this will not change the fact that you will be on the
scene first. Whatever you do will affect the future of
this sector.”

“TI understand, Admiral,” Picard said. “‘But there is
one more matter.”

The admiral nodded, as if he knew what Picard was
going to say.

“Where is the Furies’ lifepod containing the pop-
pets?”

Around the room Picard could hear his staff mov-
ing, stirring, wondering just what he was talking
about. But the admiral knew about the poppets from
the first Fury ship. The Furies, it seemed, carried
poppets, images of themselves stuffed full of pieces of
their lives. Vergo Zennor had filled a lifepod with all
the poppets of the crew of the first Fury ship and,
right before the ship exploded, sent the lifepod into
space. Kirk picked the poppets up and had them
stored, waiting for just this time.

“They are being picked up from storage by the
Starship Idaho. Use them as you see fit.”
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“Understood,” Picard said.

“Good luck, Jean-Luc,” the admiral said.

“Thank you, sir.”

The admiral’s image winked out.

Picard tugged on his shirt and turned to face his
staff. Worf was glowering. “Captain, I apologize—"

“You were out of line, Mr. Worf,” Picard said. “But
the admiral understood, as did I. We may be heading
into one of the most difficult battles we have ever
faced.”

Picard paced back and forth, talking. “One Fury
ship nearly defeated the entire Klingon fleet the first
time. It was only through the ingenuity of the original
Enterprise crew that that ship was defeated. Captain
Kirk’s logs warn that the Furies are extremely intelli-
gent and very powerful. He said, quite explicitly, that
he believed the tactics he used eighty years ago cannot
be used in any future attack. He believed that if the
Furies returned, they would return stronger, smarter,
and even more prepared than they had been before.”

Picard took a deep breath and went on. “It is
thought that complete information about our cultures
and capabilities was sent back to the Furies’ home-
world before their first ship, Rath, was destroyed.
They know as much about us as we do about them.”

He went on. “Federation tacticians have speculated
that when or if the Furies returned, their technology
would be equal to or greater than our own. We must
be prepared for this. We are going against an enemy
that is both cunning and advanced. We must be
careful never to underestimate them.”

Deanna Troi’s hands were folded tightly. Geordi La
Forge was toying nervously with his VISOR. Riker
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was tapping his fingers on the conference table. They . |

all stared at him.

Only Data seemed calm.

“We only have another hour,” Picard said. “In that
time, I want you to remind your staff about the
Furies’ effect. The way they look can stir buried fears.
Unlike the first Enterprise, we are prepared. The
Furies may try to use our fear of them against us, but
they will not succeed.”

His officers stared at him, their gazes intense and
focused.

“I want you all to use the files. Mr. La Forge, I want
you to analyze the Kirk-Furies battle from an engi-
neering perspective. Their first ship had the ability to
use energy from weapons fired at it. I want to know
how to counteract that if these new ships can do the
same.”

La Forge nodded.

Picard turned to Data. “Mr. Data, review the myths
from every culture represented on this ship. Deanna,
work with Data.”

“Yes, sir,” Data said. Deanna only nodded.

“Mr. Worf, you and Commander Riker will study
the original battle from a tactical standpoint. No use
repeating the same mistakes. And watch how the Rath
responded. They may have a tactic we can use against
them.”

“Yes, sir,” both Worf and Riker said at the same
time.

“Very well, people,” Picard said, moving over be-
hind his chair. “Let’s get to our stations. We have a
great deal of work to do in a very short time.”

The officers stood as a unit and filed out the door.
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No conversation, no joviality, no conviviality. Only a
determination to survive the next few hours.

They would need all the determination they had. If
the research done since the first ship appeared was
correct, the Furies had once ruled all of this sector of
space. They had somehow been pushed out and only
luck and Captain Kirk had kept them from returning
the first time.

Now they were trying again.

As he watched his senior officers leave, he silently
wished he could talk to Captain Kirk. Somehow Kirk
had defeated hell itself and closed the door. Now that
door had opened again. And unless it was slammed
shut, the old term “hell on earth” would take on an
entirely new meaning.

Or a very old one.
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Chapter Five

RikER’s BACK ITCHED. Even though he grabbed a mo-
ment to change into his uniform, he hadn’t been able
to shower off the sweat from his mock dogfight with
Redbay since the crisis began. He felt as if he had been
on the bridge for days instead of hours.

Deanna would say it was easier to concentrate on
the minor discomfort than the problems ahead.

She would probably be right.

He had been on edge ever since he saw that tape
from Brundage Station.

The others had too. Captain Picard was unusually
silent. Worf was even more taciturn than usual. But it
was Deanna that Riker worried about. As she had left
the conference room, she had had a preoccupied look,
as if she were concentrating on voices within instead
of events without.
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She and Data were working in the science officer’s
station, and occasionally Riker glanced over from his
chair beside the captain.

“Brundage Station is within scanner range,” Worf
said, his deep voice booming from the security station
behind Riker. “The station appears to be undam-
aged.”

The captain sat up straighter. The news had obvi-
ously surprised him. It had surprised Riker too. From
what he had seen on the transmission from the
Brundage Station, the Furies attacked first. Riker
assumed that when the transmission to Starfleet had
been cut off, the station had been destroyed. Obvi-
ously the captain had thought the same thing.

