Star Trek -- Double Helix #1 -- Infection

PART 1: The Coming of the Plague

Pr ol ogue

WHEN HE REACHED t he broad wi ndows of his hotel room Sol onon paused in
his security sweep. Fifty neters below, on the far side of the square,
seet hed an angry-1ooking mob of humans. He couldn't really make out
faces in the growing twilight, but he knew their type. Rabble-rousers.
Troubl emakers. Fifth- and sixth-generation human settlers on Archaria
[11, gone back to a nore primtive nmndset. To a man they dressed in
sinpl e brown clothes-shirts, pants, and boots. Al the men sported |ong
bushy beards, shoul der-length hair, and srmug attitudes of cultural and
speci es superiority.

Sol omon snorted. Superior? Hardly. Stubborn, closed-m nded, and
prej udi ced agai nst non-humans ... in a word, fools. He never had
time for fools.

Still, he continued to watch. The nmob continued to grow. He estinmated

their nunber now at nore than a hundred. They milled about in the
square, beyond the bl ack marbl e fountains, and continued their angry
posturing. As water jetted fromthe nouths of ten larger-than-life
Earth lions, as gold and silver fish darted through the mneter-deep
series of oval pools, he heard their voices begin to chant: "Veritas.
Veritas . . . Veritas!" loud enough to reach even where he stood.
He swung his gaze around the square, noting how dozens of shopkeepers-
snoot h-cheeked humans, gray-ski nned Pel adi ans, and even a coupl e of
Ferengi - had al ready begun to trundle their wares inside to safety.
Pottery, fruits, souvenirs, it didn't matter what they sol d-they
weren't taking chances. Sol onon chuckl ed. They could read the signs as
clearly as he. Another riot was brewi ng. As he watched, durastee
shutters snapped shut one by one across the stores' entrances and
wi ndows. He could imagi ne the merchants inside busily throw ng bolts,
latching |atches, and retreating to the safest parts of their
bui | di ngs. Poor paranoid fools, he thought. Race riots are the | east of
your -worries. Fromthe | ook of things, in five mnutes every building
facing the square would be | ocked up tighter than a Romul an cl am Not
that it would save any of themin the end.
Still nmore bearded nmen streaned into the square fromthe side streets.
Sol omon | eaned forward,
searching for a | eader, but saw no sign of the elusive man call ed
"Veritas." The chanting built to a crescendo.
Snorting derisively, Solonon took a step back. / really don't have tine
for this nonsense, he thought. It was too easy to get swept up in the
excitement. Business calls.
"Conput er, engage privacy node. Black out the wi ndows. Filter
ext raneous noises." Civil unrest always made noney for soneone. But not
nme, not today. He sighed with regret. After all, he had bigger projects
to finish before he even thought about fun.
The wi ndows' gl ass darkened to the color of charcoal, and the room grew
hushed. Not even the ventilators made a sound. Raising his tricorder,
Sol onon continued his security sweep. Good-no unexpected EM readi ngs,
no bugs, no nonitoring devices. Business as usual on Archaria Ill; no
one suspected himof being anything nore than another buyer for the
Interstellar Corn and Gain Combine. |ICCC always nade a great cover on



farm ng planets |like this one. He smled a bit wyly. Al he'd had to
do was flash his business ID at the front desk and the hotel had rolled
out the red-carpet treatnment, conplete with conplimentary fruit basket
and bottle of wine froma |ocal vineyard. Second-rate stuff, of course,
and he hadn't touched it; the best wi nes always came from Mt her Earth.
Crossing to the bed, he lifted a small silver suitcase and gripped the
handl e | ong enough for the smartlock to scan his DNA. When it beeped
ac-

ceptance, he flipped open the |atches without triggering the snal

expl osi ve device enbedded in the handle. In fifteen years of illega
activities, he had never once lost his equipment. . . but the Orion
Syndi cat e never believed in taking changes. And all due precautions
were necessary on this particular job. The client had paid extra for
them

Nestl ed inside the case lay the pieces of a narrow beam | ong-range
subspace transmtter. He assenbled it deftly, then used the tricorder
to aimthe short conelike antenna to the proper coordinates, about 20
degrees up and toward the square.

When he activated the device, a flickering holographic image filled the
air before him burning red eyes, a shock of long white hair, skin the
color of mlk: the General. | hate this part. Sol onon blinked, but the
Ceneral's features had already begun to change, thanks to the security
scranbl er: now the General had the prom nent nose, black hair with blue
hi ghl i ghts, and upswept eyebrows of a Vulcan. It would be this way
throughout their whole conversation, as the scrambler shifted the
General's features fromone race to another. Solonon found it strangely
di sconcerting. There's nothing |ike face-to-face neetings. Next client.

"Report!" the Ceneral barked, voice flat and artificial, revealing
not hi ng about his species. Undoubtedly it had been so crunched and
mangl ed by conputers on his end that no trace of the original spoken
wor ds renai ned.

"Stage One has begun,"” Sol onon said nmatter-of-factly. Keep the client
happy, the first rule of any

service industry, even terrorism "All ten bonbs are in place. The

pl ague virus will be rel eased per your tinetable.”

"Acceptabl e." The General nodded, the deep red waddl es under his chin
shaking to match his three antennae. He began to grow horns and ivory-
colored tusks. "I will transmt the second third of your paynent to
your accounts on Ferenginar. The final installnment will follow
successful conpletion of this phase of the plan."

Sol omon licked his lips. "Ceneral..."

" Speak. "

"The vaccine-you're sure it will work?" If he was going to expose

hi msel f to some new genetically enhanced pl ague, he wanted every
assurance that it wouldn't kill him

"Yes."

"The Orion Syndicate does not tolerate danage to its nenbership," he
added poi ntedly.

"I would not risk wasting talent such as yours. | will need it again.”
The General waved a puckered yellow tentacle as his gray-green face
grew the cheek gills of an Eshashu. Then, with a brusque-ness that

mat ched his suddenly Klingon features, he severed the connection

Sol onobn sat on the bed and chewed his lip for a second. He felt sweat
trickling down his sides and back. Wiiting al ways nade his stomach
churn. He felt control begin to slip away. It was one thing to bel ong
to the Orion Syndicate, the nobst successful criminal organization in



the Al pha Quadrant. Extortion, arson, blackmail, and even nurder had

Il ong been a part of his |life. But it was quite another thing to take a
freel ance job planting exotic diseases in unknown aliens and then sit
calmy and wait for a virus to strike

What if the cure didn't work? What if he wasn't inmune? What if-

He drew a deep breath and forced hinself to relax. Steady, steady. No
need to panic. |I'msafe. Probably the safest man on the planet. He
didn't |ike invisible dangers, but at |east he had been inocul ated

agai nst them The Archarians nust have done sonething to earn this
strong a reaction fromthe General, he thought grimy. Poor bastards.
Then he forced such thoughts fromhis nind. He couldn't allow hinself
to start to feel synpathy.

Busi ness was business, after all, and he was getting paid nore than
anply. Even after the Syndicate took its cut, he' d be well ahead for
the quarter. Risa was getting boring; perhaps a well-earned vacati on on
Lomax or CGentree or one of the other up-and-com ng pleasure worlds
woul d soot he his nerves.

He gl anced at the chrononmeter on the tricorder, still counting down to
the carefully tinmed rel ease of the plague. Just a few ticks nore
"Not hi ng personal ," he murmured to the mllion-odd humans and Pel adi ans
on the planet as the counter reached zero. He felt his heart skip as
the nonent cane and passed, but he heard no sounds, no thunderous

expl osions, no vast collection of voices raised in cries of pain or
sorrow or anguish as the invisible virus entered the planetary
atnosphere. In his mnd s eye, he sawit riding into the city on soft
breezes, drifting like a fine mst through every street, into every
hone and busi ness, into every set of |ungs.

"Poor bastards," he whispered again. Wiat had they done to the General ?
Calmy he began to pack up the transmtter. Now, to see to the fina
part of the plans ... he had to monitor how quickly the di sease spread-
and how qui ckly planetary authorities and the Federation dealt with it.
Let it be fast, he thought.

Chapter One

Stardate: 41211.0 Captain's Log, Suppl enental

The Enterprise continues on its mssion to Archaria IIl, a planet
jointly colonized by humans and Pel adi ans. A new di sease has cropped
up, terrifying the inhabitants. So far, nore than five thousand cases
have been confirned.

The only drug at all effective in treating this disease is a rare
conpound called Tricillin PDF, which seens to prolong |life, though only
for a week at nost. The Enterprise will deliver a supply of the drug,
quarantine the planet, then stay to oversee research into finding a
cure.

"- AND RENDER WHATEVER AI D the Archarians require until the energency is
over," Captain Picard said, |leaning forward at the conference table and
gazing at each of his senior staff in turn

WIlliam Ri ker, CGeordi La Forge, and W rf | ooked unconfortable at the
nmention of the plague,

and he didn't blane them he had always felt ill at ease when faced

wi th intangi bl e dangers. Deanna Troi | ooked deeply concerned, and Dr.
Crusher looked . . . intrigued? She has dealt with plagues before,

Pi card rem nded hinself. She knows how to contain them

The persistent |Iow runble of a Starship at maximumwarp filled the



room None of his crew spoke. They feel the tension building already,
he t hought.

"Captain,” Dr. Crusher finally said, "I may have to bring sampl es of
this virus aboard the Enterprise for study, and perhaps a few
patients."

"Understood, Doctor. So long as all necessary security precautions are
mai ntai ned, | see no problem In the neantinme"-he slid a data padd
across the conference table to her-"the doctors of Archo City Hospita
have prepared a full report, which you may find useful."

"Thank you." She pulled the padd in front of herself and began ski nmm ng
t he openi ng remarks.

"Sonething else is troubling you, sir," Deanna Troi said softly.

Picard hesitated, then gave a curt nod. Best to get it out in the open
"What disturbs ne nost is the thought that this whol e problemmy be of
our own manufacture ... a biological weapon."

"1 npossi bl e-how coul d that be?" Ri ker said, shaking his head

di smssively. "Legalities aside, it's against everything the Federation
stands for!"

"We do have treaties with npst sentient races which prevent the

devel opnent and use of biol ogi cal weapons,"” Data said. "Wth all due
respect, sir,

the depl oynent of a genetically designed plague on a renote
agricultural world such as Archaria Il seens highly unlikely."

"Not necessarily," Picard said. He cleared his throat. "Archaria IIll is
in many ways a throwback to human civilization two or three hundred
years ago. It was settled by religious zealots early in the twenty-
second century, and although they have largely conme into the
Federation's fold, old prejudices and resentnents still bubble to the
surface fromtinme to tine." The roomwas quiet for a nonment while
Picard allowed his point to sink in

Ri ker finally broke the silence. "Sir, if | may ask, what is it that

| eads you to conclude this disease is a weapon?"

"M ght be a weapon, Nunber One. A radical political group called the
Purity League clains the plague is an act of God agai nst 'bl asphenous
unnatural unions.'"

R ker gave hima blank stare. "Sir?"

Picard cleared his throat. How to phrase this delicately. He said, "The
Purity League is opposed to interspecies mating-'mxers' as they cal
such people.™

Again the runmble of the ship's engines filled the room They can't
believe it, either, he thought. Humanity is supposed to be beyond such
prej udi ces.

He noticed that Deanna Troi, half human and hal f Betazoid herself, hid
her inner feelings behind a mask of professional calm He would have
given a lot to know her true reaction! Undoubtedly she was even nore
shocked and horrified than he had been.

To think that sonme humans are still capable of such petty resentnents.

He forced hinmself back to the problemat hand. "M xers-or anyone el se
suspected of adulterating the purity of the human race-are treated as
second-cl ass citizens in many places on Archaria Il1," he continued.
"Officially such prejudices are prohibited, of course, but in the
backwat er towns discrimnation apparently still runs ranpant. Only in
the hal f-dozen large cities do humans and Pel adi ans work and |ive
together with sonething approaching harnony. In the country, things
have apparently beconme so bad that nost full-bl ooded Pel adi ans now |ive
in isolated enclaves surrounded by their own kind."



Ri ker said, "That sounds like a ghetto system"

"It is. Those of m xed heritage are even less fortunate, since they

bel ong fully to neither the human nor the Pel adian world. They were
relocating to the cities in record nunbers-until the plague struck. Now
they're fleeing into the countryside once nore, living |ike vagabonds
in tent canps." Picard | ooked down at his clenched, interlaced fingers
resting uneasily on the table. He didn't bother to feign relaxation
Sonetimes it was good for the crew to see himshare their anger.

Deanna Troi asked, "How many people of m xed bl ood are on the planet?"
"Nobody is quite sure. Estimates range from between 150, 000 and 200, 000
peopl e. Obvi ously, those m xers who nost closely resenbl e hunans

hide the truth to avoid conflict with the Purity League."

Data said, "I amaware of the Purity League, sir. The Federation has
nonitored their activities for nmany years, but has deenmed them a m nor
nui sance with little actual influence."

"Their influence is growing," Picard said firmy. The private reports
he had read gave alarm ng statistics; according to confidenti al

surveys, fully half of the planet's human popul ati on harbored feelings
of support for the Purity League, though the League's actual nenbership
nunbers were open to conjecture. It was certainly in the tens of
thousands if not the hundreds of thousands.

He went on. "The Purity League's |eader, Father Veritas, is using the
plague as a rallying point for anti-alien sentinent. Apparently Veritas
is responsible for inciting dozens of race riots in the |last few

nmont hs. The whole planet is in turnoil. The non-human popul ati on-and
especially the partly human popul ation-is running scared. The pl ague's
growm h has only served to nmake the situation worse." "Veritas," indeed,
he thought, grimacing. If ever there was a m snomer. .

"Sir," said Deanna Troi, "Archaria IlIl has a long history of

i nterspeci es problens, including wars, assassinations, and racism Its
history is part of several planetary evolution courses at the Acadeny.

| believe everyone here has studied it to some degree."

A general murnur of agreenment cane fromthe

rest of his senior staff. Picard found hinself surprised-it hadn't been
part of the curricul umwhen he had studied at the Acadeny-but he was

pl eased. They're keeping up with the times.

"That is correct, sir," said Data. "It was settled in 2102 by a human
sect of religious fundanentalists called the Brotherhood. Seven years

| ater, these human settlers encountered Pel adi an settlers, who had

col oni zed the planet al nbst sinultaneously.”

Pi card had never seen a Pel adian and knew littl e about them beyond the
fact that they were humanoid, militant about privacy, and generally
considered pacifists .. . except when provoked.

Data went on, "After a series of small wars, as the two sides got to
know each ot her, peaceful relations and coexi stence began. According to
the information | have accessed, with the increasing agricultura

i mportance of Archaria Il their differences were largely put aside, in
favor of econom c cooperation."”

"That is the public story,"” Picard said. He folded his arns and frowned
a bit. "There have al ways been tensions. Until Father Veritas and the
Purity League burst onto the scene sixteen years ago, the planetary
gover nment nanaged to contain nost of the problens before they

escal ated. Over the past few years, though, there has been an increase
interrorismon Archaria Ill aimed at Pel adi ans, at humans who have
married them and especially at their children-all in the name of human
racial purity. That's another reason why the Federation

suspects the plague may be genetically engi neered.”



"I"'msorry, sir," Riker said. "I'mstill not quite clear on what |eads
you to that conclusion.”

Picard | ooked at Dr. Crusher. "Doctor?"

She | ooked up from scanning her report. "All the victins are of m xed
genetic origins," she said flatly. "Not just human-Pel adi an, but

several other genetic nixes have been affected as well. Human-Wul can,
human- Etrari an, and hunman- Baj oran crossbreeds are all reported
susceptible to infection. Pure human and pure Pel adi an genetic stock
appear to be immune. | would strongly suggest that no one of m xed
heritage be allowed access to the planet."

The news cool ed the room Wrf glared. R ker folded his arns and
frowned pensively, though he kept gl ancing al nost surreptitiously at
Deanna Troi. And Deanna herself gave the slightest hiss of anger-she
was the nost threatened of those present, Picard knew, since she was
hal f human and hal f Betazoi d.

He | ooked pointedly in her direction. She returned his gaze, but

what ever enotion had escaped her tight control had been suppressed once
nore behind that professional, clinical wall.

Counsel or, counsel thyself, he thought.

Dr. Crusher continued, "The synptons cone on very quickly. Apparently
the virus enters the nouth or nasal passages and primary multiplication
occurs in lynphoid tissues. Small anmounts of

virus reach the blood and are carried to other sites in the

reticul oendot helial system where they nultiply quickly. H gh fever and
severe abdom nal cramping are part of the first stage. Then snmall white
fever blisters begin to cover the body, especially the face, neck, and
under the arms. This second stage lasts fromone to three days.
Infected patients |lapse into comas by this point-and it's probably just
as well. The pain would be extreme as the nuscle cranping worsens and
fever blisters formin their nouths, throats, and lungs. Victinms begin
to suffocate. Next cones stage three, when bl ood begins to ooze from
the guns, nose, and ears. Rapid cellular degeneration follows. Tota
system c collapse is inevitable and occurs within a week of infection-
often within three to four days."

Picard swal |l owed. Her matter-of-fact tone did not nmitigate the gruesome
truth about the disease. Pain. Unconsciousness. Suffocation. Cellular
degeneration. Death. He had | ong harbored a secret fear of death by

di sease, by sonething slow and insidious wornming its way through his
body millineter by millimeter. He |iked enem es he could see, touch,
and outsmart.

"Coul d such a disease be genetically engi neered?" he asked her. No
sense avoi di ng the inevitable question.

"Coul d sonmeone create such a disease? Yes, | can think of half-a-dozen
research | abs capabl e of cobbling it together with a few nonths of hard
work. | think the real question is, did someone. It's much too soon to
say whether this di sease has been

genetically engineered.... It could just as easily be a virus which has
nmutated to attack sonme previously unknown weakness in the i mMmune system
of genetic crosses."

"How likely is that?" Ri ker asked her.

"I don't know. " She hesitated. "I really can't conment until | get a
sanmple of the virus and break it down with a m croscanner."”

"Qur missionis to find out," Picard said. He | ooked at each of his
senior staff in turn. "If this plague is a biological weapon, it nust
be contained, an antidote nust be found, and the designers nust be
brought to justice before nore damage can be done.™

Dr. Crusher nodded. Set her on course, Picard thought, and she'll work



wonder s.

“I"1l begin work with Archarian doctors at once," she said, "to try to
find a cure. Wth so nany people infected, that nmust be my first
priority. I'll beamdown with nmy team and begin work i mediately."
"Agreed," said Picard. "Unless you have an objection, Doctor, | want an
away teamto beam down to investigate the Purity League. If they are
responsi ble, they m ght already have a cure."

"That shouldn't be a problem as |long as no nenber of the away teamis
of m xed genetic heritage. And of course anyone who | eaves nust be
fully decontam nated and possi bly even quaranti ned before resum ng
normal duties aboard the Enterprise.”

"Very good."

"I"d like to head up that away team" Ri ker said.

"My thoughts exactly, Nunber One. Take two people with you. Use native
costumes. This will be a strictly undercover mi ssion. No one, not even
the planetary governor, nust know about it."

"Understood, sir," said Riker. "Wth your permssion, I'll take

Li eutenant Yar and Li eutenant Commander Data."

Pi card nodded. "Very well, Number One. Any other questions?" He gl anced
around the table one last tine, but nobody spoke. They knew their jobs,
just as he knew he coul d depend on them

Chapter Two

"NOW ENTERI NG ORBI T around Archaria Ill, Captain," Ceordi La Forge
reported fromthe helm his voice rising above the electronic whirs,
beeps, and chirps that signified that all systens were operating at
full efficiency. Wien the young |ieutenant glanced over his shoul der,
Picard saw the bridge lights gleamacross the netallic visor that
covered his eyes.

"On the viewscreen." Picard | eaned forward, anxious to see this
troubled little world. "Standard orbit, M. La Forge."

"Aye, sir."

Archaria Il appeared on the main viewscreen at the front of the
bridge. It was a lush planet, half water and half land, with swirls of
white clouds covering the northern hem sphere. The three main
continents-colored in rich brows and greens, dotted with picturesque
| akes and long flowi ng rivers-looked |ike a paradise to him And what
have they done with it, he thought bitterly. They busy thensel ves
squabbl i ng over genetic purity.

Sonetimes he just wanted to grab pl anet-bound people by the scruff of
the neck, drag theminto orbit, and force themto gaze in wonder at the
worl ds they called hone. If they could only see the hugeness of the
uni verse, or realize just howinsignificant they were in the greater
cosmic vastness, it mght well knock some sense into them

The conm system beeped urgently. Beside Lieutenant La Forge, Ensign
Cherbach touched his controls and reported, "W are being hailed, sir.
Governor Sekk wishes to speak with you."

So it begins. Wth a nental sigh, Picard dragged hinself back fromhis
reverie. Standing, he pulled his uniformstraighter and took a step
forward. He wasn't | ooking forward to this conversation, but it had to
be done.

"On screen," he said.

"Aye, sir."

The control s beeped softly in response, and the image of a bal di ng,
stocky man with a chest-length gray beard replaced the splendid view of



the planet. Dark circles |lined Governor Sekk's eyes, and deep worry
lines creased his forehead. Hi s cerenonial robes appeared runpled and
unkenpt; several slight but noticeable food stains marked the front. A
good man pushed too hard, was Picard's i mediate reaction. | don't
think he's slept in days. Cearly Sekk took the plague, the Purity
League, and all the attendant problens quite seriously.

As does Starfleet, Picard thought grimy. As do we all.

Even in the mdst of crisis, protocol had to be observed. Picard
inclined his head and got the niceties under way: "I am Captain Jean-
Luc Picard of the Enterprise. CGovernor Sekk, | presune?”

"Yes, Captain." Sekk's voice was hoarse, Picard noticed. Too many
orders over too many hours? Too many speeches to try to keep up noral e?
"Thank you for com ng so quickly."

"Not at all, CGovernor. | understand the situation is still quite dire."
Sekk nodded. "Qur norgues and hospitals are overflow ng. There are
fifteen thousand reported cases of the plague to date, with nore being
reported by the hour. Oficially we now have nore than ten thousand
dead. Qur cities are being abandoned. There are riots in the streets.”
H s voice rose an octave. "W nust have i medi ate hel p!"

"Of course, Governor. W have sufficient supplies of Tricillin PDF
aboard to last your doctors for several weeks. The Constitution is
bringi ng additi onal supplies and should arrive shortly. |If your people
wi Il provide the necessary coordinates, our transporter roons wll
begi n beam ng the drug down imredi ately."

"Of course, Captain." He notioned urgently to someone Picard couldn't
see. "One of nmy aides will get the information for you."

"My ship's nmedical staff is standing by to work

with your doctors,” Picard went on. "Any help they can provide will be
given inmmedi ately. | believe Dr. Crusher, ny chief nedical officer, is
already in contact with Dr. Tang at Archo City Hospital. | understand
he is in charge of your efforts to find a cure."

"That's right, Tang is a good man. A very good nman. Qur best
researcher."

Picard licked his |ips. Now cane the delicate part. The part he knew
Sekk wouldn't like . . . and which he hinself hated to have to do.
"CGovernor Sekk," he began, "as you can well imagine, the virulent
nature of this disease has al arned many of your nei ghboring star
systens as well as Starfleet. Al outbound ships have been ordered back
to Archaria Ill. | amafraid | nust place your planet under a
guarantine, at least for the time being. No one may enter or |eave."
Sekk seemed to shrink a little into hinself. To an agricul tural planet

like Archaria Ill, quarantine would be viewed as nothing short of an
econom ¢ death sentence; unless their grains and other foodstuffs were
shi pped out to nmarket promptly, Archaria Ill's econony would begin to

stagger and fail
But the protests Picard expected never came. Governor Sekk only nodded

wearily, as if he had been expecting it all along. "Very well, Captain.
I will informour spaceport at once. No nore ships will be allowed to
depart without Starfleet's approval."

Pi card nodded. "Good." Perhaps this won't be so difficult after all. If
this is the level of cooperation | can expect, we should have the
situation well in hand in just a few days.

"I's there anything el se you need?"

"I want to see a log of all outbound ships for the |ast three nonths,
Governor, with flight plans. Plus passenger |lists and conplete cargo
mani fests. |If any ships have to be chased down, we had best get
started."



"Of course. The information is online with our spaceport's conputers.
wi Il make certain you have i medi ate access."

"Thank you." Picard hesitated a second. Sekk clearly was a good nan,
and his cooperation would undoubtedly come at a high personal price:
after such a series of disasters-plague, planetary quarantine, economc
ruin-he would stand little chance of being reel ected planetary governor
again. At least he could throwthe man one little sop . . . sonething
that mght lead to a position within Starfleet's bureaucracy if Sekk
followed up on it.

"l want you to know," Picard finally said, "that your assistance in
this matter will not go unnoticed. | will personally see to it that
your nanme is nentioned prominently in nmy reports to Starfleet."

Sekk nodded. "Thank you, Captain. But | would prefer your attentions go
where they are nost needed. Find a cure for the plague. Get the
quarantine lifted. Help nmy people. That's all | really need.”" Hs smle
was that of a kindly, benevolent ruler.

And a dozen red flags went up in Picard's m nd. He's hiding sonething.
Picard returned that winning smle. "Understood, Governor. Thank you
for your assistance. Picard out."

Returning to his command seat, he sat back and crossed his legs. He's
lying to me. Sonehow, sonme way, he thinks he's pulled the wool over ny
eyes.

He paused and thought, focusing not on the governor but on the people
around him trying to dredge some unvoi ced suspicion fromhis
subconscious. O ficers hurried fromstation to station, scanning the

pl anet and the rest of the system The doors whooshed open as two nore
sci ence officers cane onto the bridge. The famliar chirps and beeps of
the bridge filled his ears, along with the softer underlying bass
vibration of a ship in orbit.

Picard retraced his conversation word by word, detail by detail. It
seened straightforward enough. Yet Sekk's all-too-convenient
cooperation suddenly snelled wong. Wy?

The answer suddenly cane to him So we won't suspect the data he
provides. Clearly the governor wanted to hide sonething. But what?

"Any thoughts, Nunber One?" he asked suddenly. He gl anced at his second

in conmand, still seated to his imediate right.
"I think he's playing us for fools, sir."
Picard covered his inner snle. R ker will make a good captai n soneday.

He's got the instincts for it. "Fools, eh?" he said. "Wuld you care to
el abor at e?"

Ri ker hesitated. "I'mnot sure, sir. | can't quite put ny finger on it.
"Well, | can. I'Il wager the governor sent his fanmly off-planet in a
private ship and doesn't want them sent back here. And | will be very
surprised if we find a single reference to it in the spaceport's
records.”

Ri ker | ooked puzzled. "How did you know"

"No career politician would surrender power so easily, Nunber One, and
then refuse to take credit for it." He smled a little grinly, thinking
about the first time he had negotiated with the governor of a planet.
He had been a lieutenant then, and CGovernor Silas Jones of the Rigel

Col ony had eaten himalive. "Sekk made one fatal nistake when he gave
that stirring little speech about putting his people first."

Ri ker shook his head sadly. "Wich is, of course, what a |eader is
supposed to do."

"Yes, but it was too easy, as if he would have turned things around so
it looked |like he gave us the records-in the best interest of his



peopl e, of course. Instead, he let ne do all the work, then distanced
hinself fromit. This way he hasn't |lied or obstructed us in any way if
the truth does come out."

"There's always one bad apple," R ker sighed. "Still, hopefully there
are other people on this planet who can focus on nore than their own
interests."

It's nice to have an idealist for a first officer, Picard thought.
know t he Federation's philosophy will always be supported.

"Sir," said La Forge, swiveling in his seat. "I have an idea of where
we can find that extra ship."

" d]?ll

"Yes, sir."

Slowy Picard nodded. He liked initiative, and Geordi La Forge was
anot her crewran who had the right instincts . . . and alnobst certainly

could l ook forward to a | ong and di stinguished career in Starfleet.
“"Then it's your baby, M. La Forge," he said, settling back in his
seat. "Proceed when ready."

"Thank you, sir."

Picard gl anced at Ri ker again. "And now, Nunber One, don't you have an
away mssion to plan?"

Ri ker said, "It's well in hand, sir. Most of the Purity League's
activities take place under the cover of darkness. W will be beam ng
down at dusk, and Lieutenant Yar is currently scouting the nost likely
spot to encounter them | have already ordered native garb for the
three of us. W will be ready on schedule.”

"Excellent." Picard took a deep breath. Like clockwork, he thought with
sati sfaction. A good ship runs |like cl ockwork.

An ensign appeared at his el bow holding a duty roster. After scanning
the list of names, he signed off on it.

"Sir," said La Forge. "W have the spaceport's departure records now.
Request permission to use the computer station in astronetrics for ny
research."

"Astrometrics?" Picard rai sed hi s eyebr ows

slightly. It seenmed an odd request. "Is there sone reason you need
access to interstellar charting, M. La Forge?"

"l have a theory about the governor's secret ship, sir. Call it... a
hunch. "

Picard thought it over a heartbeat. G ve hima chance. Let himprove

hi nmsel f.

"Very well," he said. Hunches often had a grain of logic to them even
if the conscious mind couldn't always pin it down. "Carry on, M. La
Forge."

"Thank you, sir." Al business, the lieutenant rose and strode fromthe
bri dge with apparent confidence and determ nation. Ensign Charles Ehr-
hart nmoved forward to take La Forge's place at the navigator's station
Li ke cl ockwork, Picard thought, |eaning back and snmiling to hinself.
Excel | ent.

Chapter Three

IT WASN T DR TANG S APPEARANCE t hat alarmed Dr. Crusher-a week's
grow h of reddi sh-brown beard, pasty skin, puffy eyes, and wild unkenpt
red hair sonmetines went with the territory when you where a doctor or a
research scientist working in an energency. Rather, it was what she
could see behind him hundreds of patients |lying side by side on the
floor in the hospital's | obby.



Pl ague victinms, she knew wi thout having to ask. They nust have run out
of beds in the wards. This is the best they can do.
It was a griminmage, yet to her it painted a nore

accurate picture of the planet's situation than a
host of dry reports and nanel ess, facel ess statistics.
Things had to be bad indeed if they had resorted to
putting people on floors.
Her call to Dr. Tang had been routed to a public commstand in the
| obby of the Archo City Hospital. Tang had replied within five m nutes
of being paged. And when he answered, he cut through the usual niceties
abruptly. "How soon can we get that Tricillin PDF beanmed down here,
Doct or ?"
"The drugs are being prepared for transport now, " she said. "The first
fifty crates should reach your location in less than five mnutes. If
you can find a place to put them that is," she added, peering over his
shoul der. "You do look a little full."
Tang turned and called to soneone Dr. Crusher couldn't see: "W need
nore room The Tricillin PDF is herel.. . Right!" He turned back to
her. "It will be taken care of. You can beamit down to these
coordi nates as soon as it's ready."
"CGood." Dr. Crusher continued to stare at the hundreds of men and wonen
and children beyond him Sonething about them bot hered her. They al
lay curiously still despite being nashed in shoul der to shoul der and
hip to hip. Is this the comatose stage? she wondered.
"I's there anything el se you need?" She forced herself to focus on Dr.
Tang. Brusque though he mnight be, he was still in charge of the
hospi t al
He snorted. "Mrre doctors. A bigger hospital. A cure for the plague.
Hal f a dozen tactical nuclear mssiles |obbed at this city fromorbit.
Any conbination of those will do."
Nucl ear missiles? Was that an attenpt at hunor?
If so, she didn't find it particularly funny-and Tang didn't seemto be
| aughi ng, either.
“I'f you need nore help, | will be glad to have sone of ny people beam
down to assist-"
"No!" He al nost screamed the word. "Keep your people off this planet!
They' || be infected, too!"
"We have biofilters aboard-"
"Don't you understand? Didn't you read nmy report? They just don't
wor k!" He sucked in a deep breath. "This virus isn't |ike anything
you' ve seen before, Doctor. It... it's smart."
She blinked. Smart? "Thai didn't nmake any sense.
"Very well," she said coolly. "W can work fromthe Enterprise just as
well, with your assistance."
He turned and paced away, then came back. H's face was red, and he
seenmed to be struggling to keep his tenper in check.
"I's somet hing bothering you, Doctor?" she denmanded, letting a
prof essi onal nask hide her intense distaste for him H s appearance,
his manner, his attitude-it all rubbed her the wong way.
"Let me be blunt, Doctor," Tang finally said in a |l ow voice. "W're not

just losing the battle, we're losing the war. | have nore than six

t housand dead in ny own hospital. Men, wonen, children, babies-" He
gave a frustrated wave. "All die within a week . . . tw weeks, with
massi ve doses of Tricillin PDF. W haven't had one survivor. Not one.

Do you know what that neans?"
"I amwell aware of the nortality rate.” Beyond him Dr. Crusher
wat ched a dozen nen dressed in



white containnent suits burst into the |obby froma side corridor. They
began picking up the comatose patients and tossing them aboard a | ow
notori zed cart-stacking themone on top of another |ike so nmuch
deadwood.

Bodi es, she thought with growi ng horror. They haven't run out of beds,
they've run out of slabs in the norgue. A few linbs jutted out
grotesquely fromthe growing pile on the cart. The big toe on every
left foot held an identification tag, she saw now. They're all dead.
Not just dozens, but hundreds of them

As she gave an involuntary shiver, she net Dr. Tang's gaze again. He
grinned at her now, widely, wolfishly, like a predator closing in on
his next nmeal. He's enjoying this, she realized-and that horrified her
al nost as much as the bodies.

"Yes, Doctor," he said al nbst nockingly. "You start to understand the
real situation now, don't you? It's not pleasant."

"How can you be so cold about it-"

He snapped back, "Don't judge us unless you' ve been in the sane
situation. You don't know how terrible it's been here. |-"

He paused and seenmed to be trying to rein in his anger. Dr. Crusher
didn't know what to say. She hadn't been in a situation like this

bef ore-and she hoped she never woul d be again

In a calner voice, Tang went on: "I knowit's not a pretty little

si ckbay li ke you have aboard the Enterprise, but as you can see, we
have room for

that Tricillin now. Please get it down here as soon as possible,
Doctor. We still have three thousand living patients who need it."
Dr. Crusher swallowed. "Imediately."

As a doctor, she had seen death nany tines and in nmany ways over the
years, but even so, the cold unfeeling way these people were being
tossed about still went against every grain of her noral and medica
principles. She believed a certain dignity ought to come with death.
The nen in contamination suits' mght have been janitors cleaning up
after a party instead of nedical caregivers.

And Tang's rictus grin bothered her. Maybe it covered up a terrified
interior, or maybe he had been pushed to the breaking point and beyond
by the horrible tragedy unfol ding around him but she couldn't hel p how
she felt.

He hasn't just lost his healing touch, he's lost his ability to fee

enpathy. He isn't a doctor, he's a ... a body processor. The thought
left her cold. No matter how bad things get, I won't let it happen to
me

"-and here is the access code for our nedical conmputer's database," Dr.
Tang was saying al nost cheerfully, as though turning over the keys to a
beach house. "You're going to need it." He entered it into the conm
unit, and Dr. Crusher recorded it nore by reflex than conscious
thought. "It contains every scrap of information we have been able to
gat her about the virus. Precious little good it's done us. Thankfully,
though, it's your problemnow Starfleet's problem | nmean. Good | uck."
"Wait!" she said as he started to end the transm ssion. That's it? He's
just going to abandon nme to ny research? What kind of a nmadman is he?
"What is it, Doctor?"

"I will begin reviewi ng your data at once." She swallowed at the |unp
in her throat. "In the neantime, | need a vial of contami nated bl ood
beamed up. After that, I'll need a patient in the earliest stages of

t he di sease."

Tang's eyes narrowed only the slightest bit. "I do not recomrend that,
Doctor," he said bluntly.



"Why not ?" she denanded.

"The pl ague | eaps through biofilters like they weren't there. For the
first week, we kept themup around our quarantine wards, but it didn't
hel p. Not hing stopped it."

"That's inpossible," she said. "Nothing as big as a virus can get
through a biofilter."

He shrugged. "Maybe we nade a m stake. Maybe the pl ague virus was

al ready | oose everywhere on the planet sinultaneously. O maybe it's
just smarter than we are. | just don't know anynore."” He ran one hand
through his unruly red hair. "But | still wouldn't risk it. Not aboard
a Starship. If it gets loose in a confined space like that, with your
ventilator systens-well, | wouldn't want to be part of your crew.
You' Il end up spending the rest of your l|lives quarantined down here
with the rest of us."

"W have air purifiers-"

"Not good enough." He shook his head. "Not even close to good enough
Wiy don't you |isten?"

She sucked in an angry breath. Count to ten. He's not deliberately
trying to provoke you. Count to ten, and don't forget to breathe.
"What do you reconmend, then?" she managed to say in something
approachi ng her normal tone.

He | eaned forward, his expression growing even nore intent. "l don't
think this plague can be cured." His voice |lowered to a whisper, as
though taking her into his confidence. "Archaria IIl has one of the

finest hospital systens in the Federation. Al our equipment is new and
top-of -the-1ine. Maybe not as good as you have aboard the Enterprise,
but dammed cl ose. W haven't found an answer, and |'ve had a hundred
people working on it for the last three weeks. W're not going to find
an answer, Doctor. This is it for us."

"I refuse to accept that," Dr. Crusher said. Wth such a negative
attitude, no wonder his people hadn't made any progress. "In human

hi story al one, people have claimed that everything frompolio to A DS
to cancer to Stignman's disease wasn't curable, and each tine we've
beaten the odds. There's always an answer. W just have to find it."
Tang | eaned forward. "You want to know what | really think, Doctor? Do
you want the best advice | can give?"

"Yes."

"Archaria Ill rmust be conpletely and forever isolated to keep the

pl ague from spreadi ng. Quarantine the planet, yes, that's a start. Post
guards in orbit. Hell, mne the whole system Shoot down

any ship that tries to enter or |leave. Cut us off fromthe gal axy, and
never | et anyone set foot here again! And pray-just pray-that the virus
didn't junp planet with any of the dozens of Starships that have
already left."

St arshi ps have been | eavi ng? she thought with alarm Are they crazy?
Wl |, Jean-Luc would have to put a stop to that. She'd |l et himknow as
soon as she finished her conference with Dr. Tang.

"W will contain the plague," she said in her nbst reassuring tone.
"This isn't the first disease Starfleet has faced, and it won't be the
| ast. "

Tang shook his head sadly. "Smug, arrogant Starfl eet-you peopl e al ways
know better than the experts. Listen to ne. This is the worst disease
humanity has ever faced. It's airborne. There are no survivors. |t
kills everyone it infects. If it ever mutates ... if it ever attacks
nonm xers . . . Archaria will be a graveyard planet within a nonth."
Dr. Crusher swall owed again. Sone bedsi de manner. Tang certainly wasn't
pul I'ing his punches.



"I must reserve judgnent until |'ve had a chance to study your

reports," she said flatly. "Have that bl ood sanple prepared for
transport. 1'll let you know when I'mready for a patient."
"Very well." He gave her a hopel ess shrug. "It's your funeral. And

others'. Check the video | sent. Tang out."

Taki ng a deep breath, Dr. Crusher sat back in her chair and chewed her
lip thoughtfully. Around her, nurses and doctors bustled about their
duties,

setting up equipnment, tending to a sprained ankle or a burned arm
conducting the routine physical exams that Starfleet required of every
crew nmenber.

Dr. Crusher ordered the conputer to begin displaying the visual record
Dr. Tang had sent. It showed a ten-year-old girl lying next to an ol der
worman who, fromthe way she reached out to the little girl despite her
own horrifying condition, could only have been her nother. They were
dressed only in thin white snmocks, although profuse sweating had turned
the young girl's snock al nost transparent and her devastated body
showed through clearly. A cure would be found, and Crusher knew it, but
it would cone too late for this child and her nother. She had not even
begun her work, but already Crusher felt that she had fail ed.

It can't be that bad. Nothing is ever hopeless. W will find a cure.
She had to believe in herself and her people. How could she go on with
her work if she didn't think they woul d succeed?

For a second, she thought about calling off the away teanis trip to the
pl anet. But no, she knew with 100 percent certainty that the
Enterprise's biofilters could renove anything as |arge as a virus,
despite Dr. Tang's histrionics. He had nmade a ni stake sonewhere. It's a
scientific fact. Nothing as |large as a virus can make it through unless
we want it to. Commander Riker's mssion could prove the key to

unravel ing this whol e nmedical nystery and finding a cure.

She tapped her conbadge. "Crusher to Picard." One last duty to attend
to.

"Picard here," he answered i medi ately.

"Captain, Dr. Tang inforns nme that Starshi ps have been | eaving the

pl anet since the plague broke out."

"I amaware of it, Doctor. W are using their flight plans to track
them and order them back here."

"Good. Thank you. Crusher out."

Reassured, she accessed the Archo City Hospital's conputer, tapped in
the access codes Tang had given her, and found herself in the records

section ... looking at thousands upon thousands of recent files, al
mar ked "Deceased. "
On a sudden hunch, she called up Tang's personal records. | want to see

how wel | you do your job, she thought. Since you think you' re so good-
let's see you prove it!

To her surprise, lan Tang, M D., Ph.D, had received dozens of awards,
comendations, and citations for a career filled with exenplary work,
conmunity service, and nedi cal |eadership. Not only was he the finest
virol ogist on Archaria |11, he had headed up hal f-a-dozen ground-

br eaki ng studies on Plinpton's disease-including several she'd read.
Hi s name hadn't registered at first, but now she recognized it.
According to this file, he's just a few ticks short of sainthood, she
realized. Maybe he isn't exaggerating after all

Brilliant researcher or not, the official records

seened quite a contrast to the man wi th whom she had just spoken. If
everyone fromthe planetary governor to Starfleet's Adm ral Zedeker
spoke so highly of Dr. Tang's abilities, what could make him so



determ nedly pessimstic? It's alnbst as though he wants us to abandon
the planet, she thought grimy.

A horrible thought cane to her. Abandon it. . . maybe that was the
answer. After all the mxers had been killed off by the plague, why not
use the plague as an excuse to cut ties with the Federation?

It mght just work, she thought. |If he can persuade enough peopl e that
there will never be a cure, the Federation may well post a permanent
guarantine around the planet. And then the Purity League woul d be free
to take over and run things exactly as they want, with their humans-
first philosophy, devil take the Pel adi ans.

She shivered. He was a virologist. He said they had state-of-the-art
facilities. Could Tang be part of the Purity League? Coul d he have
engi neered the virus? What figures did Jean-Luc cite? Wasn't half the
pl anet supposed to be part of or at |east in support of the Purity
League? Why not a doctor, too. Wiy not Tang? She shook her head
violently, as if to toss away the very thought.

Just because | don't l|like himdoesn't nake hima killer, she told
hersel f.

Despite all his dire warnings, Tang proved true to his word. Wthin ten
m nutes the transporter chief hailed Dr. Crusher on the comm system
She tapped her badge. "Crusher here."

"OBrien in Transport Room One, ma'am | have a nedical shipnment for
you fromDr. Tang at the Archo City Hospital. He told nme to leave it in
the transporter buffer until you had a secure facility to hold it."

Dr. Crusher heard a note of hesitation in the man's voice. He wasn't
telling her everything.

"I's there sonething el se?" she asked.

"Doctor ... is this whatever-it-is safe? If you want, | can rig up a
couple of extra biofilters and run it through them before we
materialize it-"

"No! Don't filter it!" she cried. That was the sort of help she didn't
need. She still remenbered one overefficient medical student in her
class who tried to cut corners by beam ng nedi cal specinens fromthe
lab to his research station. The biofilters had automatically filtered
out the contam nants he was supposed to study, |eaving himw th usel ess
ti ssue sanpl es.

"Yes, ma'am " She heard himjunp.

She sighed. Tang really got to me. No need to take it out on O Brien.
"I"'msorry," she said. "I didn't nean to snap at you, O Brien. Just
hol d everything in the transporter buffer for now WMke sure you

di sable the biofilters-these are nedi cal specinmens, and | need the
contaminants. I'll have a secure containment field ready for you in
about sixty seconds."

"Ri ght, Doctor."

"Crusher out."

She stood. "Computer, create a | evel -one con-

tainment field half on top of workbench one. Make it half a neter
square on all sides. Tie in with Transporter Room One. The nedi ca
sanpl es presently in the transporter's buffer nust materialize inside
the containnent field. Do not run any biofilters!" She wasn't taking
any chances.

"Acknow edged," the conputer said. A forcefield began to shimrer
faintly around the workbench. Dr. Crusher knew it would flicker out of
exi stence just long enough for her sanples to beamin, then the
conputer woul d nake sure nothing got in or out. "Level-1 containnent
field has been activated."

She tapped her badge. "Crusher to Transporter Chief OBrien."



"O Brien here," he responded instantly.

"W're ready. Energize."

Li ghts tw nkl ed around the workbench, and as they faded, she saw the
smal |l rack of a dozen tiny vials. Dark blood filled each one.

Now, ny good doctor, she thought, let's take a | ook at this plague
virus of yours.