“Put it on screen, Mr. Worf.”

The captain stood and took two steps toward the
screen as if he were going to have a conversation with
whatever appeared. He had been filled with an odd
energy that Riker had never seen before. It almost
seemed as if he were nervous, his movements as out
of character as Deanna’s.

“Magnify,” the captain said.

Riker turned his attention to the screen. Brundage
Station looked normal. He had expected to see signs
of the Furies’ presence, but the station looked as it
always had: a cylinder hanging in space. The surface
of the station was covered with antennas and sensor
dishes. Riker saw nothing unusual. No laser blasts. No
holes.

And yet . ..

Something was wrong. He could feel it. It was a
cursed place, a place where people had died, a place
where evil had happened.
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He forced those thoughts to the back, then glanced
over his shoulder at Deanna. Her wide eyes were filled
with apprehension. She felt it too—

Or was she picking up his mood? His fears. He had
to control his mind and focus.

He got up abruptly and walked to Captain Picard’s
side.

“Captain,” Data said, his voice seeming almost
unreasonably calm, “the station is still functioning
normally. The environmental controls are operation-
al, the weapons systems are on-line, and the computer
array seems to be intact.”

“Could this be an illusion?”” Riker asked.

“No, sir,” Data said. He paused. “The scans also
show one life-form is still aboard the station.”

“A Fury?” The captain asked.

“No, sir. According to the readings, this life-form is
human.”

“It is a trick,” Worf said. “The Havoc are doing
what they can to get us aboard that station.”

“Are you getting different readings, Mr. Worf ?”’ the
captain asked.

“No, sir.”” Worf crossed his arms over his massive
chest. “It would be logical, after the attack we saw, to
assume that the Havoc—what humans call the
Furies—have left the station intact to lure us aboard.
It is a very old trick of combat.”

It seemed likely to Riker too. “Perhaps we should
beam the life-form aboard the Enterprise,” he said.

“But if we follow Mr. Worf’s logic, we don’t know
what we’re beaming aboard, do we, Number One?”
The captain asked the question in a tone that required
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no answer. He walked up the steps to the security
station. “The admiral reported five Fury ships. Where
are they now?”

“The five ships of unknown design are surrounding
the Furies Point, sir,” Data said. “While this design of
the ship matches the one seen by the Brundage
Station crew, it matches nothing we have in our
records, including the original Fury ship, the Rath.
We are only assuming these are Fury ships.”

“Thank you, Data.” Picard nodded, and glanced at
Worf’s relay himself. Then he looked at the helms-
man. “Mr. Filer, take us to a position between the
station and those ships.”

Riker felt his mouth go dry. He knew the drill. The
captain was following a very clear protocol. Riker
knew what the next order would be.

“Number One, take an away team onto Brundage
Station. Gather as much information as you can, and
find that life-form. Be prepared for anything, as Mr.
Worf so clearly reminded us. We will keep a lock on
you at all times. Use the emergency beam-out at the
first sign of trouble.”

Riker strode up the stairs toward the turbolift.
“Aye, sir,” he said. He could only take a handful of
people. This would be a risky away mission. But he
had to take people who could absorb a lot of informa-
tion in a short period of time. “Data, you’re with
me.”

Data stood from his seat at the science station, and
hurried toward the turbolift. Riker tapped his comm
badge. “Mr. La Forge, meet me in transporter room
three.”
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room three,” he said.

seems to be feeling,” Data said. “Captain Picard
assured us that we would have no trouble facing the
Furies as just another life-form, yet his actions seem
to say otherwise. Is it a fear of how they look?”

“No,” Riker said, more harshly than he intended.
“We don’t fear looks.”

“Yet the crew seems on edge. Or am I perceiving
this incorrectly?”

“Data, we’ve all been trained for the return of the
Furies from the beginnings of our careers.”

Data nodded, looking solemn. “I would think that
would reduce the anxiety instead of raise it. Or am I
again misinterpreting the response?”’

“It’s a little more complicated than that, Data,”
Riker said, and stopped as the lift’s doors opened
onto the transporter room. Anderson, the transporter
chief, was already in position, hands on the controls.

“The captain says I’'m to monitor your every move-
ment,” Anderson said.

“See that you do,” Riker said.

Data shot him a puzzled look.

Riker realized he was on edge. He usually had more
finesse than that.

Geordi entered from the hallway. “Forgive me,
Commander, but I’m not sure I should be away from
engineering.”

“I don’t anticipate being on the station very long,
Geordi,” Riker said as he stepped onto the transport-
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~ er pad. “And what you see there might be able to help

us on the Enterprise.”

Geordi climbed onto the pad.

Riker glanced over his shoulder. Data was in place.
“Energize.”

His body dissolved into multicolored light. Then,
almost instantly, he was rematerializing on Brundage
Station. The air felt hot and sticky.

It smelled of sulfur.

A shiver ran down Riker’s spine.

The lights were on, but a thin haze of smoke and
mist floated in the air, reminiscent of the smoke in the
holodeck nightclubs where Data had once practiced
his awful comedy routines.

The anxiety Riker had felt since that morning rose,
catching in his throat like a bone. The hair on the
back of his neck rose. Yet, except for the smell and the
smoke, nothing looked out of place.

He pulled out his phaser. “Data, analyze the air for
me. What am I smelling?”