Chapt er Four

GEORDlI LA FORGE FOUND a skeleton crew on duty in Astronetrics: three
young ensigns, all hard at work updating the ship's navigation | ogs and
starcharts with new files upl oaded from Starbase 40 the day before. A
three snapped to attention as he strode in

"At ease," he said. It was obvious they were fresh fromthe Acadeny,

all spit-and-polish and ready to inpress superior officers. "I'mjust
borrowi ng a conputer console for a little while. Carry on with your
wor k. "

"Yes, sir," they all said, and they turned back to their tasks with
noticeably stiffer spines.

CGeordi knew they felt his presence keenly: they worked with nore speed,;
preci sion, and nore professional deneanors-and far |ess banter-

than was nornmal for ensigns. He chuckled a bit, thinking back to his
own days as a raw ensign. It felt like an eternity ago. . . and a
different lifetime.

As the ensigns worked, they began calling off the new charts smartly.
They're trying to inpress nme. Every few seconds, when they thought he
wasn't | ooking (of course through his visor he sawit all, down to the
3-centineter-long string that had unravel ed from Ensign Barran's |eft
sl eeve), they glanced in his direction to see if their attention to
detail was being duly noted.

Geordi focused on his own work instead. First things first. ... He
manual |y |1 ogged into the spaceport's conputer system then ran a quick
search through the list of ships that had departed fromthe Archo Gty
Spaceport in the last thirty days. One hundred and seventy-four in all,
he counted, according to official records. He matched ships to I D codes
and cane up with a mx of 62 freighters and 112 passenger ships. A
qui ck cross-check with the Enterprise's records showed all the
freighters had al ready been contacted and were supposedly en route back
to Archaria Ill. Sinple enough. The Federati on noved quickly when a

pl ague t hreat ened.

Several of the freighters had already | anded at the Archo Cty
spaceport. He chuckled a bit to hinmself when he checked their status:
it seened their crews refused to disenbark. They preferred the seal ed
environnent of a Starship to the open- and possibly plague-infected-air
of the planet.

Call it self-inposed quarantine, he thought. Even

so, it wouldn't be good enough for Starfleet. The crews of those
freighters wouldn't be |eaving anytinme soon, not until sonmeone found a
cure.

He moved on to the passenger ships. Al ran comercially between
Archaria Il and a dozen nearby systens. And, as expected, all 112 had
al ready been turned back to port here. Sixty-two had al ready | anded
again, and of those it appeared that nost had al so chosen to keep their
hat ches seal ed. More quarantines. And good luck to them

Al right, the official ships were accounted for. Now came the fun
part.



"Computer," he said. "Access service records at Archo City Spaceport."”
"Accessing," the computer said. "Ready."

"How many St arshi ps have been serviced for departure at the Archo City
spaceport within the last thirty days?"

"Two hundred and sixty-three," the conmputer replied.

He gave a | ow whistle. So nany? He now had ei ghty-nine Starships
unaccounted for. Cbviously quite a few nust never have left the
spaceport- once the quarantine order came down, they would have been
stuck in their berths.

"List all the Starships al phabetically and state their present

| ocation."

"The Al pha Queen, en route back to Archaria Ill. The Aspen, parked in
Berth 669-B. The Bel grade, parked in Berth 205-A. The Brillman's Dream
en route back to Archaria II1-"

The conputer droned on through the names.

Ceordi listened with interest until they reached Zythal's Revenge, a

Kl i ngon freighter.

"End of list," the conmputer reported.

Geordi frowned. Nothing seened out of the ordinary. And yet, one ship
had to be mssing, if the captain's theory were right. And | know it

i s, he thought.

Where woul d you hide a Starship? Qut in the open. You just change the
conputer records. If the Archo City spaceport's records listed a ship
as parked in its berth, the spaceport computer would perpetuate the lie
when accessed by the Enterprise's conmputer. It was a sinple rule as old
as computer programming itself, best known as G GO garbage in/garbage
out. If you fed a conputer faulty information, you got faulty

i nformation out.

Well, you might fool a conputer, but you couldn't fool a security
canera. At |least not as easily.

"Conmputer," he said. "Access security cameras at the Archo Gty
Spaceport. List all ships presently berthed there, and show ne a
current security camera inmage of each one. Begin al phabetically."

"The Aspen, parked in Berth 669-B. The Bel grade, parked in Berth 205-A-
Wthin sixty seconds, he found the missing star-ship: a small five-
passenger pl anet-hopper called the Event Horizon had vani shed fromits
berth without tipping off the spaceport conputers. His smle grewto a
wi de grin.

"CGot you!" he said.

"Sir?" called one of the ensigns.

"Nothing." He cleared his throat and tried to sound officious. "Carry
on."

The Event Horizon was originally a Vulcan vessel, he saw. a tiny T Poy-
class Starship, capable of warp 2. The Enterprise's, conputer had a
schematic of that nodel on file, so he accessed it and | ooked it over

quickly to refresh his nenory: yes, warp capabilities . . . five
passengers . . . slow but reliable. It would be perfect for sneaking
of f -wor | d.

He could think of half a dozen ways to get such a small Starship off-

pl anet without |eaving a record or setting off the spaceport's alarm
systenms. Methods ranged fromthe heavy-handed (bribing a clerk at the
spaceport to make fraudulent file entries) to the daring (chasing a
larger ship as it lifted off, and hiding in the shadow of its
propul si on wake) .

The nost |ikely seened bribery . . . even though it left one or nore
witnesses in place. After all, what Starship pilot would risk colliding



with a larger vessel when a sinple bribe or two would do the trick?
Still, he had a little nmore work to do, just to nmake sure he had the
right vessel. He hadn't yet established a Iink fromthe Event Horizon
to Governor Sekk.

"Computer," he said, "where and to whomis the Event Horizon

regi stered?"

"Accessing. The Event Horizon is registered on Parvo |V to the O ayton-
Dvorak Consortium”™

VWho? Ceordi scratched -his chin in puzzlenment. The C ayton-Dvorak
Consortiun? Must be a farm

ers' conbine or sone sort. Wich nmeant Governor Sekk's family had
hitched a ride with friends . . . or the Consortiumnight be a front of
some kind for the governor.

"Locate the offices of the C ayton Dvorak Consortium"™ he told the
conmput er.

"Records indicate that the C ayton-Dvorak Consortiumis no |longer in
busi ness on Archaria III."

"Then where are they?"

"No information is available."

Coul d he have made a m stake? He stared at the enpty berth where the
Event Horizon shoul d have been. Starships don't just vanish

Even t hough Vul cans weren't known for building flashy Starships, he
knew t hey produced this particular nodel for export. It could be
outfitted so opulently that a Roman enperor would have felt at hone
inside. It would have been perfect for a governor. No, Sekk wasn't off
the hook yet.

Hm 1'1l conme back to it. Geordi copied the informati on on the Event
Hori zon to a separate file. Maybe inspiration would strike after he
finished | ooking through the rest of the records. First things first.
"Proceed with the display,” he said. "Show ne the next ship that's
supposed to be in its berth."

And ten seconds |later, he had his second match: the Falcon's Talon, a
Klingon freighter that was supposed to be picking up five hundred
netric tons of grain. And twenty seconds after that, the Halibut turned
up gone. Followed shortly by its sister ship, the Hem ock, then the
Langl ey, the M ddl emarch

the Nesfa, the Prushni kov, and ten nore. Ceordi |ogged their absences
with growi ng disbelief. Al told, sixteen ships had di sappeared from
their berths in the spaceport w thout |eaving any records of their
departure.

Captain Picard is not going to be happy, he thought. At |east, not with
the governor or the spaceport's security officers.

He began checking ship's registries. As the captain had antici pated,
one had been registered in the nane of Arnmand Sekk, the planetary
governor: the Nesfa.

"Conputer," Ceordi said, "locate Captain Picard."

"Captain Picard is in his ready room"

Ceordi | oaded the informati on on the mssing ships into a data padd,
then rose and hurried toward the turbolift. He had quite a report to
make . . . and unless he'd mssed his guess, the fireworks were just
about to begin.

Chapter Five

DR. CRUSHER RAI SED her nedical tricorder and took a quick scan of the
vial s of contam nated bl ood: yes, her plague specinens had arrived



intact; that overeager transporter chief hadn't run themthrough the
biofilter after all.

According to the readings, nothing-literal vacuum now surrounded the
rack within the containnent field. Not a single stray oxygen or
hydrogen atom |et alone any virul ent microbes, existed outside of the
vial s. She planned on there being no chance of the virus being |et

| oose on the Enterprise.

"Computer, shut down forcefield," she said. It collapsed with the

i nevitabl e sharp snap of air rushing in to fill a suddenly exposed
void. "Activate the mcroscanner."

"M croscanner ready."

Dr. Crusher picked up the first vial and swirled it slowy. Inside, the
tainted bl ood | ooked just the sane as any other human's. If only it
were so sinmple, she thought with a sigh. If only we could see the virus
wi th our naked eyes, it would be so nmuch easier to defend against it.
She slipped the vial into the nicroscanner. The machi ne made the
faintest of whirring sounds as- all within its self-contained unit-it
unseal ed the vial, |loaded a sanple, and initialized its diagnostic
conput er.

" Show di spl ay. "

"Di splay activated."

A hol ographic i mage of the sanple appeared in front of her: a three-

di nensional pink field swarmng with mcroscopic activity. Nornmal red
and white blood cells swirled in and out of view, followed by oddly
shaped T-cells, Y-cells, J-cells, and all the other components of a
hal f - human, hal f-Pel adi an bl ood sanple. Fortunately, Dr. Tang's notes
had prepared her as to what she would find in a "nornal" m xer's bl ood.
There! she spotted the invading virus ... an alnost triangular gray
puff, with dozens of tiny tendrils radiating fromits core. It really
did |l ook "like the Rhulian flu, she thought.

The microscanner focused in on it at once, expanding until the virus
took up the whol e projection.

"Virus found."

"Begi n conprehensive analysis of virus sanple," she said. "Start with
TXA sequenci ng and protein-strand breakdown. | want a |evel -one

anal ysis."

The conputer responded: "A | evel -one analysis will take approxi mately
fifty-two mnutes."

"Proceed. Display tests as they are conpleted.”

"Wor ki ng. "

The image of the virus split down the mddle as the nicroscanner began
to take it apart protein strand by protein strand. O course Dr. Tang
had already run this test, but true research al ways began with an

i ndependent anal ysi s.

Dr. Crusher watched the m croscanner work for a nonment, then stood and
stretched. This is going to be a two-cup job, she thought. She headed
for the replicator unit and the tea Jean-Luc Picard had recently

i ntroduced her to, Double Berganot Earl Gey.

Captain Jean-Luc Picard kept his face neutral while Lieutenant La Forge
made his report. Inside, though, he seethed with anger. Sixteen m ssing
shi ps! This is an outrage-how coul d Sekk possibly think he could get
away with it?

It certainly warranted an inmedi ate call to the governor .. . and the
i medi ate dispatch of alerts to every planet and Starship in the
sector. Those ships would be sent back to Archaria Ill on the double,

and under arned escort, or they would face the consequences of defying
Federation | aw.



"Very good, M. La Forge," he said. "Wll done."
"Thank you, sir." La Forge handed himthe data padd, and Picard gl anced
over the names of the ships once nore. Sixteen! He couldn't believe it.
After downl oading the information into his private | og, he handed the
data padd back. "Post an immedi ate alert to all ships, planets, and
Starbases in the sector. Anyone spotting one of these ships is to
report it at once-and avoid nmaking direct contact. The nearest
Federation ship will provide arned escort back here. If they ran once,
we don't want to risk themrunning again."
"Understood, sir." La Forge turned smartly and hurried fromthe ready
room
Pi card | eaned back and rubbed his eyes with the palnms of his hands for
a second. He had no choice but to make a second call to the governor,
and he | ooked forward to this one even less than the first. For a
second he wi shed for the authority to renove Sekk fromhis el ected job,
but then he thought better of it. He didn't want to bog hinself down
with the onerous administrative chores of running a planet if he could
possibly avoid it. Bad as he m ght be, Sekk at |east understood the
j ob.
"Computer," he said. "Get me CGovernor Sekk."
The conputer bl eeped, and a second | ater an even nore harried-1 ooki ng
Covernor Sekk appeared on the snmaller nonitor on the captain's
Sekk gave a cursory nod, then asked, "Wat is the problem Captain-this
really isn't a good tinme. | amin the mddle of a dozen crises here-"
"I"'mafraid you' re going to have to nake tine, CGovernor. Have you ever
heard of a ship called-" he consulted the list. "The Nesfa?"
Sekk pal ed suddenly. He turned and bellowed, "Clear the room" to his
assistants. "l need to talk to Captain Picard alone! CQut! Al of you!"
They scranbl ed for the doors. The nmonent he was al one, Sekk turned back
to the coom Picard saw new lines of worry crease the man's face.
“If I claimed | hadn't heard of the Nesfa, it would be a lie. You know
that. Let's not play ganes, Captain. You caught me; | confess. | need
to knowis there sonething wong with the Nesfa? It hasn't. . . net
with an accident, has it?"
"Not that | know of, CGovernor. But | think it's time you told ne the
whol e truth about what's going on here. |I don't |like being lied to-even
if it's alie of omission!"
Sekk sucked in a deep breath. "My wife and children are on board the
Nesfa. My el dest son, Derek, took everyone of f-planet the day the
hospital reported the first plague cases. | wanted themsafe. Is that a
crime?"
"No, CGovernor. It's perfectly natural. Unfortunately, we're going to
have to bring them back. This systemis now under quarantine . . . and
that applies to everyone, even your famly." "But you don't understand
ny wife, Mra .

she's hal f Peladian. |If she cones back here, it's a death sentence for
her. And for our four innocent children, Derek, Robin, Eric, and Denny.
Denny is only two, Captain. Bringing any of them back is nothing short
of nurder."

Picard swal |l owed. "Decisions like this one are never easy. But | can't
nmake exceptions, even for you."

"I realize that, Captain. But you don't have to, at least not in this

case. You see, they are still technically on Archaria IlIl."
"Enough games, Governor. | need to know where they are. Exactly where."
Still Sekk hesitated. "You understand, of course, that | had to weigh

ny duties carefully. And this tine I'mafraid ny family won."



Picard frowned. Sekk certainly wasn't making this easy. "How do you
know your famly wasn't exposed to the plague?" he asked. "How do you
know they aren't passing it on to others right now?"

"They left thirty-two days ago-on the day the first victins began

fl oodi ng our hospitals, as | told you. Since the first synptons appear
within a few hours of exposure, and | talked to themnot ten days ago,
| know they're well." Sekk swallowed. "At least, | think so. | just
haven't been able to raise themon the comm since then."

"Where are they?" he asked again

"On Del os-our snallest' moon. There's a re-search base there. It's been
deserted for years. |

don't think nmany peopl e know about it any nore . . . but the equi pnent
is still functioning." He twi sted his hands together. "I thought they
woul d be safe there, Captain. And technically they haven't |eft
Archaria H .’

Picard frowed. A gane of semantics . . . but true, in a manner of
speaking. Starfleet classified noons as part of the planets they

orbi ted.

"Governor ... far be it fromnme to doubt your word, but I'mgoing to
have to check your story. If your famly is there, then we will be gl ad
to render whatever assistance they may need, fromrepairing their comm
systens to an enmergency evacuation to the Enterprise. However, if they
are not there .. ." He left the threat hanging.

"Understood, Captain. And if there is something wong, | need to know
iMmediately. I... | alnost told you about themearlier. But | couldn't
bring nmyself to do it. | hope you understand."

Al too well. You didn't want to jeopardi ze your own position. Never

mnd that your famly could be dead or dying and you woul dn't know
about it.

Picard said: "I will keep you up to date. Next, | need you to | ook over
this list of ships. What can you tell me about then?"

Picard transferred the whole list of mssing ships to the conmunit. He
knew Sekk woul d be seeing it on his end of the channel

The governor read it over slowy, then shook his head. "I don't
under st and. \What about then?"

"They are missing. Like the Nesfa, they have di sappeared fromtheir
berths at your spaceport

seemingly without a trace. | need to know what happened to them Were
did they go, Governor? How big is your famly?"
Sekk bristled a little at that jab. "I don't know anythi ng about these

ships. But I will find out." Fromhis tone and expression, Picard
actually believed himthis time. Hi s security system has as many hol es
as a sieve.

He asked, "Is two hours sufficient tinme?"

"It should be." Sekk paused and licked his lips. "Captain ... let ne
thank you in advance for not nentioning how ny famly left the planet
to anyone el se here. The situation is ... delicate right now. Such news

mght well tip the scales toward the Purity League and chaos."

"I won't lie about it, Governor, and all the details will be in ny
report to Starfleet. But | have no intention of nmaking any public
proclamations, if that's any reassurance.”

The new | ook on Sekk's face spoke nore clearly than words: the governor
was hardly satisfied. Even with the information buried in an officia
Star-fleet report, dozens of eyes would see it on Archaria Ill .And
sone of those eyes undoubtedly would belong to the governor's politica
enem es, Picard knew.

| know how to play this game, too, Picard thought with a tw nge of



sel f-satisfaction. You won't pull the wool over ny eyes a second tine
and get away with it. Governor.

"Thank you," Sekk finally said, sounding stran-gled.

"You're wel come, of course.” Picard gave himthe sane warm smile he
normal Iy reserved for unsavory diplomatic functions. "Picard out."

The screen went blank. Taking a deep breath and droppi ng his phony
expression, Picard rose and strode out onto the bridge again. The | ow
runbl e of the engines and the beeps and whirs of the controls proved a
tonic for his nerves, and he let out his breath with a sigh, starting
to relax again. La Forge had reclainmed the navigator's station and

Ri ker had vanished . . . probably finalizing preparations for his away
m ssion. Like clockwork, he thought. The nechani sm of the ship
continued to run wi thout him

Yet their problens had only just begun. Fifteen nore ships to find.
and a noon base to uncover, he thought. This job was not getting any
easi er.

"Mster Worf," he said, taking his comand seat.

"Sir?" cane the low Klingon grow. "Please initiate surface scans of
the planet's smaller noon, Delos. According to the governor, there is a
smal | research base there. | want it found. There should be a Starship
and hopefully five life forns."

"Scanning ... | have it, sir." That was fast. "On screen." The pock-
marked face of the little npbon appeared. Nestled within a | arge crater
lay a conpl ex of perhaps a dozen white-doned buildings, all

i nterconnected by silver tubes-wal kways of some

sort, Picard assuned. Lights gleamed fromall the wi ndows. At |east
they still have power.

His gaze drifted to the base's |anding pad- |ocated on the far side of
the crater and presently half masked in shadow. It contained not one,
but three ships. It seened the governor's famly was entertaining at
their private hideout, he thought. He narrowed his eyes. One ship had
al most Klingon lines. Could it be one of the two missing Klingon
freighters?

Kl i ngons mght well explain the silence, he thought. If they decided to

nove in and take over, | can see them smashing all the conmunications
equi prent .
Unfortunately, he could also see themkilling everyone in sight if

sufficiently provoked.

But we nustn't junmp to conclusions, he thought. Nothing is wong unti
we prove it wong.

"Can you identify those ships?" he asked Worf.

"Not yet, sir. They do not respond to hails."

"How many life forns are on the base?"

"Sensors pick up thirty-six," Wrf reported. He | ooked up. "Ten are
Kl i ngon!"

Pi card nodded with satisfaction: it had to be the missing freighter.
That meant one |ess ship to worry about. Possibly two, if the third
ship proved to be one of the m ssing vessels.

"Hail the base. And hail those ships again."

".. . Still no response, sir."

Bl ast. Why did everyone on this wetched planet have to make things
nore difficult? Picard stood

and began to pace, arns behind his back, thinking. One Starship isn't
enough to police a whole planet. If only the Constitution were here, we
could split up

duties.

"Sir," said La Forge. He had been adjusting the controls for the



vi ewscreen. "I believe you should take a |l ook at this."

Pi card turned. Under extrene magnification, one of the wi ndows of the
research station |looked into a room. . . and on the floor of that room
lay a human body ... a nman. H s face was turned away fromthe w ndow,
but Picard could just make out the edge of his beard. Could that be
Derek Sekk? Or is it soneone else? A dark liquid-it |ooked |ike bl ood-
had pool ed around t he man.

That settled things. If violence had broken out on the research
station, he had no choice but to investigate. Mire lives mght be at
st ake.

"M. Worf, coordinate with Lieutenant Yar before she | eaves for her
away mssion. | want a team assenbl ed from avail able security
officers.” Klingons are down there. "You will lead them M. Wrf.
Heavy weapons, full contamination suits, and all due caution. Please
bear in mnd that this is a fact-finding mssion, not a mlitary
assault."

"Yes, sir!"

Pi card thought he detected a note of near glee in Wrfs voice.
"Renenber," he went on, "we do not know the situation on that base. |
don't want to start a firefight if we can avoid it. But if anyone there
needs mnedi cal or other care, we must be prepared to provide it."

Two cups of tea would not be enough, Dr. Crusher thought. She drank
she paced; she fretted; she stared at the unfol ding conputer nodel of
the virus, still being mapped out in all its mnuscule glory.

The rest of the medical team began to gather around the workbench
They, too, stared at the display, mesnerized: the nurses, the doctors,
and even the biologists currently aboard the Enterprise all cane in to
wat ch. She had al erted anyone who m ght have an insight into the
origin, treatnment, or cure for the virus.

The tal k around her grew hushed and subdued. They feel it, too, she

t hought. We have barely begun work on the virus, and already the strain
shows. No wonder Dr. Tang is at the end of his mental rope.

Still, it was hard to feel sorry for Tang. Under the worst
circunstances, that's when a person's true spirit showed. And here

am calmy sipping ny tea, waiting for the conputer to beep and say ny
cake is ready for frosting. Rem nded of her drink, Dr. Crusher took
anot her sip-feh, getting cold.

Her thoughts turned back to her conversation with Dr. Tang. Wat if
he's right and we can't find a cure? Wat about all those people dying
down t here?

An ol d saying cane to her: Tine resolves all problems. Not this

probl em she thought.

She drained her tea, rose, and got another cup. Five nore minutes. A
three-cup sol ution.

It seened an eternity, but finally the m croscanner finished and
beeped. She junped, startled, and

spilled a few drops onto her knees. | should have seen that coning, she
thought. A hush fell over the room

"Anal ysis conpleted," the conputer proclai ned.

"Display the report." She | eaned forward. Everyone around her did, too.
She felt themholding their collective breath, just as she held her
own.