Data sniffed, not even needing his tricorder. “The
air has a sulfuric component that is slowly fading. The
humidity is at ninety-seven percent, and the tempera-
ture is ten degrees above normal. I do not detect any
trace of fire. The smoke mixed with the humid mist
seems to be from some sort of heat weapon.”

Riker nodded. Data’s matter-of-fact answer ena-
bled Riker to put some of the anxiety aside. Alongside
Riker, Geordi also had his phaser out. He then
removed his tricorder. It hummed as it ran through its
routine.

“If I didn’t know better,” Geordi said, “I would
think we were in the steam baths of Risa. But I
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couldn’t tell you what’s causing the effect. My read- |
ings show the environmental controls are working |
normally.”

“Risa smells better than this,” Riker said. “Draw |
your weapon, Data.”

“Aye, sir,” Data said, his tone puzzled. He obvi-
ously saw no threat.

They stepped off the transporter pad as one unit, |
but moving in three slightly different directions. ‘

“The life-sign readings are coming from that corri-
dor,” Geordi said, indicating the door with his phas-
er. “They’re faint.”

“Are you getting anything else?”” Riker asked as he
made his way to the door.

Geordi shook his head.

Data moved quicker than they did. The door
opened automatically. Riker stopped, but Data went
on as if nothing were wrong. Riker hadn’t felt this
tentative since he was a cadet at the academy.

He glanced at Geordi, who also hadn’t moved.
“You feel it too,” Riker said softly.

Geordi nodded. “Something terrible happened
here. And I don’t much like it.”

“Over here!” Data said from outside the door.

Riker took a deep breath of the oppressive air, and
hurried toward the door. There a young officer—the
same officer who had faced the Furies on the
transmission—Ileaned against the wall like a broken
toy soldier. His head lolled to the side.

Data was running his tricorder over the boy. “I see
no obvious wounds,” Data said, “but his life signs are
very weak.”

Riker knelt beside the boy and saw that his eyes
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were open. “Lieutenant,” Riker said. “Lieutenant
Young?”

“I don’t think he can see you,” Geordi said. He
crouched beside them, observing Young’s eyes.

“Is he blind?” Data asked.

Geordi shook his head. “Probably catatonic.”

Riker slapped his comm badge. “Riker to Enter-
prise.”

Lieutenant Young jerked away from Riker’s voice
and covered his head. Only a croaking came from his
throat as he tried to scream.

Young’s action made Riker shiver.

“Enterprise here. Go ahead, Number One.”

“We found Lieutenant Young. He appears to be in
shock. I suggest we beam him directly to sickbay.”

“Acknowledged, Number One.” As Captain
Picard’s voice faded, multicolored light enveloped
Young. Young cringed even more as he disappeared.

““He was not injured,” Data said again.

“Yes, he was, Data,” Geordi said softly. He stood
and went to the computer access panel near the door.

Riker took out his own tricorder, and checked its
readings. With Young gone, the three men were alone
on the station.

Or so it seemed.

The hair still standing on the back of Riker’s neck
told him otherwise.

“Geordi, how long will it take you to download the
station’s records?”

“Only a minute,” Geordi said.

“Data, come with me,” Riker said. “Let’s see what
else we can find.”

The smoke and the damp, warm mist grew thicker
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the deeper they went into the corridor. The carpet was
burned in several places as if this part of the station
had been on fire.

Writing covered one wall, red writing, as if it had
been done in blood.

“Can you read that, Data?”’ Riker asked.

Data frowned at it. “I believe it is ancient Hebrew.
However, it is written in reverse, as if the writer either
did not know the proper sequence of letters or—"

“It might have been intentional. What does it say?”

“It is not a message or a warning.”

“Then what’s its purpose?”” Riker asked.

“I believe,” Data said, “it is a statement of the
powerlessness of Yahweh. It would have horrified the
ancient Hebrews. But these words have not been
considered blasphemous for at least two, almost
three, millennia. I find it curious that they think this
will frighten our crew.”

“Some ancient imagery terrified some of the old
Enterprise crew,” Riker said. “Kirk theorized these
images trigger buried memories—"

“I am familiar with the theory, Commander, al-
though I do not understand why imagery would have
an effect and words would not.”

“Neither do I,” Riker said. The crawly feeling from
the back of his neck had worked its way down his
spine. He continued down the hall, stepping over the
burned patches.

Around a shallow corner was a sight that made him
freeze. A red pitchfork-like instrument stood upside
down, stuck on a pile of bones. Riker swallowed.
“Data?”

Data scanned the bones with his tricorder. “These
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bones are real, Commander. They belong to two
human males. The red pitchfork has no non-
decorative function that I can ascertain.”

Riker closed his eyes. He didn’t want to think about
how these men had died.

“I will run a DNA scan?” Data asked.

Riker nodded. “Be careful. I think we should avoid
touching the display. We need to be as careful as we
can.”

He wiped a hand on his forehead. The corridor had
grown hotter and the mist thicker.

He pulled out his own tricorder and scanned, but
no life-forms registered. He stepped around the pile
of bones and moved on.

Ahead was another corner in the hall. He was
almost afraid to move forward, but somehow man-
aged to push himself around the corner—

—and there he stopped, his gaze locked on the eyes
of the station’s only female crew member.

She was standing in a circle of flame. Her hair had
burned away long since, but her flesh was intact—at
least the flesh that was visible. The flames rose around
her like an inverted waterfall. The glimpses it gave of
her face revealed chapped lips, a slightly reddish cast
to her skin, and empty eyes.

“Data?” Riker said.

Data stepped past Riker instantly and approached
the burning woman. He stopped near her, just outside
the ring of flame. ““She is dead, Commander, but I do
not believe the flames killed her. Like Lieutenant
Young, she has no life-threatening injuries.”

Riker nodded, his feet rooted to the spot.

Data did not seem to notice his commander’s
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distress. “The flames seem to be shooting from the. '
floor, but there is no mechanism creating this illusion.
I could get closer—”

“No!” Riker said. He cleared his throat, forced the
overwhelming anxiety down. “This might be the trap
Worf suspected.”

“I rather doubt that, sir,” Data said. “My study this
morning leads me to conclude that this is the eternal
hellfire and damnation that Earth’s Judeo-Christian
ethic speaks of. It would make sense, since this officer
was raised within that tradition.”

“And she was literally scared to death,” Riker said.
He tapped his comm badge. The sooner they left this
place, the happier he would be. “Are you finished,
Geordi?”

“Almost,” Geordi said. “I’ll have everything in a
moment.”

“Excellent.” Riker whirled and moved back down
the corridor, heading toward Geordi’s position as
quickly as he could.

“Commander—" Data said, hurrying to catch up.
“Commander, we have yet to explore the entire
station.”

“I don’t think we should stay here any longer,
Data,” Riker said. He wasn’t sure he could stay here
much longer.

“But, sir, our duty—"

“Are there other life signs?”

“No, sir.”

“Then I don’t think it’s our duty to go any farther
into this station. Captain Picard made it clear that we
would get the information and then leave.”

“Aye, sir. I had thought that—"
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“Save it, Mr. Data,” Riker said, more harshly than
he intended. He passed the bones and didn’t look at
them. His instincts had been right; this was a hall of
death. And the Furies were cunning. They knew that
by creating a mystery around the deaths, they would
engage the imagination.

His nerves were frayed by the time he reached
Geordi. Before Geordi could say anything, Riker hit
his comm badge. “Three to beam up.”

And as the beam took them, he didn’t feel relief. He
felt as if he had gazed into the Pit, and saw a small
corner of the future.

His future.
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Chapter Six

THE sHIPS HADN’T MOVED. But they knew the Enterprise
was at Brundage Station.

They had to.

The Furies were not insanely violent. Kirk had
recorded that. History proved that. He had talked to
them, reasoned with them.

Unless they had changed over the decades.

Picard felt as if he were being set up.

But that was his mission. His was the first ship on
site. He glanced at Ensign Eckley at the helm this
shift. She was a good pilot. Not the best, but one of
the best. Good enough to allow his other crew mem-
bers to fill different roles.

Deanna had left the bridge. Worf glowered at the
screen from his position at the security console.
Picard was pacing.
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He couldn’t seem to stop pacing.

Each second the away team had been on Brundage
Station had been an eternity. Even now, for Riker to
return to the bridge and report seemed as if it were
taking forever.

Finally the turbolift opened and Riker strode onto
the bridge. His face was white and sweat streaks
marred his skin. Not the streaks from healthy exercise
that Picard had seen earlier. No. This had been
caused by something else entirely. And his passage
left a faint odor behind it. Something familiar and yet
odd.

Sulfur?

Sulfur.

And the creature who had spoken to Lieutenant
Young had looked like a medieval devil.

So that was what the Furies were about this time.
Devils and hell. Picard’s European past. He was
prepared. He would be able to handle that.

Geordi La Forge had already returned to engineer-
ing. Data followed Riker off the turbolift. Data’s
uniform had dark smudges on it, as if he had rubbed
against soot.

The mission clearly had not gone as planned.
Something about Riker’s behavior warned Picard that
this discussion should not be held before an audience.

“In my ready room,” Picard said. He crossed the
bridge and entered his room. Riker followed, eyes
averted. Data slipped in just as the door closed.

Picard crossed behind his desk. “What so disturbed
you, Will?”

Riker brought his head up, startled at the question.
He glanced at Data, who was regarding him as if
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Riker were an unfamiliar life-form. “I—ah—those
deaths were gruesome, sir.”

“Tell me about them,” Picard said.

Riker opened his mouth, closed it, and then turned
away. Data tilted his head. His gaze met Picard’s.

“Mr. Data?”

“As you suspected, sir, the Furies are using ancient
religions and mythologies to base a psychological
attack. In this case they mixed medieval Earth ideas
of hell with even older damnation imagery. Liberal
use of fire, smells, and—"

“She was burned alive, sir,” Riker said, his voice
unsteady. “Only her flesh hadn’t charred. I think she
died of fright. The others were bones. Just bones.”

“And the survivor?”

“Didn’t have a mark on him, sir. We sent him to
sickbay.”

“Geordi has the logs in engineering. Someone
might want to view them.” Riker’s voice broke
slightly. “But I won’t.”

“No need for you to, Number One.” Picard tented
his fingers on his desk and leaned forward. “But we
only have a moment and I need you tell me what
unnerved you so badly.”