"Virus appears to be a previously unknown variation of Rhulian

i nfluenza." A nodel of the triangular virus appeared, turning slowy
before them The conputer began its breakdown: "This virus consists of
a single nolecule of RNA surrounded by a 27-mmdi ameter protein capsid
and a buoyant density in CsCd of 1.39g/m . This nol ecul ar breakdown



shows 36 percent carbon atons, 21 percent oxygen atons, 20 percent

hydr ogen atons, 17 percent-"

"We already know that,"” Dr. Crusher nuttered to herself. "W all know

what Rhulian flu is made of!" More | oudly, she added: "Show the protein

and NXA strands. Conpare and contrast to Rhulian flu, type one."

Twi sted lines of interlocking RNA strands appeared before her, rotating

slightly. The NXA sequences were alnbst identical. .. though she

i medi ately spotted several differences in key strands, especially the

T-cell inhibitors. And some of the strands just didn't seemto bel ong
as though they had mutated ... or been grafted on from sone ot her

virus, she thought uneasily.

Assunming it's engi neered, she thought, whoever nade it did a good job.

She gl anced at lan M oud, the ship's mcrobi-ologist. "Wat do you

thi nk?" she asked him

He frowmed. "I ama little disappointed,"” he said in his slightly

lilting accent. "It would appear to be a fairly sinple virus. The

Rhulian flu NXA strands were catal ogued thirty years ago-| see only a

few minor differences." He pointed. "Here, here, and here. And-hell o!

What's this?"

"What ?" Dr. Crusher demanded.

Mcd oud said, "Computer-stop the projection. Turn it back three

seconds. There, Doctor!" His finger jabbed at one NXA sequence. "Do you

see it?"

Dr. Crusher |leaned forward. She didn't see anything out of the

ordinary. And then it all but |eaped out at her ... the virus had a

strange little hook on the very end of one NXA protein strand ... an

extra NXA code. She felt a surge of excitenent. She had never seen

anything like it before on a virus. This could be it! The key to the

mystery!

"Yes!" she breathed. "What is that?"

“I'f I recall the Rhulian flu correctly, it's attached to the NXA strand

that controls the shape of the virus." MC oud frowned. "I would need

to look it up to nmake certain."”

“"You're right," Dr. Crusher said, disappointed. 7 should know not to

get ny hopes up. It's too soon in our research. "I renmenber it, too."

"Qddly enough, despite 'that change, the virus | ooks the sane .

exactly like type-one Rhulian

flu. | find that odd. Very odd. A nutation |arge enough to show up in

the NXA strands should be visible."

"That's right." Dr. Crusher sighed. It was puzzling. A dead end? Still,

anyt hi ng unusual gave thema starting point.

To the conputer, she said: "Run a full devel opnent sequence on NXA

protein strand-what's its designation?"

"445-J3," Md oud said.

"445-J3. Build it!"

"Wirking," the conputer said. The display went blank, and then, in

extreme closeup, it began to assenble one of the tendrils. The hook

appeared to add a slight texture to the underside, as far as Dr.

Crusher could tell. A new genetic sensor of sone kind? Sonmething to

detect a flawin the cells of a person with m xed human-alien heritage?

The conputer finished rendering segnent 445-J3. The texture curved

down, then up in a w nding, alnost snakelike pattern. She had never

seen anything quite like it before.

A shudder went through her as a horrible inspiration struck. It's not a

random pattern.

"Freeze imge," she said. The conputer di agram paused. The textured

curves rolled gently down then up, a valley and a hill... or a letter



lying on its side?

She said, "Rotate ninety degrees counterclockw se."

The tendril turned slowy. The curves suddenly

becanme the letter "S." No one could have m staken it. The texture

extended to the right after a slight separation . . . another letter?
The initials of its designer, perhaps?

A hush fell over the room They see it, too, she realized. |'m not
crazy.

She brushed back her red hair with one hand. One letter could easily be
a fluke of nature, she told herself. It proved nothing. Unless

She didn't want to give the command. Its potential repercussions were
too great. But it had to be given: "Pull back slowy."

More of the tendril began to appear. S-MI-

Peopl e around her gasped. She felt her heart skip a beat. A nessage.
It's a nmessage.

Letters continued to appear: L-E-Y-O

Dr. Crusher found herself nouthing the syllabl es.

UAREDEAD

Smile. You are dead.

It felt like a knife puncturing her stonach.

That's why it |ooked so nuch like Rhulian flu. It was Rhulian flu, but
nodified to carry out a very specific and a very deadly attack

She exchanged a glance with an McCd oud and found an expressi on of

horror equal to her own on his face ... and on the faces of everyone
around t hem
"The bastards..." Nurse |col ah breathed. "Those bastards!"

"Now we know what we're up against," Dr.

Crusher said flatly. "This is actually good news. |If someone nmade this
virus, we can unneke it."

Deep inside, she knew it was the nmerest accident that she had stunbled
onto the nessage, one chance in a mllion. If Ian McC oud hadn't
spotted the odd hook, if she hadn't sequenced it, if the shape hadn't
struck her as odd-if any of a thousand variabl es hadn't happened to
cone together just right-the twi sted conceit of whatever bioen-gineer
was responsible for the plague never woul d have been uncover ed.

She regarded the conputer nodel thoughtfully. The letters had been
programmed into the virus on a protein level. That took sonme doi ng. And
she wasn't quite sure how it had been done.

At least |I'll have sonething newto tell Dr. Tang now, she thought with
a norbid nental grin. And it's sonething sure to wi pe that smug | ook
of f his face.

The truth hadn't quite sunk in yet. They left a nessage on the protein
| evel . Who would want to sign a genetically designed virus? Soneone
vai n. Soneone smart. Someone crazy.

As for who ... Starfleet's research centers could do it. But they

woul dn"t. She racked her brain for other possibilities. Vul cans, of
course ... and certainly the Romul ans and the Cardassi ans. But not the
Klingons ... they wouldn't bother, even if they understood the

under | yi ng technol ogy. Klingon nedicine had barely advanced beyond

| eeches, in her opinion. And an attack on innocent half-breed

humans woul d be incredi bly di shonorable, she rem nded herself. No, it
couldn't be the Klingons.

Who el se? Perhaps hal f-a-dozen other races had the technol ogy, fromthe
Tholians to the Praxx.

But why bot her? Wiy woul d anyone bother to create a virus that only

attacked this specific genetic weakness, then let it |oose on Archaria
e



The Purity League had a notive. After all, they had enbraced the pl ague
as an easy way to rid their planet of the "m xer influence." Wy not
push it a little farther? Why not create the plague to do the dirty

wor k?

Smile. You are dead.

Much as she tried to deny it, those four words spoke vol unes. They were
witten in standard English. That neans humans did it. O at |east one
human.

Dr. Tang? She didn't know. How many other brilliant virologists could
there be on Archaria Il11? And yet w thout proof, she wouldn't dare
accuse him So how do | get proof? Confront hin? Beam down and ransack
his office? Send in ny spies?

She stared at the virus. Smle. You are dead. The message had to be a
private joke, since no one else could have been expected to find it. A
nocking little tag line, petty as a schoolyard bully's taunting.

So much for the transcendent nature of man, she thought bitterly. Those
four little words kicked the | egs out fromunder her belief system W
think we've come so far. And yet we are still capable of this.

She stood. Her doctors and nurses all |ooked stunned. The biol ogists

| ooked stricken. MO oud had gotten over his terror and now | ooked
intrigued. Gudgingly, she adnmitted the person responsible for the
virus showed sone real creativity. McCoud wants to know how they did
it.

And, she realized, so do |

And, she realized, the signature gave her nore hope. Anything one hunman
coul d do anot her human coul d undo.

First things first, though. Runors about the virus would sweep the ship
if she didn't put a stop to them now.

"This message is hereby classified top secret,"” she said, |ooking from
face to face. Her people began to nod; they understood. Loose |ips sink
ships. "I don't want a whisper of what we've found getting out to
anyone," she said firmy. "W don't want to create a panic ... or a
war." The Pel adi ans mi ght well adopt a hard stance if they knew hunmans
had created this plague.

O course, they would find out eventually, but right now didn't seem
like a particularly good tine. Their children are dying, too, she
thought. It's easy to |l ose control when it's your |oved ones whose
lives hang in the balance. She didn't know what she'd do if Wsley cane
down with a disease |ike this plague virus.

One person had to be informed i mredi ately, however. Tappi ng her
conbadge, she said, "Crusher to Captain Picard."

"Picard here, Doctor," he answered.

“I... think you'd better cone to sickbay. | have sonething for you to
see. "

"Doctor, |'mrather occupied right now"

"Captain, it's inmportant. | need you here now " She had never used that

tone with himbefore, her Voice of Authority-usually reserved for

Wesl ey on his bad days. Not that he has nmany of them anynore.

Captain Picard seenmed to pick up on the inportance of her request. He
si ghed, but said, "On ny way, Doctor."

Chapter Six
THE DOOR TO TASHA YAR S CABI N whi sked open at her command, and \Worf

poked his head inside. "Lieutenant?" he called.
"I said cone in!" She was in the next room "I'Il be right there."



He stepped inside, already ill at ease. Though he had been rai sed anobng
humans, he felt his Klingon heritage nost keenly in one-on-one neetings
and social situations. It happened nore and nore as he ran up agai nst
what he considered the "human mysteries” . . . the little socia

nuances he never quite seened to pick up on. It should not matter to a
warrior, he thought. But sonehow it always did.

What do you do when you are inside a human fenale's cabin and she isn't
dressed yet? Shoul d he

try to make |ight conversation? Should he wait in silence? It's

busi ness, he told hinself. |I'm supposed to be here to discuss a

m ssion. The captain sent nme. If | stick to business, nothing will go
wWr ong.

"Make yourself at hone," Tasha called. "I'Il be right out."

At hone. He gave a nental snort. Hi s every nerve was on edge. If only I
knew her better. 7... could use a friend here.

Perhaps it was his prickly Klingon nature, but it took hima long tine
to warmup to strangers. He could tell the rest of the ship's officers
were trying their best to get to know each other, to forma real team
and eventual ly he knew they would all cone together. But for now he
still felt like an outsider anmong them even when they went out of
their way to include himin their social banter.

Wat er splashed. |s she bathing? He narrowed his eyes and al nost |eft.
VWhat is she doing in there?

“"If this is a bad tine," he began, "I can cone back later-"

"No, wait. I'll be right out. Really."

He gl anced around her cabin to take his mind off the awkward position
he was in. Tasha Yar had brought very few personal effects with her: a
scattering of small hol ographic pictures-planets he didn't recognize,
sonme with Tasha posing next to people he didn't know. In the far corner
sat a small Vulcan kinetic sculpture, its thin wire strands di pping
faintly in the breeze fromthe air vents. There

was not hing here, nothing special and unique, that proclained, "lan
Tasha Yar."

Per haps she feels as alone as | do, he thought suddenly. Perhaps-
"Sorry about that," Tasha said, energing from her bedroom and
interrupting his thoughts. She wore a slate-gray robe and had a gray
towel wrapped around her head. "I was getting ready for my away ni ssion
. . . I'"'mhaving trouble with my hair. What brings you here?"

"I -" Worf began. He stared as she pulled the towel off her head. Long,
straight blond hair spilled out. Hair that didn't belong on her head.
"What happened to you-" he burst out.

Instantly he regretted it. It was not an appropriate coment.

"Like it?" She nade a face. "It's silly and inpractical, if you ask ne.
| prefer it short."
" But - how ?"

"I borrowed a follicle stimulator fromDr. Crusher." She swept her hair
back and out of her eyes with one hand. "Archarian wonmen wear their
hair long, unfortunately. Since we're supposed to be going in disguised

as natives, | needed to grow it longer to fit in. Wiat do you really
thi nk?" She turned a quick pirouette and gave an inpish grin.
"Stylish?"

"It is... long."

She cocked her head quizzically. "I guess that's a conplinent."

He swal | owed and felt too hot suddenly.

"Wait until you see Commander Riker," she went on with an even broader
grin. "Archarian nen wear beards . . . long, bushy beards. That's
something I'mreally |l ooking forward to seeing! He's nornmally so stiff



and formal all the tinme."
"Unh. Yes. But there is nothing wong with formality."
"Al nost as bad as you."

" Uh- "
"That's supposed to be a joke." She grew nore businesslike. "This isn't
a social call, is it? Wat's wong?"

“"Lieutenant... we have a situation on the planet's smaller noon."
Taking refuge in duty, he began to fill her in on the details. "The

captain wants nme to | ead an away teamon a recon mssion,"” he

concl uded. "He thought it best for ne to coordinate with you."

"I see." She nodded sonberly. "Worf, you and | both know you're nore
than capable of dealing with this situation on your own. I'mgoing to
leave it up to you. This is a good chance to inpress the captain-don't
blowit."

"l have no intention of-blowing it." He bristled at the very idea.
"Sorry, sorry, poor choice of words." She hesitated. "Let me suggest a
team for you. Take Schultz, Detek, and Wenn. They've been pulling a
ot of extra duty shifts together since Farpoint, and they seemto work
well as a team"

"I have already assigned themto this mssion- as well as Ensign

d arke. "

She rai sed her eyebrows. "Angling for ny job, Wrf? | couldn't have

pi cked a better team™

Again he felt the heat rush to his face. "I- uh-"

"Rel ax, they're good choices. Go with ny blessing. Bust some skulls.
know t hat's what you really want to do."

He gave a curt nod. My people. Yes, | would |like to neet nore of ny
people.. . and bust some skulls! He felt his blood surge at the thought
of conbat.

"Thank you-Tasha."
"Don't nention it.
ri ght?"

Dr. Crusher had her people carefully stationed at all corners of

si ckbay when Captain Picard strode in with all the subtlety of a
hurricane. He did not | ook pleased at being summoned to sickbay.

"What is so inmportant, Doctor," he said curtly. "W have a possible
conbat situation devel oping. My place is on the bridge right now "
"Just this." She took his armand led himto the virus display. She
hadn't changed the i mage since revealing the hidden nessage. "Look."
"Smile ... you are dead?" He frowned. "Wiat is this, Beverly? A joke?"
"That's exactly what | think it is." She nodded at the display. "A
private joke. That message is wit-

ten on the bottom of every single virus. It's been coded into the NXA
protein strands."

He frowed. "Then it is artificial-"

"Created fromRhulian flu, and alnost certainly by a human.”

"l don't want to believe it. I-" He licked his lips. "I think-"

It was the first tine she had seen himthis way in years. Since Jack
di ed, she thought. Since that awful, awful day when ny husband di ed.
"We don't know who did it. He didn't sign his nane. But | have a

She grinned again. "We're all in this together,

suspi cion."
"Tell me."
"Dr. Tang, the head of Archo City Hospital. His specialty is virology,
and to all indications he's very, very good . . . cutting-edge good."

"Do you have evidence of this?"
"No. It's just a feeling | have fromtalking with hima feeling that
he's doing his best to stonewall mny research. | think he has sone



serious nmental instabilities, and judging fromhis coments, he would
fit right in with the Purity League. He wants the planet quarantined
and left on its own permanently."

"These are very serious charges."

"I know. And | don't have any proof yet."

He hesitated, staring at the virus, at the letters on its underside.
"Does the technol ogy necessary to create this virus exist anywhere el se

on Archaria Ill besides Dr. Tang's hospital ?"

"l doubt it. You would need a state-of-the-art

research lab ... and advanced know edge of human and nonhuman
virol ogy. "

Slowy Picard nodded. "You may be right. It would certainly help

expl ain why Tang hasn't nmade any progress toward a cure.”

Dr. Crusher nodded. He wants them dead. Wy create a cure for your own
pl ague?

“I'"1l alert Comander Ri ker to your suspicions-he nmay be able to turn
up nore infornmation on Tang during his away mssion." He cleared his
throat. "Who el se knows about this nessage?"

"So far, just the people here. | ordered themto keep it to

t hensel ves. "

"CGood. W don't want a panic on the planet. Are you any closer to a
cure?"

"We're just starting to unravel the NXA protein threads holding the
virus together. There's no telling what nasty little tricks our genetic
programer tucked into it."

Captain Picard gave a pensive nod. "Thank you, Doctor. You did the
right thing. Keep ne up to date on your progress." He paused. "You can
cure it, can't you?"

"I think so, eventually. It's just a matter of time. Unfortunately,
that's the one thing we're short of."
"Keep at it. Thousands are counting on you.
door.

As if we don't have enough pressure already.

After the doors whisked shut, Dr. Crusher took a deep breath. "A
right,” she called to her people. "Gather around. W have a lot of work
to do."

She started handi ng out assignnents: NXA sequencing, tests with
antiviral conpounds, analyses of the protein strands within the virus.
W will get to the bottomof this ness, she told herself. And it's
going to be sooner rather than later-Dr. Tang and his stonewal | i ng be
damed!

Turni ng, he headed for the

Chapter Seven

FI FTEEN M NUTES AFTER hi s conversation with Tasha Yar, Wrf net the
four nenbers of his away teamin Transporter Room 3. Like them he had
changed into a full containnment suit. The bul ky white garnment felt
suffocating, but it covered himconpletely fromhead to heel. No virus
woul d get through it. / mght as well be in a full spacesuit, he

t hought .

He felt an itch starting in the mddle of his back and gave a grow of
di spl easure. Klingons are not neant for containment suits. And as he
continued to breathe, his faceplate fogged over. Wat had his
instructor at the Acadeny told himto do when that happened? Practice
your breathing-keep it slow and steady. Hyperventilating caused it.

He nudged the comm bar with his chin. A



channel opened up to the other nenbers of his away team

"Since we will be beaming into potentially hostile territory," he said,
letting a grimnote creep into his voice, "you nust be on your guard at
all times. Watch your backs, no matter what you see or hear. And

r ememnber " He paused for enphasis. "This is a good day to die!"
That did it. The ensign swall owed noticeably.

Worf gave a nental snort. Humans. It really was a good day to die. If
you went into conbat fearing nothing, you wal ked the path to glory.

He had already selected their beamin coordinates: an unoccupi ed done
on the far edge of the research station. La Forge's |ast sensor scans
had placed all the humans and Klingons a safe distance away, in the
bui | di ngs nearer to the station's |anding pad, so their arrival should
go unnoticed. His plan called for securing the done, then using it as a
base of operations as they made their way through the conplex slowy
and met hodi cally, searching for victins. Their first priority would be
reaching the nan La Forge had spotted.

"Take your positions for transport!" he barked.

H s team scranbl ed onto the transporter pad. They arranged thensel ves
in asemcircle, leaving the mddle pad open for him He took it,
turned, and faced the ensign on duty at the transporter controls.
"Energi ze!" he said, |oud enough to be heard even through his hel net.
As |ights began to sparkle around him the Enter-

prise disappeared . . . and was replaced by a dimy lit room perhaps
twenty neters high and forty neters across. The white ceiling arched
overhead in a huge dome.

Artificial gravity was on; it felt just under Earth normal to Worf. He
dropped to a crouch, phaser rifle up and ready. Scans m ght show a room
enpty . . . but shields had been known to hide anbushes, and he never

t ook unnecessary chances.

There was no anbush this tine. Around himlay junbles of boxes, huge
wooden packi ng crates, and di scarded nachinery. The crates rose in
teetering stacks, sonme of themnearly reached the ceiling.

No danger. O nothing that | eaped out with fangs bared and cl aws ready,
he thought. Diseases were far nore insidious than that.

"CQuard duty." He notioned Schultz to the rear hatch and O arke to the
front. "Secure the done," he said. "Shout if anyone tries to get in. Do
not shoot unless fired upon or | give the word."

"Yes, sir!" They hurried to take up their positions. Only then did Wrf
rel ax enough take his finger off his own phaser's firing button

Wenn had his tricorder out. Turning slowy, the ensign scanned the
done.

"No other life forms within thirty nmeters," he reported over the open
channel . "The nearest life signs are fromtw humans | ocated exactly
thirty-two neters due north-that way." He pointed toward the front of
the dome, just to the right of Carke's position.

"Are they noving?" Worf asked.

"No, sir. Fromtheir life signs, | think they' re either asleep or
unconsci ous. "

O dying fromthe plague, Wrf thought. He sucked in a deep breath. Do
not hyperventil ate.

"Keep monitoring them" he said. "Let ne know if their status changes.
And keep watch for anyone else nmoving in our direction.”

Perhaps this would be easier than he had first thought. |If everyone was
sick, they would not offer resistance to the rescue m ssion. The

Kl i ngons here would not be affected by the plague, he rem nded hinself.
Nor woul d any full-bl ooded humans.

First, he had to address the problem at hand: securing this done.



Frowmning a little, he regarded the stacks of boxes and crates al

around him Cearly the people in charge of this base had used this
chanber as their storage area ... or their dunp. The crates bore | abels
i ke "Thernoent o- gram Modul at or B-6" and "Di oxynosis Converter (F),"
what ever those were. To the left, a few of the boxes nade nore sense:
"Veget abl e Concentrate 64" and "2400 Citric Protein Bars" sounded

al nost sensible in conparison, if not exactly appetizing. Sometines he
t hought humans woul d eat anything, if it came in an attractive package.
First things first, though. The junble of crates m ght conceal anything
froma cl oaked Romul an death squad to a the |ost treasures of Fret'vok
If they planned on using this done as a base of

operations, they were going to have to search it fully-you couldn't
cover your back if you didn't know what was behi nd you.

"Look behind the boxes on that side of the room"” he told Detek and

Wenn. "If you see anything unusual, et ne know i mredi ately. Do not
i nvesti gate yoursel ves."

"Yes, sir!"

Turning with a sigh, Wrf squeezed between a pair of tall "Emulsion

Generator" crates. His containnent suit snagged for a second on a nail
but since the material couldn't be punctured by anything as soft as
nere steel, he pulled sharply and felt hinmself snap free.

Whoever had packed all this junk into the done had | eft |ess-than-
adequat e access corridors between the piles of crates. He edged down
the nearest one and felt hinself treading on things that crunched
under f oot .

Hi s phaser rifle had a small but powerful |ight nmounted on top; he
flicked it on, then swept the beamup and down the floor. Loose cables,
di scarded circuit relays, food wappers, and other trash littered the
floor here. Fromthe thick layer of dust on everything, he knew no one
had been back here in many years.

He had just turned to go back when Wenn's excited voice squeal ed his
nane: "Lieutenant Worf!"

"What is it?" he demanded. Had the Klingons fromthe freighter detected
them and | aunched at attack?

"Sir!" he heard Wenn call. "W found sonet hi ng! Bl ood-and according to
nmy tricorder, it's human!"

"Hol d your position. | will be right there."

Sonehow he managed to squeeze back out into the center of the done

wi t hout tunbling any of the piles of crates. He spotted Wenn about

hal fway to the front door and sprinted over to join him

The ensign pointed to dark stains on the floor. "According to ny
tricorder, that's human bl ood," he said. "It's dry, but fresh-about

twel ve hours ol d!"