Riker shook his head. “I don’t know, sir.”” Picard
recognized the underlying anxiety in Riker’s tone. No
officer liked losing control, even a small portion of
control, and losing that control for no reason at all
was even worse. ‘“The station just felt bad, as if it were
an evil place.”

He shook his head and wiped a hand through his
dark hair. “I’ve been trying to figure it out since I’ve
returned. I’ve seen worse, Captain. Much worse. But
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nothing has ever felt like this before. It was as if, just
by breathing the air, I was taking evil inside me.”

“Mr. Data?”’ Picard needed a clear perspective.

“Commander Riker is correct, sir. We have seen
much worse. The loss of life, tragic though it was,
seemed stylized and deliberate rather than calculated
to horrify and disgust. Yet from the moment we
materialized, both the commander and Geordi ap-
peared to be on edge. I am at a loss for an explana-
tion.”

Riker squared his shoulders at that description and
clasped his hands behind his back. Data’s analysis of
the station seemed to calm Riker. “My best guess,
sir,” Riker said, “is that Geordi and I were both
raised in the culture that produced those images of
hell. I think humans like us were the intended targets,
and I think we felt that as an underlying unease.”

“What do you think, Mr. Data?”

“It would fit with what I observed, sir. I must note
that both the commander and Geordi were able to
perform their duties despite their’—Data glanced at
Riker as he chose the next word—*“their, ah, discom-
fort.”

“Thank you,” Picard said. “Data, return to the
bridge. I want you to scan the records that Mr. La
Forge brought back from Brundage Station. See how
the Furies accomplished their attack, and also keep an
eye open for anything that we can use.”

“Aye, sir,” Data said. He started toward the door.
Riker followed.

“Number One, stay for a moment.”

Riker paused, his eyes down. Picard had never seen
his first officer so off-balance before. He needed Riker.
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Riker had to be on his feet and thinking clearly before
they faced the Furies.

“Will,” Picard said softly. “You performed your
duties.”

“But that fear—it shouldn’t have happened at all,
Captain,” Riker said. “I was prepared. I shouldn’t
have felt anything.”

Picard smiled. “If only it were that easy, Will. You
cannot stop the feelings. You must keep them from
overwhelming you. The information that you gave me
is critical, and your emotional reaction even more so.
The Furies may use many tools against us, from
appearance to smell. I would have been uncomfort-
able there. The fact that you completed your mission
despite your feelings gives me hope for all of us.”

He rounded the desk and clasped Riker on the
shoulder. Riker started, then gave Picard a shocked
look.

“Good work, Number One. Return to the bridge.
I'll join you momentarily.”

Riker nodded, then left.

Picard took a deep breath. The descriptions of the
station were horrible, but not terrifying. He had seen
worse—suffered worse—himself. Yet he could not
discount his first officer’s reaction. Riker had also
gone through a lot in his tenure at Starfleet. Smells,
and death, should not have unnerved him this badly.
They never had in the past.

Kirk’s description of the Furies was right.

But Kirk had kept his emotions in check, and so
would Picard.

Admiral Kirschbaum had told him to negotiate.
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Kirk’s records placed the Furies as a threat even
though he had negotiated and even considered the
captain of the Fury ship a friend. But this time the
- Furies had come through the wormhole with five
ships. More than one, but clearly not an entire fleet.
They still wanted conquest. The attack on the station
was only a reminder of what they could do. A
warning.

A calling card.

Picard hoped beyond hope that was the way it was,
but his heart told him he was wrong.

He strode back onto the bridge.

Data had returned to his post at the science station.
Material was flowing rapidly across the screen before
him. Commander Riker had taken his seat near the
captain’s chair. He looked calmer.

“Ensign Eckley,” Picard said to the helmsman as he
made his way to his command post. “Take us within
communications range of those ships.”

“Aye, sir,” Eckley said.

Picard noticed Riker’s fist tighten. The tension on
the bridge grew. Picard sat and leaned back in his
seat, not allowing himself to move with the mood
shift.

Perhaps all the study of the Furies at the Academy
had been wrong. Perhaps Starfleet crew members
would approach the attack with a more open mind if
they hadn’t been told that the Furies were so power-
ful. Despite generations of study, no one completely
understood the human mind. Perhaps the warnings
had intensified the feelings of danger instead of allevi-
ating them.
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“We’re within range, sir.”

“All stop.” Picard stood and tugged on his shirt
front. “Hail them.”

He had seen the images from Brundage Station. He
had seen his own trusted first officer’s reaction to the
mess the Furies left behind them. He knew what he
was in for.

*“Sir,” Worf said, his deep voice booming across the
bridge. “We have a response to our hail.”

“On screen.”

The bridge seemed abnormally silent, as if the
bridge crew were holding their breath. Picard felt as if
he had contained his emotions in a small bottle
buried deep within his stomach.

He was as ready as he could ever be.

The screen flickered to life. Picard had to fight an
involuntary urge to step backward. The creature
facing him was both familiar and unfamiliar. It had
ram’s horns and a long snout. Its scarlet skin and
piggy eyes matched portraits of the devil made on
Earth, matching illuminated manuscript drawings he
had seen as a boy in Paris museums. If he had time to
lay a wager, he would bet that the creature before him
had the body of a goat yet stood on its hind legs, had
cloven hooves instead of feet, and had no tail at all.

His stomach felt as if it were about to burst.