Worf bent to exam ne the blood spatters. Atrail of blood wound of f
between crates on that side of the dome. He hesitated, trying to decide
how best to handle it.

"I's it fully human?" he finally asked. "Or is it a human-Pel adi an mi x?"
One of the synmptons of the disease is uncontroll abl e bl eeding, he

rem nded hinsel f.

Wenn had to check. "Unh .. . fully hunman, sir. Not a trace of Pel adi an
genetic material."

So we have the trail of a wounded human. Hefting his phaser rifle, Wrf
eased between crates of "Endochronic Thiotinoline Punps" and "Phase
Resonance Detectors."” His heart began to pound with grow ng excitenent.
Shining his light at the floor, he studied the footprints and the

bl ood. The drips becane noticeably |arger, and bl oody handprints
snmeared the crates to either side where soneone had rested or |eaned to



st eady hinsel f.

When t he passageway opened up a little, he

spotted at |east three-and possibly as many as five-different sets of

footprints that had disturbed the decades’ worth of accumul ated dust. .
whoever had cone through here made no effort to conceal the trail

They could not all be dead or dying, Wirf thought with growi ng unease.

H s eyes narrowed. What happened here?

He continued to followthe trail, w nding between the crates and boxes.

At | ast he reached the far wall

The trail ended with a pool of sticky, half-congeal ed bl ood. And |ying

in that bl ood he found the bodies of six adult human mal es. Achari an

settlers, he decided, noting their chest-length beards. He renenbered

what Tasha Yar had told himabout the men on Archaria Ill all wearing

| ong, bushy beards.

These six had been stabbed and cut repeatedly. The bl ood cane from

their wounds. But they had not died here-sonmeone had carefully arranged

the bodies. Eyes closed, hands neatly fol ded across their chests, they

| ooked al nost peaceful now. The trail he had foll owed nust have been

left by a burial party, he decided.

Better to die in honorable conmbat than to succunb to a di sease, he

thought with a nod. Unless they had been nurdered.

He nmoved cl oser and began to study the bodies with the di spassionate

attention of a born predator. Death had been sudden, but not

unexpected, he decided. He pulled their shredded tunics open to

study their wounds. Two had nunerous stab wounds.

Those cut s-

He | eaned forward, studying the |long, clean sweep of the death blows. A

strong arm had delivered those cuts. The wounds | ooked exactly like the

marks left by a mek'leth. O in this case, several nek'leths.

Only Klingons used that particular type of short sword, he knew, with

its razor-sharp edge and deadly point-perfect for slashing and

thrusting. He liked to use one hinself. Unlike disruptors, it made

conbat a personal experience . . . but it also nade for nmessy corpses

Exactly |ike these.

Li ghts wavered behind himas the ensigns foll owed. Over the open comm

channel he heard gasps of shock from Wenn and Det ek.

"Control yourself," he snarled. "You nust have seen death before."

"Not like this," Wenn gasped.

"Al that blood," Detek said.

"What's going on?" C arke demanded from his post by the front hatch

"Do you need assi stance? Lieutenant? Anybody?"

"Quiet on the channel." Wrf rose and pivoted on the balls of his feet,

furious with the breaches in protocol. This is going in their persona

files, he vowed. Sinpering over a little bl ood!

He found Wenn, pale-faced, two neters away, just standing there and

staring open-nouthed at the bodies.

"Back to the center of the donme!" he said.

The ensi gn began to stammer in shock or fear.

"G on!" Wirf grimaced with distaste. No stomach for a little blood! He

switched off his rifle' s light, hiding the gruesone details. Perhaps

that would hel p. They are only humans, he rem nded hinsel f. They cannot

hel p their weaknesses. Still, he had expected nore fromthem After

all, he was | eading this m ssion.

"Go back to the center of the donme," he ordered a little nore gently.

"Wait there and keep it clear in case we have to return.”

Worf clicked his conmbar back to the first setting so that he could

talk to the "survivors" of his mssion.



"Detek," he said, voice a low grow.

"Sir!l" The ensign's voice quavered noticeably.

"CGet the tricorder and nedi cal supplies. You are now our rear guard."”
Turni ng, he headed for the front hatch w thout a backward gl ance. The
other three will pull together and pick up the slack, he thought. He

hoped.

Chapt er Ei ght

DR. CRUSHER PASSED QUT ASSI GNMENTS, and as her people scranbled to work
on unraveling the secrets of the virus, she took a mnute to page Dr.
Tang at Archo City Hospital. This should prove interesting, she
thought. Let's see how he reacts to news of that hidden nessage. Maybe

it would force his hand ... or surprise himinto an admi ssion of guilt.
Tang finally answered the page. "Wat is it?" he growed. Stil
practicing Dracul a's bedsi de manner, | see, Dr. Crusher thought. Only
this time | know your real notive.

She said: "Dr. Tang, | have isolated the virus and done a conplete TXA
breakdown. In the process, | found sonething quite disturbing-not only

is the virus man-made, but its designer left a nessage.”

"What!" He stared at her, to all appearances shocked. "Wat's the
nmessage?"

"Smle, you are dead." She gave himthe NXA strand nunber. "Sequence it
yoursel f. When you pull back the view, watch the bottomof the tendril
The nodified texture spells it out clearly.”

He sucked in a deep breath. "Doctor-I can't believe it! The Purity
League clainmed responsibility for the plague, but | never thought... |
never dreaned . . . they actually had the resources to do it!"

If he was acting, he deserved a conmmendation for it. She hadn't seen a
better job since the tine she saw Sir Edmund Deere in Haml et on Earth.
| shoul d have asked Deanna to join me for this conference, she realized
with a pang of disappointnent. Deanna woul d have sensed if he told us

the truth. She felt foolish for wasting the call. /'// do it next tine,
she vowed. Until | know differently, you are still ny prime suspect,
Doct or!

"Qur captain wants this information kept strictly confidential," she
sai d.

"Of course-1 do understand."

He appeared hunbl ed by the revel ation, she thought. But then, if as he
clainmed he really had been working on the virus for weeks, he hadn't
found that hidden message . . . and she turned it up within the hour
Don't get too cocky, she told herself. It was luck. But luck is what
you sonetinmes need.

Tang went on, "l nust tell the governor, though .. . but of course he
won't dare rel ease the

information to anyone el se. The repercussi ons woul d be disastrous. As
your captain nust already realize."

She nodded. Riots. Open warfare. And the pure-bl ooded Pel adi ans woul d
al nost certainly get involved; how could they not? The next custom nade
virus mght well target them

She said, "CGetting back to our real problem curing the plague-1'm
ready to bring an infected test subject aboard."

"You have a vaccine already?" He | eaned forward eagerly. "How does it
work-can | get a sanmple-"

"No, we don't have a vaccine yet," she said quickly. She was finding it
increasingly difficult to believe he was guilty. H s every response



seened genuine and correct. "W have sonme other tests to run first. The
virus appears to be a sinple variant of Rhulian flu. W have sone
antiviral treatnents specifically designed for that di sease which m ght
prove effective."

He sighed and shook his head. "The virus does appear sinple at first

gl ance, Doctor." Back to stonewal ling and doonsayi ng, she thought. How
true to form "However, it cannot be cured by any traditional neans-we
tried all the Rhulian flu vaccines as well as every other antivira
agent known to the Federation. The virus resisted every treatnment-it's

all in the research notes | sent you. Every tine we thought we had it
licked, it flared up again."

"Yes, | read your report. But | have a clean

environnent here, and | have a crew working on nodifying the biofilters
in the transporters.” At least, | will as soon as this call is done.

"An aggressive programusing several different treatments should prove
successful . "

"I hope so-for your sake." Tang shook his head. "W had no |uck there,
either, Doctor. But perhaps the Enterprise's biofilters are nore
advanced than our own."

"Undoubt edly." Crusher hoped O Brien knew what he was doi ng. "W have

some . . . creative engineers aboard. If they can see the virus, they
can elinmnate it. It's that sinple."
Tang shrugged hel plessly. "I hope so, Doctor," he said. "I will have

that test patient standing by. Please-for your own sake, maintain a
gquarantine field at all times. This virus really does junp the
strongest forcefields."

"Of course," she said. "I intend to use every security nmeasure at ny
di sposal . "

"Then | will await news of your ultinmte success." He hesitated. "And
Doctor . . ."

"Yes?" she said.

"I know how I nmust seemto you. You nust think I'ma crackpot a ... a
nedi cal alarmist, since | keep trying to poke holes in every theory and
pl an you conme up with. Believe ne when | say | do want a cure-l want it
nore desperately than you can possibly imagine! But | don't want to
risk the lives of anyone healthy to get it, and that includes your
crew. "

"Thank you for your concern," she said. | bet it gets even nore
heartfelt every tine he tells that story. "I do appreciate your advice
I have no intention of placing this crew at risk. Now, please get that
patient ready. I'll want to beamhimup within the hour."

"You will have him" he said, alnost hunbly.

"Crusher out."

Now to make sure we live up to our reputation, she thought. She tapped
her conbadge.

"Crusher to Transporter Chief OBrien."

"OBrien here, na'am" cane his answer.

"About those biofilters you nentioned this norning. How long will it
take you to chain themtogether?"

She heard a distinct gulp on the other end of the comm channel. Good,
she thought with satisfaction.

“"No problem ma'am" O Brien said.

"That's the kind of answer | like, OBrien. Crusher out!"

On the bridge, Captain Picard faced the forward viewscreen and wat ched
the Constitution enter the solar systemw th a neasure of relief.
Captain van Gsterlich's ship had arrived not an hour too soon, he
thought. Wth a second Gal axy-class Starship to hel p keep order, he



felt alittle nore relaxed. W can go chasing after rogue ships now, if
we have to, he thought. There was no | onger any need to worry about

| eavi ng the planet unguarded.

"Hail the Constitution,"he said.

"Captain van Gsterlich is standing by," La Forge said.

"On screen.”

The view of Archaria Ill disappeared, replaced by the smling face of
Jul es van Gsterlich, its captain. Van Osterlich had broad cheekbones
and thin hair so pale it | ooked al nost white.

Pi card grinned back. They had known each other the better part of
twenty years. Though their careers kept them half a gal axy apart nost
of the tine, they never passed up an opportunity to get together and
tal k about the good ol d days.

"Jean-Luc!" van Osterlich said. "The new ship suits you. | always knew
you'd end up with one of the big ones. But the Enterprise! Quite a

pl um "

"Thank you, Jules. The Constitution's |ooking pretty good, too. A fine

ship."

"That she is."

"How |l ong has it been ... three years? Four? How are you?"

"I can't conplain. So, | hear we have quite a situation devel opi ng

bel ow. Way don't you fill ne in. My transporter crews are ready to beam

nedi cal supplies down, but we have a few minutes before we enter
orbit."

"Di nner tonight? Bring your senior staff.”

"Delighted."

"Good." Picard frowned. "We'Il talk nmore then," he said. "In the
neanti nme, you shoul d know that things bel ow are not quite what they
appear. Governor Sekk has, ah, held out on us. And we

suspect some of the hospital staff nay be hindering the devel opment of
a cure for the plague in support of the Purity League. My chief nedica
of ficer is spearheading the research aboard the Enterprise."

"And what is happening with the plague?"

"Latest reports indicate forty thousand victins. Three quarters of them
are already dead. It isn't a pretty situation.”

Van Gsterlich whistled. "It's a disaster!" He glanced over his
shoul der. "Governor Sekk is hailing nme," he said. "We'Il talk nore
toni ght."

Pi card nodded. "I1'll break out the Saurian brandy."

Chapter N ne

"SECURE THE AREA!" Worf barked.

After kicking open the hatch to the next dome- it housed a research
station conplete with hunmm ng, beeping, chirping weather-nonitoring
equi prent-he | ed the charge inside. Detek's tricorder showed two hunans
lying in the center of a cluster of three roons. Asleep? Unconscious?
Lying in anbush? He intended to find out.

He pointed: Schultz left, Carke right. He went straight up the mddle,
treading as softly as a Klingon coul d.

He reached the door to the next room pressed up beside it, and reached
out to the handpad, which was unl ocked. He pressed lightly, and it

zi pped to one side.

Taking a glance in, he spotted two figures lying in

sem darkness .. . both wonmen. He switched on the lights, but neither
one noved.



Pl ague. White blisters covered their faces. That's one of the first

si gns.

"Sir, is it-?" Carke asked over the comm

"Yes." H's voice came as a grow. "They have the plague. That neans the
whol e base is contaninated."

For the first time since beam ng down, he was thankful they were inside
contai nnent suits. Like Wenn, they would have to be beaned out of them
when they were evacuat ed.

He clicked the comm bar.

"Wrf to Dr. Crusher. . . ."

"Crusher here," she replied an instant later. "Wuat is your situation?"
"The plague is loose in here. W have found two victinms so far. Both
wonen. "

"What are their synptons?”

"White blisters on their faces. Low life signs. They are both
unconsci ous. "

He heard a slight hesitation in her voice. "Mark their coordinates.

We are alnost ready to try beam ng a patient through the ship's
biofilters. W'll try your wonmen if it works on our first subject.”
"Good." He felt a brief surge of pride. By coming here, they had

al ready nmade a difference- these two wonen woul d have a chance for
survival now.

"Are there any other plague victins?"

"Not yet," he said. "W will continue to investigate the base."

"Keep me up to date. Crusher out."

Worf turned to Ensign Detek. "Send the coordinates for these two to

si ckbay," he said. "And scan for nore survivors."

"Yes, sir."

Detek raised his tricorder and turned slowy, scanning. "Five nore
humans are in the done imrediately to our left,"” he said. "The Klingons
are still forty meters to the right."

Worf hesitated. Which group to contact first? The hunans, he thought.
They are the nost threatened by the pl ague.

"W will investigate the humans first," he announced. "Let us go!"

He led the way to the back of the done, opened the hatch into the ten-
nmet er-1ong connective wal kway, and advanced cautiously to the next

hat ch.

He pressed the handpad, but although it beeped, it stubbornly refused

to open . . . locked fromthe inside, he decided.
"What is the status of the humans inside?" he asked.
"They are ... alive and nmoving, sir. | believe they have detected us.

They are taking up positions around the door."

Around the door? Anbush!

"Get down!" he ordered. "Rifles up!"

He clicked the comm bar and called the Enterprise. "I need an emnergency
site-to-site transport!”

he yelled. "Put us inside the dome we're facing! On the farthest side!"
"Ready, sir," he heard an unfam liar voice say.

The hatch started to open.

"Energi ze! "

As the transporter beam pi cked them up, he saw the flash of energy
weapons being fired-

-and suddenly he and his nen were materializing inside the donme, facing
a curving white wall. He whirled. They hadn't gone far-twenty neters at
the nost-but they were in a different room now.

He charged the hal f-shut door. Bursting through, he | aunched hi nself
into the mai n chanber.



Fi ve people stood with their backs to him and two of them had

di sruptors pointed out toward the open hatch. He recogni zed the
corridor where he and his men had been standi ng seconds before.

The men with the disruptors started to turn. Too |late! Wrf thought
with the glee of a predator closing in for the kill. He felt the roar
of his blood. He voiced a wordl ess battle cry, "A-a-a-a-r-h-"

Before they could shoot him he fired fromhis hip. Heavy stun-first
the two nen with the weapons, the one on the left, then the one on the

right.
Even as they began to crumple, he closed the distance between in a
heart beat, still yelling, "-a-a-a-a-h- "

The other three-two nmen, a worman-were not arned. Hs Starfleet training
took over and Worf dragged hinself back fromthe berserker's abyss. It
woul d have been easy to let himself go in the fury and passion of the
nmoment, to kill and kill again while his blood sang the nusic of
violence in his ears.

Panting, he halted before them "Arns up!" he bellowed. He knew his
voi ce carried through his faceplate when he shouted-it would be a
little nmuffled, but clearly audible.

The t hree standi ng humans gaped at him too shocked to nove. They did
not seemto be arned.

"Arms up, | said! | will shoot!"

This time they raised their arns.

Bendi ng at the knees, he scooped up the disruptors dropped by the two
men. Set to kill, he noticed. H s ensigns took guard positions.

"I dentify yourselves!" he snapped.

"My name is Newkirk," one of the nen snarled. He was an ol der hunman
with short gray hair. No beard. Not fromArcharia Ill. "I amfirst

of ficer of the Mddlemarch. You just killed the captain, you Klingon
bastard!"

Wrf glared. "I am Lieutenant Worf of the Federation Starship
Enterprise,"” he snapped back. "Your captain is stunned."

"You're a Klingon!" the other man said suspiciously. "Wat kind of
trick is this?"

"I ama Starfleet officer. Identify yourself!"”

"Macus Onetree," he said flatly, "second officer of the M ddl emarch
About tine you got here, Starfleet. W' ve needed rescue for three days.
Those Klingons have attacked us twce."

"Explain."

Onetree hesitated. "Plague broke out on the planet, so we bugged it up
to orbit. Captain Gorman"-he indicated one of the men Wrf had shot -
"t hought we should ride out the problens here. He remenbered this
deserted base, so ..." He snorted. "Between Klingons sniping at us,
hal f our crew droppi ng dead fromthe plague, and our warp drive

br eaki ng down-what el se can possibly go wong?"

Worf gave a nod and | owered his phaser rifle. "How many dead from

pl ague?" he asked.

"All but us five now The others are in the next done."

He nudged the commbar with his chin. That is easy enough to check, he
t hought .

"Wrf to La Forge."

"La Forge here," canme the answer.

"How many life signs are now on this base?"

"Hold on . . . twenty-two."

Ten Klingons, five humans here, two in the other done-that's only
seventeen. The other five nust be the governor's fanmly. He gave a nod.
That accounted for everyone.



"Have you net anyone el se here besides the Klingons?" he asked.

"There are nmore humans holed up in one of the dones .. . they seal ed
the doors and they won't cone out. They threatened to shoot anyone who
cane near, so we haven't bothered them Since the Klingons smashed the
base's comm equi prent, we haven't been able to reach them™

They are better off locked in their done, Worf

t hought. These people may be i nmune because they are full hunmans, but
they are carrying the virus.

"You will stay here,” he told them "Wen your captain wakes up, inform
himthat he is under house arrest pending an investigation. Attacking
Federation officers is still a crime."

"You're not going to | eave us here!" Onetree cri ed.

Now he wants to be rescued. Wirf snorted.

"You are welconme to come with ne," he said. "I amgoing to see the

Kl i ngons next."

Chapter Ten

ONLY THE TRANSPORTER CHI EF' S LEGS remai ned visible as he craw ed into
the transporter's consol e. Does he know what he's doing? Dr. Crusher
wondered, and not for the first tine. This seened a highly irregular
way to adjust the biofilters. As she watched, his knees bent. H s feet
poi nted, twi tched, pointed again. And he crawl ed another twenty
centimeters into the consol e.

"Are you sure you should be doing that?" Dr. Crusher asked. She had

al ways been told to bring power off-line before adjusting relays. It's
got to be dangerous.

“I'"ve done it a thousand tinmes before, ma'am"” O Brien said, sounding
put -upon. "There are so many safety features and redundancies built in,
it's physically inmpossible for ne to get hurt-Om"

"Are you all right?"

"YES!" he bell owed. Then she heard hi m swear under his breath as

sonet hing thunmped loudly inside the console. "Get in there!"

Dr. Crusher wavered between calling for help and crawling in after him
She junmped when an electric sizzle sounded and a curl of acrid black
snoke rose fromthe control pads. She took a step back in alarm He
doesn't know -what he's doi ng! she thought. He's crazy!

Anot her thunp cane, even louder than the first. The transporter chi ef
gave another yelp and jerked back, feet spasm ng, and then he craw ed
out, alternately waving his fingers in the air and sucking on them
"Are you all right?" she asked, one hand reaching instinctively for her
nedi cal tricorder. "Maybe | should take a | ook at that-"

"No need, Doc." He grinned up at her. "My own bl cody stupidity.

touched the wong relay."

Muttering to hinself, he stuck his head under the consol e again. The
sizzl e cane again, then disappeared as he undi d what ever he had done
before. A second plune of black snoke rose. She caught a whi n0 of

sonet hing burning. / really ought to call for backup-

"Just an overloaded circuit," he said, as if that explained everything.
"No need to worry."

“"Ch." Dr. Crusher |eaned over, trying to see what he was doi ng under
there. How can he see in there? It's pitch black. If he electrocuted

hi nmsel f -

"Alnost got it." One hand suddenly stuck out toward her. "Pass ne that
magnetic lock, will you, ma'an®"

"Coming." It sat on top of the control panel with half a dozen other



tools. She grabbed it and smacked it into his palmlike a nurse handing
a doctor a nedical instrunent. Ten years since |'ve done that! She
rai sed her tricorder and tried to scan those burned fingers, but he
pul | ed his hand back under the consol e agai n before she caught nore
than a glinpse. Probably a mnor flash burn. He may have brushed a live
EM conduit, she thought, trying to dredge up ol d equi prnent-mai nt enance

| essons fromnenory. It's painful, but not serious. I'll send himsone
ointnent |ater.
Sonet hi ng creaked al arm ngly under the console, |ike bones about to

break. It sounded worse than anything else O Brien had yet done.
“"Unh ... alnost... there!"
The lights on the control panel flickered, then went out.

"Bl oody hell!™

"Maybe | should call soneone from engi neering to assist you-" she
began.

He stuck his head out and positively glared at her. "Don't. Ma' am
Beggi n' your pardon, but |I'd never hear the end of it! |'ve got ny

pride, you know. "

"Lives are at stake here-"

"I know, and the sooner | shut up and get back to work, the sooner
you'll get 'em saved." He disappeared into the consol e again.
Territorial, these engineering types. She sighed. At this point, it was
probably best to let himdo his work.

"Way don't they build these things to standard specs?" she heard
OBrien mutter to hinself. "You'd think a Gal axy-class Starship would
use the sane C-22a transporter-buffer configuration as the rest of the
fleet, wouldn't you? But no, that's not good enough. Sone bright kid
decides it's better to start over fromscratch and reinvent the wheel,
and we're the ones who suffer for it. "

Sonet hi ng creaked again. The lights flickered, canme on, died,
flickered, and died again. And then they didn't cone on at all

Dr. Crusher signed. Twelve minutes. Three nore, then | cal

Engi neeri ng.

"How s that?" he asked frominside. "Everything | ook okay?"

"It's conpletely dead."

"Eh? Still?" he called. Something made a banging sound, l|ike steel on
steel. Dr. Crusher winced. He's insane. |'mtrusting ny patient-and the
safety of the crewto a nadnan.

"Just a mnute nore!" he call ed.

"Are you sure this is going to work?"

"Of course." He grunted again. He pounded on something. He cursed. But
finally the console |lights cane back on and a familiar hum of power
filled the room

"That does it." The transporter chief pulled his red-haired head out
and gave her a winning smle.

"Knew I'd get it in the end. |1've manually cross-chai ned two
transporter buffers, so you'll get a double-strength biofilter. No
virus is going to nmake it through there unless we want it to. Just give
the word, Doc, and I'll start the transport."”

"Ckay." Sonething made her hesitate, though. She still had her doubts
about jerry-rigged transporters. It might do in a true enmergency, but
when the safety of the crew lay at stake, when a potentially |etha
virus mght nake it on board, she wanted sonething extra. Strange
creaki ng noises and flickering power supplies did not engender

confi dence, she thought.

That's why we're beaming into a level -1 contai nment field, she thought.
Even if he screwed up the biofilters, nothing would get |oose on the



shi p.

"Let's give it atry."

She tapped her badge. "Crusher to Dr. Tang."

"Tang here," he replied alnmpst instantly. He nust have been waiting for

nmy call.

"Do you have that patient ready?"

"Yes. Lock onto the other person at these coordi nates-

Crusher gl anced at O Brien, who nodded.

"Bring himaboard," she said.

"He's in the pattern buffer,” Transporter Chief O Brien said. "Now
applying the first set of biofilter algorhithms . . . now the second

set... done!"

It's too easy, she thought, if this worked, Dr. Tang woul d have cured

all his patients by now. Unless he

only managed to reinfect them Unless he sabotaged his own work to help

the Purity League. No virus can make it through the biofilters, she

thought. It has to work. It's nedically inmpossible for it not to work

"Leave himin the pattern buffer until | have the containment field set
up," she said, starting for sickbay. "I'll let you know when we're
ready. "

"Got it, ma'am"

Five mnutes later, the humof a transporter beamfilled the sickbay.
Dr. Crusher and her staff gathered around biobed 1 and the forcefield
now shi mrering there.

A woman nmaterialized on the bed. She had long, flow ng black hair, an
el ongat ed Pel adi an skull, and white blisters covering her face, neck,
and hands.

Dr. Crusher raised her tricorder and began a quick scan. The virus was
gone. So nuch for Dr. Tang, she thought. As far as she was concerned,
this proved he had been lying all along. Now, all we have to do is find
an antiviral agent that works, she thought, and begin nass-producing
it.

"W have a winner," she announced. "The virus is gone."

Her staff let |oose a cheer

Smiling, she |owered her tricorder. "All we need is a vaccine and we'l|
be set. Howis it com ng?"

"I think we'll have sonething in a few hours. W're running cultures
now. All indications are
positive-we'll have that cure by the end of the day. It's only Rhulian

flu, after all.”

Dr. Crusher nodded. "Prepare two nore bio-beds," she said to her

nurses. "We have patients on the moon to bring across."

It looked like the start of a very busy afternoon.

She continued to nonitor her plague patient, listening to the steady

beat of her heart on the biobed's nonitor. Wthin twenty mnutes, the

worman' s fever was gone. Wthin an hour, the fever blisters on her face

had begun to shrink noticeably. Blood tests, sensor scans, and every

nmedi cal instrunment in sickbay reveal ed her to be a healthy young adult

femal e in every way.

Too bad we can't beam every patient on the planet through our

biofilters, she thought. But even with all our transporters working

around the clock-even if you count the Constitution-we would barely get

one or two percent of the victins processed. And we woul d have to start

beam ng t hem back down to the planet because we'd run out of room here
and they woul d be reinfected i medi ately.

No, they needed a real cure. That was the only sol ution.

Even so, Dr. Crusher found it hard to restrain her jubilation. It



wasn't every day she had such i medi ate and gratifying results froma
treatnent. So much for Dr. Tang and all his dire warnings.

"Cet back to work on the vaccine," she said.

Deanna Troi strolled in shortly thereafter. "I

heard you have a new patient, Beverly," she said. "I can tell by the

gl ow on your face that the news is good. |Is she awake yet?"

"Not yet ... but soon.” Smling, Dr. Crusher led the way to biobed 1.
The white fever blisters had al nost all vanished on the wonman's face.
"As you can see, she's still unconscious. | didn't want to adm nister a
stimulant yet... rest is the best thing for her right now "

Deanna | eaned close to the forcefield. "She's dream ng. | sense sone
very turbulent enptions ... do you have a case history on her? 1'd like

to read it before we talk."

"No-and I'msure the Archo City Hospital doesn't have one, either
They' ve been overwhel med by the thousands of plague victinms. They
didn't even bother sending paperwork up with her-we don't even know her
name. "

Deanna si ghed, but nodded. "All right. | want to be here when she wakes
up, though. She's going to need counseling to deal with her traunma
Prom se you'll call me?"

"Of course." That was the |east they could do for their patient. Mental
as well as physical health-a doctor had to worry about both.

Deanna gazed silently at the woman. "Is that forcefield stil

necessary?" she asked.

"For now It's a standard safety procedure.” And | prom sed Dr. Tang-he
insisted the virus | eaped through biofilters. But when there isn't a
virus present, it can't |eap through anything, can it? She

gave a nental snort. Al those lies ... 7 wonder how he sl eeps at
night. First things first. Once the plague is under control, |I'Il make
sure charges are pressed against him. . . if not on Archaria Ill, then

on a Federation world in a Federation court.
The Federation took charges of genocide very seriously.

PART 2: The Pl ague Escapes

I nterl ude

SUNSET OVER ARCHO CI TY dazzled the eyes with brilliant fingers of red
and pink and gol d. Sol onon studied the spectacul ar colors as he waited
i mpatiently for his ground transportation to arrive. No pollution. No
air traffic. Not a person in sight... 7 might be the last person in
this whole world, he thought.

Faint in the distance, a truck runbl ed somewhere behind him breaking
the spell. He sighed and gl anced around inpatiently. Were was his car?
It should have been here by now.

I"ma grain buyer. Even in the midst of panic and chaos, they bend over
backwards to serve ne. He found a certain irony in the fact that he had
pretty nmuch destroyed the social fabric of their world. Not that it was
particularly worth saving.

"Aren't you afraid of the plague?" the elderly desk clerk had asked him
that afternoon when he cane down for an early supper. He saw not

anot her soul in the |obby, nor were any patrons eating in the hotel
restaurant. Rats |eaving a sinking ship, he thought with an inward
chuckle. Only with the planet quarantined, they have no place to go.
"The plague? Not really,"” Solomon told himmatter-of-factly. "I haven't



had a sick day in ny life, and I'mnot going to start now. "

"W have begun relocating nost of our off-world guests to rural inns.
We think they will be safer there, between the plague and the Purity
League unrest. If you'd |ike, we can have your baggage packed while
you're out-"

"No, thank you. | prefer to stay here."

"But the plague-"

"A minor inconvenience, that's all." He gave a dism ssive gesture. "I'm
sure either the Federation or your own excellent hospital systemwl|
soon have it sorted out. Besides, | thought only mxers were affected
by it. I"'mcertainly not half Peladian!"

"Cbviously, sir. So far, only those dam mi xers have caught it, |ucky
for us humans.™

"Ch?" |/ know where your sympathies lie, poor old fool. Feigning

i nterest, Sol onon asked, "Have you heard anything el se about the

pl ague? Li ke who's really responsibl e?"

"Not really... just a fewrunors." The clerk licked his |lips and | eaned
forward, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "They say the
Feder a-

tionis terrified that the disease is going to nutate and take us
humans next. The Pel adi ans nmade it, you know, in their secret

| aboratories."

Sol onon stared at himincredulously. "No!" It was all he could do to
keep from bursting out |aughing. The Pel adians! Ch, it was too funny.
The Purity League certainly nmoved swiftly to put its own spin on the
pl ague virus. Everyone wants to take credit for it but ne.

"Yes, sir. It's true. That's exactly what | heard."

"Well, until | catch it nyself, I'"'mnot going to believe it. Now, can
you check on ny transport? It was supposed to be here by now. "

And you really don't want to see nme when |'m annoyed, he added

nental ly.

"At once, sir.
back office.
Sol onon | eaned on the counter, listening with half an ear as the clerk
yel l ed at some poor dispatcher. He hadn't realized how quickly a
planet's infrastructure could collapse. Less than 5 percent of the

pl anet is susceptible to the virus, and everyone's acting like it's the
end of the universe.

A monent later, the clerk returned. "All the drivers called in sick
today," he reported. "Wen | explained how i nportant you were, Joshua
Teague hi nsel f-Teague's the owner-prom sed to send his son with a
vehicle for you. Best they have, he said. H's son, Berke, is a good

Turning, the clerk hurried to a coomtermnal in the

boy. 1've known himfor years. He won't let you down."
"Thank you."
"Best of all,"” the clerk went on, "they're only

goi ng to charge you the econony rental rates-to make up for your

i nconveni ence, sir."

"It doesn't matter. |I'mon an expense account." The General is paying
for it, after all, Solonmon thought. "I appreciate the trouble M.
Teague is going to on ny behal f. Please nake sure he bills the ful
amount to nmy room here."

"Of course, sir!" The clerk | ooked overjoyed. He'll probably take half
of it for his own services, Solonmon thought with amusenent. He had
never been one to begrudge |lowy enployees their share of graft. After
all, that's what keeps the universe afl oat.

"How long will it take?" he asked. "It's getting dark, and | amin
somet hing of a hurry."



“I't will be here nonmentarily, sir. Wuld you care for a conplinentary

drink while you wait? If you like, I can have it brought out to the
| obby for you-"

"No, thank you. | think I'll wait outside."

"If you must, sir." The clerk didn't seemto |like that idea, but

Sol omon didn't particularly care. After all, what could possibly

happen?

He strolled through the deserted | obby and out to the deserted sidewal k
and | ooked around the deserted square. None of the shops had opened
today. But the black marble fountains burbled happily, and small
grayi sh birds-real Earth pigeons, by their |look-strutted happily this
way and that. He watched, and studied the nagnificent sunset as it

colored the west with a brilliant palette.
At last a small luxury aircar settled to the ground in front of the
hotel. It was a Praxx Cruiser, a couple of years old but once the very

top of their line. Ten neters long and three neters high, its body had
been el egantly scul pted al ong aerodynamic lines. Its shiny black paint
job gleaned with fresh polish.

Not bad, Sol omon deci ded, anbling over to inspect it. The last aircar
they'd sent him had been a twenty-year-old Junco Jett. Certainly nuch
better than | expected. If the Cruiser handled half as well as it

| ooked, he would be one happy custormer.

A bearded young nan opened the side doors and clinbed out. He did not
| ook happy, though. He kept glancing around the square as though half
expecti ng nmobs of scream ng Pel adians to attack at any nonent.

"You must be Buck Teague." Sol onon sniled cheerfully and offered his
hand. "Thanks for com ng."

"It's Berke, sir." Berke shook hands, |ooking even unhappier. Probably
terrified he's going to catch sonmething fromnme, Sol onon thought with
growi ng anusement. Everyone deals with a plague differently.

Berke turned and pointed into the driver's compartment. "Autopil ot,
navi gat or consol e, manual controls, conputer controls. Everything
checked out this norning. Are you famliar with Praxx aircars?"

"Of course. | own several."

*" Berke nodded. "Just park it in the hotel |ot when you' re done. W'l
have soneone pick it up tonorrow "

"Thanks. "

"No problem sir. Thank you for using Teague Luxury Aircars, the best
on Archaria Ill. Enjoy your trip." It sounded |ike a well-rehearsed
script.

Sol onon didn't waste any time. He clinbed in, took the controls

manual Iy, and lifted off. The engi ne purred. The conputer cane on-line
automatically as soon as he cleared the hotel's roof.

"Destination, sir?" it asked in its richly tinbered Praxx voice.

Sol onon rel eased the controls. "Archo City Library, 5562 Vista Place."
He had stationed the first of his fifty atnmospheric nonitoring stations
there, on the rooftop.

“"Very good, sir." The aircar banked to the left and began to
accelerate. "W will arrive in approximately five mnutes."

Sol onon | eaned back in his soft padded chair, which began to vibrate
faintly, massaging his rmuscles. Ah. Nothing like a Praxx vehicle, he

t hought .

"Watch for aircars following us. If anyone takes a parallel course,
informnme i medi ately."

"Of course, sir."

Sol onon turned his head to gaze out the wi ndow. Nobody had reason to
suspect himof any unlawful activities, of course, but with so few



aircars out and about tonight, he knew he might catch sone unwanted
attention.

To the far north, he spotted a couple of offcial-

| ooking troop transports flying quickly toward the spaceport. People
could be so foolish, he thought, shaking his head. In a real plague
situation, the last place you' d find himwould be in a crowded public
pl ace. And yet half the planet seened to be at the Archo Gty
spaceport, trying desperately to get passage off Archaria Il

That very norning, he had watched a |ive broadcast fromthe spaceport
term nal -the vid showed scenes of utter chaos, with flight counters

cl osed, screaning masses of humans and Pel adi ans fighting for space in
nonexi stent lines, children shrieking, nothers crying, fathers and
brothers and cousins all on the verge of nmurder. And all just to escape
a plague which couldn't possibly infect them

Humans are crazy, he decided, and not for the first time in his life.
The Pel adi ans didn't seem nuch better.

"Hundreds of mixers trying to flee the planet have been collapsing in
the spaceport termnal," the vid reporter said. "Peace officers cart
themoff to a makeshift hospital as fast as they fall Too bad they
can't die at hone."

The makeshift hospital turned out to be a requisitioned circus tent
erected on the | anding pads between two parked Starships. The vid
showed a bright red-and-yellow striped tent as tall as the |argest
freighter, with dragon-shaped pennants fluttering fromevery peak and
pi nnacle. It | ooked ridicul ous.

"That's right, Bob. Wth so many full -bl ooded

humans here, the peace officers have enough probl ens keepi ng order

wi t hout having to bother with m xer trash- "

Sol onon shook his head. Utter stupidity! He thought. They all, human
and Pel adi ans ali ke, needed to go hone and wait it out. Wth all off-
world traffic halted by the Federati on, nobody woul d be | eaving
Archaria Il anytinme soon . . . not until the plague ran its course and
burned itself out, or sonmebody found a cure, whichever cane first.

He knew a cure wouldn't be long in com ng. The General had a whol e
timetabl e set up around the plague. If events unfol ded according to
schedul e, the Federation would find a cure for the plague virus within

three weeks of their arrival here . . . but only after 98 percent of
the planet's hal f-breed popul ati on were dead.
Sol onon still had no idea why the General wanted to kill off so nmany

i nnocent people. Not that it was his problem But secretly, he half-

wi shed the Federation would find the cure a little faster. He might be
a nenber of the largest crimnal organization in human space, but he
didn't consider hinself a nurderer. And that's what this is, he

t hought. Cold, cal cul ated nurder.

He coughed a bit and fought a hal f-second of panic. But the Genera

woul dn't have infected him He's not done with ne yet. Phase Two has
just begun. He still needs ny reports.

The aircar circled down toward the roof of a giant buil ding conpl ex:
the Archo City Library. Its

roof held parking spaces for hundreds of vehicles. Now, however, it |ay
conpl etely deserted.

"This is your destination, sir," the aircar told him It began |anding
procedures, flashing bright yellow lights and soundi ng an insistent
beep to alert anyone who might be directly underneath them "WII you
be staying here long, sir? If so, |ean power down and recharge ny
energy cells."

"No, not long." He leaned to the side and studied the hundreds of enpty



parki ng spaces on the library's roof. It nust be closed for the

enmergency, he thought. It was probably just as well. He didn't want
anyone to see himchecking his nmonitoring stations. Though that was
hardly an illegal activity, he never |iked explaining hinmself to
strangers ... or peace officers.

H s aircar |anded beside the lift.

"Thank you for using Teague Luxury Aircars, the best on the planet.

Pl ease enjoy your stay."

"I"1l be back in just a second,” he said. "Keep the engines fully
powered up."

"Of course, sir."

Sol onon popped open the side door, hopped out, and hurried to the lift.
It |ooked like a small square building with double doors. The doors
didn't open for himthis time as he approached, not that it mattered-he
had no intentions of going inside.

He went around to the back of the structure. A week ago he had
installed an atnospheric nonitoring station here. It was a snall

i nnocuous- | ooki ng silver box about the side of a small |oaf of
bread. Vents on all three exposed sides allowed air to pass through
freely.

Pulling a small tricorder fromhis pocket, he snapped it into a data
port on the front of the station. Ared |light turned green as the
tricorder downl oaded all the data.

Easy enough. Tucking the tricorder back into his pocket, he jogged back
to the Praxx aircar. One down, forty-nine nore to go, he thought. He
woul d be lucky to finish by mdnight.

He didn't know what atnospheric conditions the General's scientists
needed to nonitor, but then he didn't need to. As long as they get
their data and | get ny pay, we'll all be happy.

As he slid back into the pilot's seat, the conputer said, "Thank you
for using Teague Luxury Aircars, the best on Archaria III!"

Solonon rolled his eyes. Forty-nine nore nonitoring stations . . . that
nessage i s going to get very annoyi ng, he thought.

"What is your next destination, sir?"

"225 Altair Place, Convent Gardens.” He had a nonitoring station set up
ami d the tangle of purple rosebushes al ong the Rose Wl k.

Chapter El even

DUSK PALLS BELOW The nagi ¢ hour is here.

In his cabin, Conmander Ri ker stroked his |ong black beard and stared
at hinmself in the mirror. He had never worn a beard before, and he had
to admt he rather liked the effect. The follicle stimulator had given
hi ma bushy growth in the style on a native Archarian. Wen he shrugged
on a |l oose-fitting brown shirt and laced it up the front, then brown
pants and soft brown boots, he barely recogni zed hinsel f.

"Well, let's get going," he told hinself.

He strode to the door and out into the corridor. Several crewren did a
doubl e-take. Grinning, he nodded to themand said, "Carry on!"

"Sir." Data's voice came from behind, and R ker

paused | ong enough for the android to catch up. Data too wore | oose
brown cl othing and sported a thick brown beard. Flesh-colored nakeup
hid the netallic gold of his face and hands; only his slitted yell ow
eyes still marked himas other than human

"Your eyes-"

"I have inserts to change their col or and appearance, sir. However,



since they inpair nmy vision by 1.0037 percent, | have elected not to
wear themuntil we actually beam down to the planet."”

Ri ker nodded. "Qther than that, you | ook good, Data. Truly human

and ready to rebel."

"Thank you, sir. You also | ook substantially different."

“I"lIl take that as a conplinment."

"That is how | intended it, sir."

They reached the turbolift, which hissed open pronptly. Deanna Tr oi
stood inside. She stared at them then broke out in giggles. That
better not be the reaction we get on the planet, Riker thought. He
stepped inside, folded his arms and gave her a long stare. CGddly, her
gi ggl es grew | ouder, but at least this tine she tried to stifle thema
bit.

"Transporter Room Three," he said.

"Bill-" Deanna gasped. "You should see yourself!"

"I rather liked the effect."” He stroked his beard and struck a new and
even nore heroic pose, one armcurled up and back with the first
against his forehead. "I ama true planetary pioneer!"

"Sir," said Data, "very few hunman space pi o-

neers actually wore beards. A conprehensive analysis starting with John
G@ennin the md-twentieth century shows-"

"Uh, that's not really what | neant, Data," said Riker.

“I"lIl leave you two to sort it out," Deanna said as the turbolift cane
to a stop. The doors shushed open and she stepped into the corridor,
probably headi ng toward sickbay, Ri ker thought. She added over her
shoul der, "Don't get too carried away, Bill."

"Thanks, Deanna-|1 think!" Riker called after her.

"May | ask you a question, sir?" Data said as the turbolift resuned its
ascent.

"Certainly."

"Why does Counsel or Troi call you "Bill" when the rest of your fellow
officers call you "WII"'?"

"“I'"ve known Deanna quite a bit |onger than anyone el se aboard. | used
to go by Bill at the Acadeny-but then | dated a wonan nanmed Bil
Seller, so we nmutually decided 1'd use WII." That conjured up imges
of her in his mind-tall and slender Bili, with her sea-green eyes, ful

pouting lips, and hi gh cheekbones. He sighed and wondered what had
happened to her.

He found Data staring inquiringly at him so he cleared his throat and
added, "Bill Riker and Bili Beller doesn't have the proper sound for a
couple, so | went by WII. After we went our separate ways, | decided
liked WII better."

"The di fference between two consonants seens inconsequential. Surely
the neasure of a man is determ ned by his actions, not his

desi gnation."

"Yes-and no. In some situations, the right name can make all the

di fference."

"And WIIl Riker is preferable to Bill Riker?"

"Or Billy-the-Kid Ri ker, a nicknane | was al so unfortunate enough to
get stuck with at the Acadeny. So | had another reason to change it
besides nmy girlfriend Bili."

Slow y Data nodded. "I believe | do see, sir. It is the difference
between a shark and spark. O a joke and a poke. Or a rose and a nhose.
o-"

"Yes, exactly, Data."

"I's there a reason why you have not yet told Counsel or Troi your new
pref erence?"



"I, ah, haven't had a chance." How do you tactfully explain the

awkwar dness of working with an old |lover to an androi d?

They reached the transporter room As the doors slid open, R ker was
pl eased to find Lieutenant Yar already present. She, too, wore brown
pants and shirt, but with a hooded cape slung al nost casually across
her shoulders. And like him she had used a follicle stinulator; her
suddenly long bl ond hair had been pulled back into a severe bun that
accentuated the sharp lines of her jaw, cheekbones, and nose. She al so
wore no nmakeup . . . plain as a churchnmouse, wasn't that the old
saying? It fit this throwback racist zeal ot planet.

Yar turned to face himwith a noticeable stiffening of her spine. A
nonth on board together and she

hasn't relaxed once in ny presence, Riker thought. He had never seen
anyone wound up so tight. Wth the probabl e exception of Data. And with
himit really is clockwork that's wound so tight.

"Sir," Yar said. "I have your weapon. And Data's." She held out her

| eft hand, revealing two snall, gray, egg-shaped phasers of a design
fit for civilians.

R ker and Data each accepted one. R ker turned his over, noting all the
standard control s- pushbutton trigger, safety switch, and three degree
settings-low, nedium and high. They would correspond to |ight stun,

heavy stun, and kill, he knew. The lightly indented grips felt slightly
different from standard Federation issue, as he wapped his fingers
around them ... oddly soft and yielding, but still confortable. He knew

he coul d use the weapon with no difficulty.