“lI am Captain Jean-Luc Picard of the Starship
Enterprise.”

The creature laughed. Maggots swarmed out of its
open mouth. Its teeth were long and sharp. Saliva
dripped from them. “Captain,” it said, its voice a
warm caress that was somehow more hideous than
the voice he had expected. “I know who you are. I
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even know of your Federation of Planets. But you do
not know who I am. You have faced my people, but
not my kind.”

Picard took a deep breath. He would not play this
guessing game, but suddenly he couldn’t think of any
other response. Everything he had planned to say had
fled from his mind. The emotions he had bottled away
were straining at their prison.

“L,” the creature said, its bass tones reverberating
all the way down to Picard’s toes, “am fear.”

Its words echoed in the silent bridge as the screen
went dark.

Already they were seeping through: images of
himself . . .

. . . locked alone in a room near the vineyard, the
smell of fresh grapes and sunshine taunting him . . .

.. .alone on Casius II, his shuttlecraft in pieces
around him, night with its poisonous chill approach-
ing; and naked in the Borg hive, imprisoned in one of
their devices, a needle longer than his finger heading
straight for his temple . . .

He wrenched himself out of the memory.

He was here.

On the Enterprise.

Safe.

The seeping fear was still there, but slowly, as if a
spider had dropped a web over his emotions, his
control returned. He knew the control was as flimsy as
a spider’s web and would break just as easily. But it
gave him something else to work with.

He blinked, turned, and finally saw the bridge
before him.

The sight shocked him.
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Riker sat in his chair, his elbows braced on his
knees, his head buried in his hands. He was shivering.

Ensign Eckley had her arms wrapped around her
head. She had fallen to the floor and she appeared to
have passed out.

Ensign Wilcox was sobbing, the harsh guttural sobs
of a man who had never cried before.

Ensign Ikel was pounding on the turbolift door as if
he were trying to escape the room.

The big surprise, though, was Lieutenant Worf. The
devil had no place in his tradition, yet he stared at the
empty screen, his dark, foreboding features the color
of Ferengi grub worms. He seemed frozen in place.

“Captain, I have finished the analysis. . . .” Data
swiveled his chair, and stopped speaking as he saw the
condition of the bridge crew. A tiny frown furrowed
his normally wrinkleless face,

“It seems,” he said, his gaze meeting Picard’s, “that
I have missed something.”

Picard took another deep breath and let the fine
web of his self-control strengthen just a little bit more.
“I think we may be lucky that you did,” he said.

Data frowned, and for some reason Picard found
that very reassuring.

Deanna Troi sat on the bed in her quarters, her
door locked. Her comm badge rested on the table in
the main room. She could hear it, but had chosen not
to respond. Already she had gotten calls from fifteen
crew members, no doubt wanting to discuss the
anxiety they had been feeling since the Enterprise had
come to this area near the Brundage Station.
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The anxiety she was feeling was threatening to
overwhelm her.

A Betazoid, her mind said with the voice of her
mother, knows how to control the impact of the
emotions of others.

“I know, Mother,” Deanna said. She gripped her
knees and went through a calming ritual that had
helped her in times past. Usually she handled these
overwhelming crew emotions better than she was
now. She suspected her reaction was due to the
strength of the emotions.

And they would only get stronger, magnified within
her own self.

Unless you get control, Deanna. I don'’t recognize
this lack of control anywhere in my family. It must
come from your father.

Deanna never heard the voice of her mother in her
own head. Unless, of course, her mother was nearby.

“Computer, is my mother on board the Enter-
prise?”’

“Lwaxana Troi is not aboard this ship.”

“Computer please check again.”

“Lwaxana Troi is not aboard this ship.”

Deanna nodded. Her anxiety level was high. She
hadn’t made up her mother’s voice since she was a
very young girl. Then that had been normal. A child
always heard voices where there were none. It was the
task of the Betazoid to learn the difference between a
projected voice and an imagined one.

Deanna stood, her skirts falling about her legs. Her
mother’s voice—real or imagined—was right. De-
anna needed control.
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She left the bedroom, grabbed her comm badge,
and put it on. Her research with Data showed that the
Furies had not encountered Betazoids. The Furies
would have no knowledge of Betazed mythology.
Only her human side would be affected, and she could
control that much.

The problem she would have in any encounter with
the Furies would be the shipboard reaction. But she
suspected, and Data hypothesized, that the Furies had
come through this sector long before the original
Enterprise encountered them.

Her mother’s planet had no history of them.

None.

That would give her strength.

If you can keep everyone else out of your mind, her
mother’s voice said.

“You leave first, Mother,” Deanna snapped. She
didn’t need this distraction. Her mother always made
her nervous. . . .

She paused. Her mother made her nervous. Deanna
sighed. So even when she was trying to block the low-
level anxiety from the ship, it appeared in the form of
her mother.

Deanna would go to her counseling offices. She had
practiced control there more than she had in her own
rooms. She was amazed she hadn’t thought of that
immediately.

“Computer,” she said, “please block all non-
emergency calls. I will set appointments after this
crisis has ended.”

“Affirmative,” the computer said.

There. That part at least was settled. No one on the
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ship had the luxury to discuss their emotional difficul-
ties. They simply had to live through them.

Just as she would.

She felt better now. The control she had been
seeking had returned. She started for the door.