The first rule of any away m ssion-drunmed into every student at

Starfl eet Acadeny from day one-was to check your equi pnent personally.
The phaser control had been set on |light stun. Wien he tried to thunb
it over to a higher setting, the switch junped back. He thunbed it
again with the sane result.

"It's defective, Lieutenant," he said, offering it to her.

"No, sir," she said. "It's not unusual for civilians to bear arns on
Archaria Ill, but local |laws stipulate that any setting higher than
"l'ight stun' nust be permanently di sabled on any weapon in civilian
hands. "

Ri ker nodded. "Have you sel ected a beandown site?"

"Yes, sir. It's a small alley near Archo City Hospital. CGvilian news
broadcasts show an anti-mxer rally taking place there. It should start
wi th speeches, chants, and the consunption of a ot of free alcoholic
beverages. After that, it's anyone's guess-previous rallies have ended
in everything fromriots to Iynch nobs chasing down ni xers. O course,
a few have al so ended peacefully." She grinned and he sawa little bit
of a m schievous gleamin her eye. It was good to see her |oosen up.
"But that's not very likely tonight, fromwhat | hear. Father Veritas
wants Archo City Hospital destroyed, so | think we can pretty much
count on some action."

Ri ker gave a nod. "Let's get noving," he said. He led the way onto the
transporter platform and Data and Yar took their positions to either
si de.

"Just a second, sir." Yar pulled up her hood and fastened a snal

silver chain under her chin. Wth her face suddenly hidden in shadow,
only the faint glint of her icy blue eyes seened alive. "It's
traditional for Archarian worman to wear hoods in public,"” she said as
if inreply to his scrutiny.

Data bent at the wai st and pressed sonmething to his face. Wen he rose,
eyes as blue as Tasha Yar's net R ker's own. Riker blinked in sudden
amazenment. He woul d never have been able to pick Data out of a crowd of



strangers. Not a single trace of the android s usual appearance

remai ned.

"You woul d fool even your own nother, Data,"”

he said in surprise. He gave a nod to Ensign Norman. "Energize!"
“"Actually, sir," Data began, "I have no nother. Nevertheless, | view
Dr. Soo-"

The transporter room shi mrered, disappeared, and suddenly Ri ker found
hi nsel f standing in a dark alley. The stench of decaying vegetation,
raw sewage, ol d snoke, and several other even |ess savory snells hit
himlike a blow. Gagging, he steadied hinself against a red-brick wall
Slowy his eyes grew accustoned to the di mess.

What little light spilled in fromthe streetlights in the street at the
other end of the alley reveal ed nothing, nore than the vague outlines
of abandoned crates and garbage bins around him Every now and then
humans passed the alley's nobuth without so much as a glance in their
direction, their silhouettes giving little clue about who they were and
what they were up to. Probably too busy hurrying away fromthe alley's
stench, Riker thought wyly.

"Yar, take point," he said.

"Onit, sir."” She glided up the alley as furtively as a shadow. If she
hadn't been sil houetted against the |light, he never would have seen
her .

Ri ker started after her, but slipped on sonething slick and skated
forward, off balance. Strong hands seized his shoul ders and steadi ed
hi m

It was Data. "Careful, sir," the android said. "The ground offers
little traction here."

"Thanks, Data."

"Actual ly, sir, given your thoughts on the matter,

| have been reconsidering ny name. It conveys a sense of information
rather than purpose. It is also not a name commonly associated with
Archari ans. "

“Or hunmans. "

"Precisely. Wich is why | thought taking the nane Bret mght be a
better choice-at |least for the duration of this mssion."

"Bret?" Ri ker shook his head a little. "How did you pick that one-no,
never mind. |['msure it's a well-researched and thought-out selection.”
Data tilted his head slightly. "Thank you, sir."

"And you had better call ne WII fromnow on, too. First nanes for
everyone, like we're old friends out for fun at the Purity League
rally."

"Acknow edged-WI1I."

Tasha Yar had reached the nmouth of the alley. She paused and | ooked
back, nmotioning themforward. R ker hurried to join her, with Data at
hi s heel s.

"Sir," she said softly, "there are peace officers posted at the both
intersections to our left and right. | don't think we can get out

wi t hout bei ng seen.™

Ri ker peeked out and spotted the two uniformed officers. Both stood
beneat h spotlights, |ooking conspicuous. Probably what they want... an
obvi ous authority presence to deter rioters and |l ooters. The pl anet
wasn't under nartial [aw yet, but the governnent had to be getting
close to station peace officers so blatantly.

Yar went on, "There is still sone pedestrian

traffic-1 spotted a couple of people who |ooked |ike they mi ght be
factory workers hurrying home. The peace officers didn't even gl ance at
them"



Ri ker said, "I don't think we'll have any trouble getting past them as

long as we act |ike we belong here. Follow ny lead. We'll bluff it

t hrough. "

He took a deep breath and stepped out into the street with a little bit
of a swagger, like he owned Archo City. Wth his beard and native garb,

he knew he nore than | ooked the part. To any casual observer, he was an
Archari an.

Wthout hesitation Data and Yar joined himand matched his pace. Just
three friends out for an evening's fun at the Purity League rally,

Ri ker thought as they headed up the broad sidewal k. W belong here. No
need to question us.

Yar said, "If ny directions are correct, we need to turn right at the
next intersection. Archo City Hospital is only a few bl ocks away."
"Excellent," Riker said. Mre |loudly, he went on, "I think our harvest
will be up ten percent this quarter.”

"What harvest, WII?" Data said, sounding bew | dered.

"Act like you belong here, Data!" Yar whispered fiercely at him "Talk
about farmstuff as we wal k past the peace officers! Sonething

i nnocuous!"

Dat a nodded woodenly, and suddenly he plastered a fake grin across his
face. "Very well, Tasha," he said. "Since we are up to nothing nore
than business as usual, this ¢« seens |ike the perfect opportunity for
nme to practice hunorous banter."

"Lucky for us it's dark!" Riker muttered half to hinself. Data stood
out like a Cardassian in Starfl eet Headquarters when he tried too hard
to be human.

"WIl?" Data paused a mllisecond, then went on, "So the farner's
daughter said to the traveling sal esman-"

"Sorry, Bret, |'ve heard that one," Ri ker said.

"Bret?" Yar asked. "Did | mss sonething, sir?"

Ri ker sighed. "Long story, Tasha. In the alley, Bret here persuaded ne
that we should only use first nanes for the duration of the m ssion
Bret blends in better than Data. Proceed with your banter, Bret."
"Thank you, WII." Data paused a mllisecond. "How about the one-"
"Heard it," Tasha said flatly.

Data frowned. "But how can you say you have heard it if | have not yet
had a chance to relate the hunorous part of the story?"

“"I"lIl explain later," Riker told him

They neared the intersection. Like all the other men on this planet,
the peace officer waiting there wore his beard at chest |ength. He
straightened a bit, |ooked themup and down, then started toward them
at an anbl e.

Ri ker felt a jolt of panic and tried not to showit. He's suspicious.
What have we done w ong?

H s thoughts raced through the possibilities, and he studied his team
fromthe corner of his eyes, but both Data and Tasha Yar | ooked the
part of natives.

Feigning indifference, they kept strolling toward the corner. To al
appear ances they were three Archarians out for a walk. So why is he
headi ng our way?

"Hey!" the peace officer called. "Hold up there. Wait a second!"

Ri ker stopped and turned reluctantly to face him The man wore a bl ack
one-pi ece uniformw th bul ging pockets at the hips, thighs, and chest.
In one hand he carried an old-fashioned billy club; clipped to his belt
were a phaser, an ol d-fashi oned communi cator, and several other objects
whi ch Ri ker could not readily identify.

"Yes, officer?" R ker called. He felt a rush of adrenaline. Fight or



flight, he thought, but he shoved those instincts to the back of his

m nd. They hadn't done anything wong; they had no reason to be

concer ned.

"Do you want me to stun him sir-WII?" Yar subvocalized. Casually she
eased one hand toward her conceal ed phaser. "If we can get himinto the
all ey before the other officer notices-"

"Let's see what he wants first," Riker replied. "Maybe we can tal k our
way through it. Volunteer no information."

"Yes, sir. WII."

Reaching them the peace officer drewto a halt and said, "Father
Veritas be with you, friends."

Was he a nmenber of the Purity League? O an overly diligent officer
trying to trap theminto a confession? Better to play it cautiously,

Ri ker

thought. Father Veritas hasn't done anything illegal here. At |east,
not that we know of. There's no reason not to respond in kind.

"And with you," R ker said. "Are you a nenber?"

"OfF course | belong. Don't let the uniformfool you." He stuck out his
hand. "Kirk Jordan."

"WIl Riker." They shook briefly. R ker turned to Yar and Data. "These
are a couple of ny friends-Bret and Tasha."

Jordan gave them both nods. "Going to the rally?" he asked.

"Yes. W got a little held up."

"They've already started." Jordan seened to be accepting their story at
face val ue, R ker thought. The peace officer went on, "You're a bit
turned about. Archo City Hospital's that way." He pointed to the right.
"Real | y?" Pointedly Ri ker glanced the way they had been headed and
feigned surprise. "But | thought-"

"Nope." Jordan turned and pointed to the corner. "Turn right and then
head straight. You can't miss it. And if you do get |ost, just ask one
of us. Peace officers are here to help, after all!"

Ri ker forced a grin. "Thanks!" he said. No wonder the planetary
government can't get a handle on their Purity League problem he
thought. The peace officers are part of it.

Jordan grinned back. "Have fun. | only wish | could join you, but I
pull ed crowm control tonight."

"That's a shame," Tasha said. "I heard Father Veritas mght actually
speak tonight."

"Don't count on it. That's what the runors always say before a big
rally, but nobody 7 know has ever laid eyes on the Father."™ Wth a
qui ck wave, he jogged back to his post. "Have fun!" he shouted over his
shoul der. "Death to mixers! Humans first and al ways!"

"Hurmans first!" Ri ker echoed. If this was the sort of reception the
Purity League gave newconers, it |ooked nore and nore |ike they would
have no trouble fitting in. He turned back to Yar and Data. "Let's go!"

Chapter Twel ve

THIS TIME, IT WAS Dr. Tang who cal |l ed her

He must be starting to panic, Dr. Crusher thought. I'mgetting close to
a cure, and now he's running scared. He knows he's going to be exposed.
This time, though, she kept himwaiting on the comm channel |ong enough
to call Deanna Troi into the room too. Wen she slid behind her desk
and faced Tang, Deanna stood beside her, watching and eval uati ng.

"What can | do for you, Doctor?" she asked, using her best poker face.
One hundred percent virus-free! she thought. Every test on her patient



checked out perfectly. W have a cure. And now we're going to catch you
in your lies.

"I had hoped to get a status update on the patient you sent through the
biofilters.™

"Well, | have good news. Qur patient is cured.”

He raised his eyebrows. "Conpletely? Are you sure?"

"I't's been four hours since we beaned her through our nodified
biofilters, and we have run every test ever devised on her. She passed
themall with flying colors. The virus is gone. She's well."

Tang nodded. "That is what | feared. | knew it would appear successful
However, it's too soon to judge."

"Doctor," she said, "this is getting silly. The virus is gone. The
synmpt ons have di sappeared. If she weren't still sedated, our patient
woul d be up and dancing a jig. | don't know how much heal thier she
needs to be to prove she's cured.”

Tang fol ded his arns stubbornly. "W had the same initial success with
our own experinments with biofilters. Unfortunately, the disease al ways
returned within twenty-four hours ... it returned- and it was nastier
than ever."

"It nust have been reinfection.”

"W thought so at first... but it happened even in clean roons set up
with level -1 containment fields. The sane containment fields you are
usi ng."

"That's not possible. There is no way for anything as big as that virus
to get through a containnent field."

"Neverthel ess," Tang insisted, "you nust nonitor the patient for at

| east two days before nmeking any such rash clains of a cure. W don't

want to raise false hopes. Check ny reports. | docunmented everything
that happened in ny biofilter experi-
ments in excruciating detail. No, Doctor." Tang shook his head firmy.

"As much as | want to believe in your cure, based on ny significantly
greater experience with the disease you nust maintain that quarantine
for at least forty-eight nore hours. If the disease does not returned

within that period, | will be the first one to celebrate."

That did it. Dr. Crusher felt her professional resolve nelt in a white
hot fury.

"Listen to ne!" she snapped. "I don't know what kind of gane you're

trying to pull, Tang, but I'msick of it!"

He blinked in surprise. "What the-"

"I know you're behind the virus," she said. "You designed it for your
Purity League friends, didn't you? That's why you're trying to bl ock
everyone else's research. Well, it's not going to work! It's just
Rhulian flu with a few extra ki nks-and not only have we cured our
patient, we're going to have a vaccine within the day!"

"You're mad!" he said, staring at her with a horrified expression
"How how can you even think that of ne?"

"Then you deny it?"

"Yes-yes, absolutely!" He was al nost speechl ess.

Dr. Crusher glanced up at Deanna Troi, who hesitated. She's not sure. |
have to push himfurther.

"Knock it off, Tang," she said coldly. "Do yourself a favor and
confess. If you turn over your research notes and the cure, maybe the
courts will go easier on you."

"Doctor," he said urgently. "You are wong. Everything in ny notes is
the truth. | would kill nyself before taking another hunman lifel"
"He's telling the truth,"” Deanna said suddenly.

"What ?" Dr. Crusher took a deep breath. She felt as if her |egs had



just been kicked out from under her. She woul d have staked her job on
Tang's guilt.

The sounds of a muffled explosion carried over the connection, and the
room behind Dr. Tang seemed to shake. Dust sifted down fromthe ceiling
and Tang steadi ed hinsel f against the communit.

"What's going on down there, Doctor?" Deanna denmanded. "Are you under
attack? Do you need assi stance?"

"The hospital has been under periodic attack for alnbost two weeks now.
Every few hours soneone | obs a grenade at our front door. W have
forcefields up. Nobody can get inside if we don't want themto."
"That's horrible!"

"The Purity League wants ny hospital burned, to 'purify' the diseased
m xers inside. | get dozens of death threats every day-1 don't dare

| eave the hospital anynore. Does that sound like the |life of someone
working for the Purity League?"

"No," Dr. Crusher said. She | ooked at Deanna Troi again

"Yes, | really amsure," Deanna said in answer to her unasked question
"He is on the verge of a nervous breakdown. He is under incredible
stress.

And he is innocent of everything you accused himof."

Tang was staring at her. "Wo are you?" he demanded.

"I amthe ship's counselor," she said. "Deanna Troi. | ampleased to
neet you, sir."

"You' re Betazoid-"

"Hal f Betazoid."

He swal | owed. "Then you're going to be susceptible to the virus."

"I am. . . prepared to face that possibility."

"Ah." He blinked at them "Ah, yes, | think | understand now. You two
confronted nme deliberately-you had to raise the possibility of ny

i nvol venment with the Purity League to gauge ny reaction, just in case
was invol ved. "

"That's right," Dr. Crusher said. | really put my foot in nmy nouth this
time, she thought with enbarrassnment. At least |'ve got an out he can
accept. "Please-allow ne to extend ny apol ogi es-"

"It is not necessary, | assure you. If | had been guilty, |I'msure
woul d have confessed!"

Dr. Crusher relaxed. At least he isn't going to hold it against nme, she
thought. She said, "About those attacks-are your patients safe?"
"Fortunately our security measures are nore than capable, and the
governor has troops posted at all entrances, so the truly needy can
always get inside." He said it so matter-of-factly Dr. Crusher could
scarcely believe it-Tang accepted a state of siege as the status quo.
"Do you need any assistance at all?" Deanna said. "I'msure Captain

Pi card woul d beam down security forces to protect a hospital-"

"Not necessary. Qur peace officers will suffice. And | do not wish to
expose any of your crew to the dangers of infection. Now, if you'l
excuse ne, Doctor and Counselor, | have to work on finding a rea
cure.”

How swi ftly he took control of the conversation again and put her work
down, Dr. Crusher thought. She found her teeth grinding in frustration,
as Dr. Tang severed the link

| nconpetent, arrogant fool! she thought. | have a patient cured here,
and he won't even admit it!
Deanna patted her shoulder. "If it helps, he really does think he's

right. You mght want to follow his advice about that woman-just in
case."



Chapter Thirteen

JEAN- LUC PI CARD ARRI VED at the transporter roomjust in time to see
Captain Jules van Gsterlich and two of his senior staff beam aboard.
Jul es had changed little in the three years since they had | ast seen
each other . . . hair a little thinner, paunch a little bigger, but
otherwi se the sanme old friend fromtheir days together at the Acadeny.
"Jules!" Picard said, stepping forward with a grin.

"Jean-Luc! You old spacedog!" Van Gsterlich had been calling himthat
for the last thirty years.

They cl asped arns and pounded each other on the back. It felt good to
see Jul es again, Picard thought. Conmand was often a |onely position,
and he had learned to cherish his old friends all the nore because of
it.

“"I'd like you to nmeet ny senior officers,
Sol ack, nmy first officer-"

van Gsterlich said. "This is
Sol ack was a reed-thin Vul can of perhaps

eighty years ... for a Vulcan, still in the prinme of life. Sol ack
inclined his head slightly in greeting. "-and Dr. Benjam n Spencer
Benny is nmy chief nedical officer."

"Sol ack, Doctor." Picard gave them both polite nods. "I would like to

give you a quick tour of our sickbay first, so Dr. Crusher can bring
you up to date on her research.”

"I would appreciate that, Captain,"” Dr. Spencer said.

Picard led the way out to the turbolift, trying to make polite smal
talk along the way. And yet he sensed sonething bothering his old
friend. Jules seened . . . distracted sonmehow. Not his usual self.

As they reached sickbay and the door whooshed open, Solack and Dr.
Spencer went in first. Picard hooked his old friend's armand held him
back.

"What's bot hering you?" he asked.

He licked his lips. "Jean-Luc . . . this whole setup stinks. | know the
pl ague i s man-nmade. Benny and your Dr. Crusher have been conparing
notes since we reached orbit, and |'ve seen the nessage witten on it.
| have a theory."

Picard folded his arms. "Let's hear it." Jules had an al nost uncanny
knack for putting his finger on the heart of any problem

"I don't know who created the plague, but |'l]l

wager it wasn't done here or to the Purity League's order."

"Way not? Dr. Crusher suspects one of the staff at Archo City Hospital
a virol ogi st naned Tang. She's quite adamant about his guilt. He has
been trying to hinder her research."

"I know. And she's wong."

A pair of crewren passed them and Picard gave thema nod. Only when
they were out of earshot did he turn back to his friend.

"Explain."

“I'"ve known lan Tang al nost as long as |I've known you. He's a good nan,
and he's 100 percent dedicated to his work... to healing. He would
never be a party to nmass nurder!"”

Picard frowned. "If so ... then who is responsibl e?"

"I don't know yet. But | have a feeling sooner or later he'll tip his

hand. You don't play ganes on a planetary scal e unl ess sonething | arger
is at stake."

Pi card nodded. "I agree. But until our culprit does reveal hinself, we
nust proceed as though the virus is our sole concern. Let's see what
progress Dr. Crusher has made."

They are still drinking, Wrf thought with grow ng apprehension. From



ahead cane a new bout of boisterous Klingon song-a popul ar old drinking
tune with a rousing chorus:
Conrades in death, in death we live! Drink up ny brothers, tonorrow we

gi ve!

Death to the hunmans! Death to our foe! Death to the Ronul ans! Strike a
deadl y bl ow

He knew it well. Legions of Klingon warriors had sung that song for

nore than a hundred years, drinking to victory in their wars with Earth
and Rormulus. On "blow' they would drain their tankards of bl ood w ne,
then sl amt hem down.

Fromthe way they slurred their words, Wrf knew the cel ebrati on had
been going on a long tine ... a very long tine indeed. And there was
not hi ng nore dangerous than a drunken Klingon.

He paused and | ooked back at his three young ensigns. Know ng the
dangers, he couldn't let themface these Kl ingons. They were too

i nexperi enced. Look at how Wenn had handl ed a few cor pses.

"Stay back," he said. "I nust face these Klingons al one."

"Alone, sir? But, Sir ... " Carke began

Worf glared. "These are Klingons!" he said. "They are singing songs
about killing humans and Romul ans. Do not question ny orders again."
"Yes sir. | mean, no sir," Carke bl ushed.

Worf stopped |i stening.

Taki ng a deep breath, he turned and strode up to the open hatch, stuck

his head inside, and saw all ten Klingons in various stages of

drunkenness. They were | ounging on chairs, benches, and the floor

hol di ng tankards aloft, singing at the top of their lungs. A large keg

of blood wine sat before them. . . and it was nore than hal f gone.

The singing trailed off as they began to notice him Several funbled

for nmek' leths. One-their |eader?-staggered to his feet.

"Put down your weapons," Wirf said in Klingon.

"You-you are Klingon!" their |eader said, his words slurring.

Worf glared. "And you are a disgrace to our people!"

"l am Krot of the House of Mk! No one insults ne!"

Worf took three quick steps forward and backhanded Krot across the

face. The Klingon crashed back into a weather-nmonitoring station. The

equi prent sparked and di ed.

"I amWorf, son of Mogh!" he roared through his helnet, "and | serve

aboard the Starfleet vessel Enterprise! You have viol ated Federation

| aw. You have killed humans here. Wat do you have to say for

your sel ves?"

Krot staggered to his feet, grinning. "Wrf? | have never heard of you
and a Klingon serving aboard a Federation ship? | spit on you and

your house, you sinpering woul d-be hunman!"

Worf backhanded hi magain, but this tinme Krot was ready. Shrugging off

the bl ow, he punched Worf in the head with the full strength of a

Kl i ngon warrior.

Worf staggered. H s faceplate had cracked a dozen ways, he saw. As he

shook off the bl ow, Krot reached forward, snagged his hel net, and

pul | ed.

The hel met canme off with a tearing sound. The seals hadn't hel d-not

that it really mattered after the facepl ate had shattered.

Roaring in rage, Worf tried a head-butt. He caught Krot by surprise,

and the Klingon | eader reeled back, this tine |aughing |like a denon. A

thin line of blood ran froma cut over his left eye. Wrf glared his

rage.

"Join us, Wrf!" Krot shouted. "Maybe you are a real Klingon!" He

pi cked up a tankard, dipped it into the keg of blood wine, and held it



out. "Drink up! Sing the old songs! Let us know what kind of warrior
you are!"

VWhat have | done? Wirf thought. He had exposed hinself to the pl ague
virus. | cannot return to the Enterprise.

He swal | owed. Sonehow, the thought did not alarmhim Perhaps that is
what | wanted, he thought. To see ny own kind. At |east for a day or
two, until Dr. Crusher finds her cure.