And fell forward as a wave of cold hit her as hard as
a physical blow. The cold was full of voices—
screaming, shouting, babbling—and imagery:

A woman whose head was covered with snakes.

A creature with maggots for eyes.

A giant Klingon, his teeth covered with blood.

Mixed in with those were a hundred others, less
prominent, but as forceful.

And behind it all, her mother’s voice.

Deanna, you need control. Deanna—

But she had no control. Her mother would have had
no control. There was too much. Too much for
anyone to handle all at once.

Deanna fought the cold back, the voices back, but
the images kept coming— A great dragon, spitting
fire.

A Romulan, poised over her with a disruptor.

A Craxithesus, screaming its blood cry.

More and more and more.

—She couldn’t stop them, and as she fought, she
grew weaker, and weaker.

The images crowded in on her until her senses
overloaded.

She could fight no more.
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Chapter Seven

LieuTENANT SaM REDBAY straddled a chair in engi-
neering. He held a laser under his arm as he pulled
apart the panel before him. Just his luck to be in
engineering instead of on the bridge during what
promised to be the biggest event of his career. But he
had told personnel that if they assigned him to a
starship he would work in any department at any
time, and he had always had an aptitude for engi-
neering.

And, to be fair, he liked the work. Although he liked
working the helm better.

But Lieutenant Tam was down with the Xotic flu, a
deadly (and fortunately not very communicable) vi-
rus that damaged the internal organs if not monitored
properly. And Dr. Crusher had ordered complete bed
rest.
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Tam had contacted La Forge when the crisis
started, and he gave her some sort of mental puzzle to
work on from her sickbed. If it had been Redbay, he
would have crawled to his battle station, virus be
damned.

Still, if he had to be somewhere outside of the
action, he would rather be in engineering than any-
where else. Geordi La Forge ran a tight section. The
equipment was always in top condition. The Enter-
prise functioned at maximum capacity, and every-
thing the crew did only made it better.

Like the work Redbay was doing now. La Forge
believed, based on the things he had read and some
things he had noticed in his trip to Brundage Station,
that some of the Furies’ powers over human fears
might be artificial and therefore could be effectively
blocked. Redbay had already worked on a shield
oscillator so that unusual frequencies would be
scrambled. Now he was modifying the viewscreens to
minimize intentional distortions.

The job should theoretically take two people eight
hours.

He had an hour to finish it.

Alone.

The rest of the engineering staff were working on
similar tasks. A few were modifying the warp
engines—for what he did not know—and La Forge
himself was in-a Jeffries tube, adjusting the internal
Sensors.

They would be ready when the Furies struck.

If they struck.

Redbay had his doubts about that. His own person-
al opinion, based on some historical study, was that
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Captain James T. Kirk was a bit of an exaggerator. No
one, no matter what his position and no matter what
the tenor of his times, could have been involved in so
many important events in the history of the sector.

Redbay’s history professor at the Academy had
ridiculed that conclusion, pointing out that the histo-
ry records clearly showed Kirk’s involvement.

This, of course, would be the test. Kirk and his crew
were the only ones who left a record of the Furies’
visit. The Klingons had been suspiciously silent about
the entire encounter. And from the punishment they
took, Redbay could understand why.

His hand was getting tired from holding the laser in
place. He still had some tweaking to do. With luck, he
would be able to get the task done in the time allotted.
If it hadn’t been for the prime condition of the
Enterprise’s systems, the job really would have taken
him the full eight hours.

Then, suddenly, his heart rate increased, his hands
started shaking, and his fingers lost their grip on the
laser. It slipped from his mouth and clattered on the
console, denting the surface.

He dropped his tools and grabbed for the laser,
knowing that the monsters under his bed were going
to get him, they were going to kill him, like they had
killed his father and his mother and the entire colony.

He had to hide now.

Now!

Hide! Right now!

He slid under the console and drew his knees up to
his chest, but that didn’t drive the feeling away. The
monsters were made of light, multicolored light, and
they burned everything they touched. He had seen his
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father die that way, and his mother had made him
run—

A man was on his back, phaser clutched in both
hands, pushing, pushing, pushing his way toward
Redbay using his heels as propulsion, eyes focused on
a point near the ceiling. The man was wearing a
Starfleet uniform (Starfleet? how did they get here?),
and he was moaning as he moved.

A long drawn-out scream echoed from a Jeffries
tube (a what?), and two ensigns were lying on the
floor, each a shivering mass of flesh.

They had to hide. Didn’t they know they had to
hide? If they were in the open, the light would get
them and—

and—

Starfleet didn’t belong on Nyo Colony. The colony
had broken with the Federation. That’s why so many
people died. Because they had no one to turn to for
help. That’s why Redbay joined Starfleet, so that he
could help people who needed it.

Redbay joined.

He was in Starfleet.

His parents had died a long, long time ago.

He peered out from under the console. The man in
the Starfleet uniform (Transporter Chief Anderson)
was still pushing himself with his legs, moving on his
back, aiming his phaser at shadows.

Redbay was in engineering on the Starship Enter-
prise. Getting ready to face the Furies.

Who terrified their opponents by manipulating
their emotions.

Terror.

He had only felt this kind of terror once in his life.

The day his parents died.
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Only once.

His parents had died thirty years ago.

Thirty.

Years.

Thirty.

He kept repeating that inside his head, over and
over.

He had been modulating the ship’s screens. He had
no reason to be so frightened.

None.

But his limbs were shaking.

He eased out from under the console, the terror still
a part of him, but slowly coming under control. If he
kept his mind focused the terror would always be
under control

He had learned that at age six, living alone for a
month on Nyo before a passing freighter had picked
up the automated distress signal.

Redbay kept his gaze on Chief Anderson—no sense
in startling a panicked man—and slowly stood, his
legs trembling.

The surface of the console was dented where the
laser initially hit, but again, none of the important
sensors were damaged.

‘The damage all seemed to be internal—within the
engineering staff.

Then La Forge rolled out of the Jeffries tube,
slapping himself as though he were on fire. He landed
on his back, and gasped as the air left his lungs. His
hands slapped their way up to his face. When they
reached his VISOR, he stopped.

Anderson hit his head against the console, yelped,
and aimed his phaser at the wall.
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Redbay didn’t move. He wasn’t going to move until
Anderson put the phaser down.

La Forge removed the VISOR and sat up, leaning
against the opening of the tube. He was breathing
hard, but he seemed to be calmer.

Anderson put his phaser away.

Redbay let out breath he hadn’t even realized he
was holding. Slowly he made his way to La Forge. La
Forge’s face looked odd without the VISOR. Redbay
had never seen his eyes before, didn’t realize that they
were a milky white. The eyes didn’t focus on him.

“M-Mr. La Forge?”” Redbay’s voice sounded stran-
gled. He cleared his throat. “Sir?”

With a hand not yet completely steady, La Forge
put his VISOR back on. “Lieutenant.”

He sounded calm. If Redbay hadn’t seen him fall
out of the Jeffries tube in a panic, he would have
thought that La Forge had felt nothing.

“I can see two crew members who still haven’t
controlled themselves,” Redbay said, letting La Forge
know that his panic was not unique. “Anderson
seems to be coming out of it. I haven’t been able to get
to the warp drive to see what’s happening there.”

“Great,” La Forge said, and he didn’t have to
explain what he meant by that. If La Forge had
panicked and fallen out of a Jeffries tube, and Redbay
had panicked and allowed a laser to damage a con-
sole, then what kind of damage happened to the warp
core?

La Forge pulled himself to his feet. ‘“Engineering to
bridge,” he said as he stood.

“Go ahead, Mr. La Forge.”

Redbay found the captain’s normal response unu-
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sually reassuring. But La Forge frowned. He had
worked with Picard a long time. He might have heard
something in the captain’s voice that Redbay hadn’t.

“Captain.” La Forge paused and glanced around,
then took a deep breath and continued. “Something
pretty strange just happened down here. I don’t know
how to describe it. We all seemed to panic for no
reason at all. Two of my ensigns are still huddled in
terror on the floor, and I don’t know what’s going on
near the warp core. There might be some systems
damage. I'll need help from the bridge in running a
systems check.”

“That isn’t possible at the moment, Mr. La Forge.”

Now Redbay heard it too. There seemed to be an
abnormal amount of caution in the captain’s tone, as
if he were choosing his words too carefully.

“Then, sir, give us five minutes before attempting
to use any major system. I need to check—”

“Mr. La Forge,” the captain interrupted as if he
hadn’t heard La Forge at all. “Did you have the
screens on during the last transmission?”

La Forge glanced at Redbay. Redbay shook his
head. He had been working on the screens, not
watching them.

“No, sir,” La Forge said.

“Fascinating.” The captain’s comment was soft, as
if he were mulling that piece of information.

The silence seem to stretch too long. Finally La
Forge said, “Captain?”

“Mr. La Forge.” Picard’s voice seemed somewhat
stronger. “We have a problem that extends beyond
engineering and the bridge. We must assume that the
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entire ship has felt this wave of terror. Repair what
you can, Mr. La Forge, but remain at your posts.”

“Yes, sir,” La Forge said.

“Geordi,” Picard said, his voice lower, almost as if
he were asking a favor. “Get your crew on their feet
again, if you can. We need to discover where this
feeling is coming from, as quickly as possible.”

“Lieutenant Redbay and I are already on our feet,”
La Forge said, “and Anderson seems to have regained
control as well. Between the three of us, we should be
able to get the rest of engineering in order.”

“Good,” Picard said. “I need a report as soon as
you can get it to me.”

“Aye, sir,” La Forge said..

Redbay swallowed convulsively. It was taking most
of his strength to stand beside La Forge and look
calm.

La Forge’s hand went to his VISOR again, then
dropped to his side. “I suspect we don’t have much
time.”

“I suspect you’re right,” Redbay said. “I think those
of us who can work should. If we find a way to block
whatever is causing this, the others will come around
immediately.”

La Forge glanced at his crew members. One ensign
was still huddled in a fetal position, but the other one
was sitting up, his skin green, his eyes glazed. He was
tracking, though. Redbay suspected he had looked
like that only moments before.

“I’ll scan,” La Forge said. “You run diagnostics.
Let’s see how fast we can find the source of this.”

Redbay nodded. He liked being busy. Being busy
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kept his mind off that feeling of terror gnawing at the'
lining of his stomach. He went back to the console
and picked up his tools. Beneath the control, beyond
the terror, he had the awful feeling that something
was missing.

Something that should have guided them all.
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