He accepted the tankard fromKrot and raised it high in the air. "To
the Enperor!" he cried.

"To the Enperor!"” the others roared. They chanted as he raised the
tankard to his lips. He drained it in a few deep gul ps, and when he
slamed it down and wi ped his nobuth with the back of his arm they
cheer ed.

Chapter Fourteen

AS CAPTAI N Pl CARD ENTERED S| CKBAY, he paused in surprise. He had never
seen it this busy before. Strange new equi pment beeped or hummed on
every wor kbench. Doctors, nurses, and scientists hustled around one
anot her, carrying data padds, tricorders, and other devices. The bustle
rem nded himnore of the training hospital at Starfleet Acadeny, with
its dozen-interns-to-one-patient ratio. Dr. Crusher clearly had
everyone working double or triple shifts. Every doctor, every nurse,
and as far as he could tell every biol ogist aboard had been co-opted
into the research.

And their case at hand ... he took a nonent to study the wonman |ying on
the biobed in the mddle of the room the eye of the storm A
forcefield shimrered faintly around her. She had curiously

snooth features and a slightly elongated skull, with wi de dark eyes and
pal e skin. A flood of black hair spilled around her head. Despite being
deathly ill, she had the sort of ethereal beauty of which poets speak

"Doctor Crusher!" he called when he spotted Beverly on the far side of
si ckbay, exam ning mcrocellular readouts on the wall scanner. The
machi ne bl eeped as she entered new data. "May we see you for a minute.”
She turned and noticed him "Captain! And this nust be Captain van
Csterlich.”

"That's right. | believe you already know Dr. Spencer, and this is M.
Sol ack, the Constitution's first officer. Gentlenen, may | present ny
chief medical officer, Dr. Beverly Crusher.”

"I'"'mpleased to nmeet you." She turned toward the unconsci ous wonman on
the biobed. "W were just about to wake our test subject. She went
through our transporter and a series of nodified biofilters about five
hours ago. W have been nonitoring her condition, and I'mglad to
report things |ook prom sing. The virus appears to be gone from her

system"”
"Do | hear a 'but'?" Picard asked.
“I"'mafraid so. On Dr. Tang's advice, | amgoing to keep the

containnent field up and nonitor her condition for another day or two
to nake absolutely sure.™

Deanna Troi joined them 1 and once nore Picard nmade the round of

i ntroducti ons.

"Have you told them yet?" Deanna asked Dr. Crusher

"Told us what?" Picard dermanded.

"Dr. Tang is innocent,"” Dr. Crusher said with a sigh. "I confronted him
wi th Deanna present to nmonitor his reactions, and |'m afraid he passed.
He isn't responsible for the disease."



Pi card shot a glance at van Osterlich, who returned an |-tol d-you-so
shrug.

"Go on," Picard told her. "You still don't |ook happy. Now that you
know you can trust his data, | would think you would find hima

val uabl e resource. "

"That's the problemhis data are crazy! He insists the virus | eaps

| evel -one containment fields. And we all know that's inpossible."

"I's it?" van Osterlich said. He glanced at his own chief nedica

of ficer. "Benny?"

"I'mafraid it sounds crazy to ne, too. The containnent field keeps out
particulate matter. Its field' s screen is set so fine that oxygen gets
through but nothing el se-no dust, no bacteria, no viri. Dr. Crusher has
i sol ated the plague virus, and it's clearly a sinple variation of
Rhulian flu. It's sinply too large to get through any contai nnment
field- you can't alter the | aws of physics just because they're

i nconveni ent!"

Dr. Crusher said, "Let ne show you our patient." She led the way toward
the biobed. "This is Jenni Dricks. She is one-quarter Pel adian. W
beanmed her through that nodified transporter field

| mentioned-using two sets of biofilters-and to all appearances it

wor ked perfectly. Not a trace of the plague virus remains in her body.
But that's only half the problem"”

"Why?" Picard asked

"We elimnated the virus fromher body, but she's still going to be
susceptible to it once she beans back down to the planet."

Sol ack raised one eyebrow. "She cannot go hone."

"Not until a real cure is found. Nor can anyone | eave the planet who

m ght be carrying the virus. W haven't found a cure so much as ... a
del aying tactic. O course, we can beam people up and pass themthrough
biofilters, such as our away team but with a planet as large as this
one with a population in the millions, it's a task that will take
years. And we still won't have elimnated the virus in the wild."

"But surely it's a good start," Picard said. As long as they could
contain the disease, that would buy its victins tinme until a real cure
could be found and they could return to their old lives.

Dr. Crusher shook her head. "Unfortunately, it's going to be a drop in
the bucket, so to speak. There isn't roomon the Enterprise to rescue
nore than a fraction of the plague victins. The | atest estimates-and
that's all Dr. Tang can give ne at this point-indicate roughly thirty-
five thousand peopl e have died of the disease. Another twenty thousand
are infected. It would take weeks to beam

themall through our biofilters using both ships and worki ng around the
cl ock. And we don't have enough room here to house a tenth of that
nunber, even if we use the shuttl ebays and cargo hol ds."

"l see your point," Picard said. The situation truly was disastrous, he
thought. "But at |east we have some good news-with the biofilters
wor ki ng, we can conme and go as necessary."

"But everyone who | eaves the planet will still have to go through a
quarantine period," Dr. Crusher said. "Just to make sure. Dr. Tang's
data may be crazy, but | don't want to take any chances."

"Agreed." He turned to van Gsterlich. "Are you ready for dinner? | have
sone other ideas | wish to discuss with you. And that Saurian brandy |

prom sed!"
"OfF course," van Gsterlich said with a grin. "Lead the way, Jean-Luc!"
“I'f you don't mind," Dr. Spencer said, "I would prefer to remain here

and work on the virus."
"And | should return to the Constitution," Solack said in a flat voice.



"Of course," van Gsterlich said.

"This way," Picard said, heading for the door.

Deanna Troi crossed to Jenni's biobed and gazed at her through the
shimering forcefield. "You said you were going to wake her?"

"Yes, | think it's time. |I no |longer see any mnedi cal reason to keep her
unconsci ous. The worst of the plague synptons are gone."

Deanna turned to |l ook at the patient on the bi obed again. Up close, you
could still see the ravages of the disease in the woman, Deanna
thought. Small white scars covered her face and hands, but those would
undoubtedly fade away in tinme. For someone who had been at death's door
| ess than twel ve hours ago, the change in her appearance could only be
descri bed as miracul ous.

She reached out with her mnd, feeling the turbul ent enotions of a
dreaming mind ... a mx of fear and dread and horror. Ni ghtnmares, she
realized.

“"What can you tell me about her?"

"According to her file, Jenni is a quarter Peladi an. Her husband was
hal f - human, hal f-Pel adi an, and they had three children. Due to their
genetic human-Pel adian mx, all five proved highly susceptible to the
pl ague. "

"You're using the past tense. Is there sonething | should know?"

Dr. Crusher shrugged helplessly. "I don't know. | haven't been able to
find out if the rest of her famly is still alive. It's highly

unli kely, since she was apparently the last of themto fall ill, and
death counts are still rising rapidly all over the planet."

Deanna regarded the worman on the biobed. "Go ahead," she said. "I'Il do
what nust be done.™

Since Dr. Crusher could not reach through the containment field, she
had the conputer admi nister the stinulant directly through the biobed.
In a few seconds, Jenni took a deep breath, opened her eyes, sat up-and
screaned.

“It's all right," Deanna said soothingly. She felt the terror surging
through their patient.

"Where am | ?"

"You're on board the Starship Enterprise. You were fortunate enough to
be a test subject-we are trying to cure the plague. And we think it

wor ked on you. "

"Then-1'mwel | ?" She | ooked fromface to face.

"That's right," Deanna said. "This is Dr. Crusher. She's the one who

cured you."

"Hi, Jenni." Dr. Crusher smiled. "How do you feel ?"

“Terri bl e-but much better!"

" Good. "

"Jenni," Dr. Crusher said, "I'd like you to neet a friend. This is

Deanna Troi, the ship's counselor. Deanna, this is Jenni Dricks."
"What about ny chil dren-nmy husband-" she asked.

"We don't know what happened to them" Deanna said. "The hospita
record system has conpletely broken down."

"You have to find themcure them too-"

"W're working on it as fast as we can,"” Dr. Crusher said. "W hope to
have a vacci ne sometine tonorrow. "

Jenni gave a sigh and sank back down, "They're dead," she said. Deanna
felt despair come fromher in waves.

"We don't know that-"

"I know it." She stared straight at the ceiling,

and as Deanna watched, a tear rolled down her cheek, then another. Her
enotions turned dark with an al nost suicidal undertone.



Deanna drew Dr. Crusher aside. "Are you sure you don't know anyt hi ng?"
she asked softly.

"I tried to |locate them but | haven't been able to find their
records.” Dr. Crusher shook her head. "The support systemin the
hospital has conpletely broken down. It's inmpossible to get any queries
answered. | would have gotten themall beaned up here if | could have."
“I'"l1l try to find out what happened, then. That's ny job, and | know
how busy you are." Deanna never |iked being the bearer of tragic news,
but sometines it could not be hel ped. At |east she could nmake a few
calls down to the hospital

She returned to the biobed. Jenni turned and regarded her through dark,
hal f-cl osed eyes.

"I"'mfeeling well enough to get up," the woman said, and she nmanaged a
wan smle. "I'mready to return hone. Can you beam me back down to the
hospi t al ?"

“"You're in no condition for that," Deanna said. "I will try to |locate
your famly. Dr. Crusher says we can beamthemup for treatnment. You
have to understand that the doctors on your planet are so overwhel ned
with treating the plague that they've stopped keeping accurate records-
everyt hing except plague research. It's not as sinple as | ooking up
their nanes in the conputer's database anynore."

She turned to Dr. Crusher again. "Beverly, can you rel ease the

contai nnent forcefield yet? | feel awkward standi ng outsi de-especially
since Jenni is cured."

Dr. Crusher said, "I'mafraid not. W have to keep that two-day
gquarantine to make sure you're really well."

Deanna dragged over a chair and sat. "I'mgoing to need to know t he
nanmes of your other famly nenbers. | don't know how easy it's going to

be, but | pronmise you this-1 will do nmy best to find out where they
are."

"Thank you." She sank back with a little shiver and her |arge brown
eyes seened to droop. "My husband is Derek Dricks. My children are
Vera, Thomas, Jason, and David."

She just needed a little reassurance, Deanna thought. She sensed a
rising contentment within Jenni. Someone to take over the
responsibility of finding things out. Now that it's ny job, she can
rest.

She did not |ook forward to discovering the truth about Jenni's famly.
She had to admit, their chances of survival were slim Telling sonmeone
their | oved ones were gone had to be the hardest task for any ship's
counselor. It was the one part of her job she truly hated.

But | don't really know, she told herself. W delivered the Tricillin
PDF ahead of schedul e. They could be holding on. There's a chance it
kept themalive

At |east a slight chance.

She gl anced at Dr. Crusher. Beverly thinks they're dead. Beyond the raw
hurt comi ng fromJenni, she sensed Dr. Crusher's true feelings: regret,
renorse, sadness, and a touch of wistful nostalgia for her own | ost
husband.

“I"1l tell you what I'll do," Deanna said suddenly, trying to sound a
little nore cheerful. "I'lIl go now and see what | can find out. Wth
any luck, 1'll have word by nmidnight. Is that acceptabl e?"

"Yes, thank you." Jenni smled.

"Try to get sone sleep,"” Deanna said as she stood. She felt a faint
runble in her stomach. But | just had dinner, she thought. "I1'lIl take
care of everything. If | have news, | promse I'l|l wake you."

"You | ook pale,"” Jenni said as she sat up. Deanna coul d hear the sudden



alarmin her voice. "Are" you all right? Are you all right?"

"I should be asking you that ques-"

Deanna gasped soundl essly. Wiat felt |ike the blade of a knife turned
in her guts. The pain, as sharp and hot as a real wound, cut through
her so fast she couldn't breathe. Unable to do nore than gasp, she half
doubl ed over, clutching her stonach.

Dr. Crusher steadied her arm "What is it- Deanna?"

And just as suddenly as it started, the pain disappeared. Taking a deep
shudderi ng breath, Deanna net the doctor's gaze.

"It's the plague-" Jenni wailed. She had a terrified expression on her
face.

"Nonsense," Deanna said firmy. It sinply wasn't possible. "I nust have
pul l ed a nmuscle. | had a strenuous workout on the hol odeck just a
coupl e of hours ago."

"Ch. For a second, | thought you had it, too!" Jenni sank back with a

nervous | augh. Her face | ooked as white as chal k to Deanna.

"I think I'd better take a | ook at you, anyway," Dr. Crusher said. "Hop
up on bi obed two."

She felt another runble in her intestines. It's probably nothing-
something | ate. Maybe the replicators are acting up

That had to be the sol ution.

She took a step, and suddenly sickbay wobbl ed and the deck seened to
slide out fromunder her feet. She felt herself falling and grabbed for
an instrunent tray. Cattering |oudly, nedical devices scattered across
the floor, and she pitched after them coming to rest against biobed 2
"Ah-h-h-h-h!" she heard herself cry. It sounded like the death cry of a
wounded ani mal

New pai ns bl ossonmed in her stomach. Ml ten steel burned through her
veins, seared to the lengths of her arns and | egs, shot down her spine,
radi ated from her bones.

The uni verse spun around her. The pain grew even worse. Lancets sliced
t hrough her bones. Fires coursed through her linbs. Please, nake it
stop, nmake it stop! She couldn't nove, couldn't think-

Suddenly feet appeared in front of her eyes. Dr. Crusher rolled her
onto her back. She had a nedi -

cal tricorder in hand and Deanna heard its | ow whir.

"Deanna- Deanna-can you hear ne?" Dr. Crusher demanded. She turned
Deanna's face toward her own and skinned back her |eft eye, then her
right.

She tried to talk but only a raw noban of pain cane out.

And then, as suddenly as a door slammng shut, the pain vani shed.
Deanna |l ay there panting and soaked in sweat. What's wong with nme?

Her hands shook when she raised themto her face. Softly she began to
sob. She had never felt anything so horrible, so excruciatingly
painful, in her entire life.

"Deanna-talk to me!" Dr. Crusher pried her hands away from her face
"Tell nme what's wong!"

Deanna forced herself to neet the doctor's gaze. Wat happened? She
wondered. WAs it a seizure? Her teeth began to chatter. Dr. Crusher was
staring at her with a half-terrified, half-worried expression. A cold
wi nd swept through her body.

"S-so c-col-c-cold!" She felt her whol e body begin to shake, and she
couldn't stop no nmatter how hard she tri ed.

"Gve me a hand! Get her on a biobed!" Dr. Crusher said to Dr. Spencer
Toget her they seized Deanna's linbs, lifted on the count of three, and
bustl ed her over to a biobed. Deanna gasped as new pai ns shot through
her chest and stomach. She had never felt this sick



before in her life-sick and out of control. She felt her eyes rolling
back.

" Ahhhh- nahhh-hh-" she heard a distant voice cry. It's ne, sonme part of
her realized. I'mstarting to dissociate fromny body.

That only happened in severe traumas or in cases where the pain becane
too great for a patient to deal with rationally. So the nmind starts to
float free, apart fromthe body, an observer to the terror wthin.

She tried to relax as the two doctors set her down on the biobed. Her
shaki ng grew worse. She couldn't breathe, couldn't think. Distantly,
she felt them strapping down her arnms and | egs. No matter how hard she
tried, she couldn't nmake her body cooperate. She felt hel pl ess and
pani cked.

"It's the plague!" she heard Jenni wail fromacross the room "That's
how it starts! | sawit in my husband and children!" She began to weep
hysterically.

Deanna tried to sit up as the pain faded again. / ought to confort her,
sone part of her realized- but on second thought, she knew she was in
no condition to do nmuch of anything. She needed sonmeone to confort her
"Quiet!" Dr. Crusher barked at Jenni over her shoulder. The first rule
of triage, Deanna thought, is to treat the nost critically wounded.
Hysterical but otherwi se well patients get shoved to the rear of the
l'ine.

"It can't be the plague!" Dr. Spencer said.

But it is! Deanna thought. Sonehow, sonme way, | have it. She knew, she
had read the reports. There

I

couldn't be any mistaking these synptons. It |eaped the contai nnent
field. Dr. Tang was ri ght-

She pressed her eyes shut as new pains welled up in her belly. And
there's no tine for bedside manners, she thought.

This time as the white-hot irons pierced her innards, she began to
scream and not hing coul d nake her stop.

Dr. Crusher worked frantically. It can't be the plague, she told
hersel f over and over, as she reconfigured the biobed for a half-

Bet azoi d, hal f-human bi ol ogy. Her synptoms be dammed, it's inpossible.
| mpossi bl el Qur plague victimis cured. She and Deanna weren't in
direct contact. No virus noves through a containnment field-

Still Deanna screamed. Then her breath cane in rapid pants-then
suddenly she went |inp, unconscious fromthe pain. Best thing for her,
Dr. Crusher thought with disnmay.

"Her fever is still clinbing rapidly,"” Nurse An-ders said urgently.
That was anot her one of the plague's first signs. But it can't be, Dr.
Crusher thought. There's no way she coul d possibly be infected.
"Doctor?" the nurse asked.

"Alnost done . . . there!" The biobed was reconfigured. It began its
automati c scanning process. Charts began to appear: heart, respiration,
bl ood pressure, white blood cell count.

As Dr. Crusher studied the readouts, her mouth went dry. Vira
infection. Simlar to Rhulian flu.

It can't be.

But there couldn't be any doubt-Deanna was infected with the pl ague
virus. The green graph that mapped nicroorganismactivity showed it
multiplying at a dizzying rate. Fromthe genetic signature, it couldn't
be anything el se but the plague.

But how? It was a nedical inpossibility. Nothing can get through a
contai nnent field. There nust be anot her answer.

She exchanged a quick glance with Dr. Spencer. Fromtheir startled



reacti on, she knew he had reached the sane concl usion.

"It's crazy. Just like Dr. Tang's report,"” she grow ed, her fists
clenched in frustration

"Maybe not so crazy," he said. "Maybe he nissed sonething. Maybe we

m ssed somet hing."

"Back to basics. Contain and control."

"Exactly."

She gl anced around sickbay. Everyone present- seventeen humans, a

Vul can, a Bolian-was of pure genetic heritage. Good. They woul dn't have
anyone el se dropping in the nmiddle of their work.

"Staff neeting!" she called. They had all been watching; they knew what
had happened. They all gathered around in record tine.

"W nust contain this outbreak,"” she said, neeting their gazes one by
one. "W have all-every one of us in this room been exposed to the

pl ague virus. Chances are good we're carriers; however, it's not going
to affect us. We're going to have to work under strict quarantine
restrictions until we

can assess the damage. Anders, seal the doors. Smith, draw a bl ood
sanpl e from Counsel or Troi. Everyone el se-keep working. W need to find
that vaccine!"

Dr. Spencer touched her arm "Qur captains- and M. Sol ack!" he said
with a groan.

She wi nced. They were | oose on the ship-and Sol ack had beaned back to
the Constitution. A disaster on all fronts.

"Call Solack,"” she told him "Maybe it can still be contained on your
ship. 1'lIl take care of our captains.”
"Atoast-:" Captain Picard said, raising his goblet. He heard a strange

hum and paused. Transporter beamhe realized as he saw his hand

di ssolve in a shimmer of colored |ight.

And the next thing he knew, he stood in sickbay facing Dr. Crusher. She
had her hands on her hips. Around her, the medical staff scranmbled with
pani cked expressions.

"What the hell are you doing?" he denanded.

"Sorry, Captain," she said. "Time was pressing. Deanna has cone down
with the plague virus." She pointed to biobed 2.

Picard stared. Her face-it had broken out in what |ooked |ike small

whi te pustul es.

"That's inpossible!" Captain van Gsterlich said.

"But it happened. Did you cone into contact with anyone on the way back
to your cabin?"

"An ensign-Ensign darke, who wanted to see me about a conplaint, and
put himoff until

tomorrow norning. And | introduced Lieutenant La Forge to Captain van
Csterlich."

"And there was the Vul can-"

"Yes, Ensign T Pona. And we shared a turbolift with several people-the
Praxx whose nanme | can't pronounce and Ensign Crane."

"Tr'grxl-gn'ta," Crusher said, nam ng the Praxx. "He's letting people
call him Tray now. "

"That's the one." He frowned. "I believe that's all."

Dr. Crusher shook her head. "Too many. Too damn many. W'|| never get
this genie stuffed back in the bottle." She glanced at Dr. Spencer, who
was tal king urgently to soneone over the commlink in the corner

"Let's hope Spencer has better |uck."

Van Gsterlich paled. "Sol ack-"

"Beaned back to the Constitution as soon as you left,"” Dr. Crusher

fi ni shed.



He sprinted to join Dr. Spencer, and the two of them held an ani nated
conversati on.

Pi card began to pace. How nany crewren are going to prove susceptibl e?
How many peopl e of m xed genetic heritage are actually serving onboard
the Enterprise?

Deanna stirred and noaned a bit. Picard trailed Dr. Crusher to her side
and wat ched as she administered a sedative hypospray. No need for

contai nnent fields now, he thought. Small confort.

"I"ve already given her a shot of Tricillin PDF," she said. "That w |
hel p. "

Deanna settled down and lay quietly. Rest. That's the best thing for
her right now, he thought. Let the doctors do their work. They'll find
a cure.

Picard chewed his |lip, thinking through the possibilities. He gl anced
at his friend.

"Jul es?" he called

Shaki ng his head, van Osterlich rejoined him "They had a staff neeting
in ny absence," he said. "It seens they were going to hold a surprise
party for one of nmy lieutenants. It's too late. Half the crew nust have
been exposed at this point."

Pi card heard sobbing. He turned and found Dr. Crusher's origina
patient-the beautiful woman who had been asl eep-now sitting up on her
bed.

"What's wrong?" he asked her

"It's nmy fault," she said. "I brought the plague here!"
"Nonsense," he said. "That wasn't your fault. W'Ill lick this thing
yet."

"Hang on," Dr. Crusher said. She brought her nedical tricorder over and
began to run scans on her first patient. "How are you feeling?"

"Like I just had ny stomach kicked." Her lower lip trenbled.

"This is very interesting.”" Dr. Crusher raised her tricorder and began
a second scan. "Very interesting indeed."

"What ?" Picard asked

“"I"mpicking up the virus in Jenni's blood ... it's the very first
stage of infection.” She shut off the tricorder with a snap. "I don't
think you' ve

been infected | onger than an hour. Which neans you didn't infect
Deanna-she infected you. Her case is at |east eight hours old."

"How i s that possible?" Picard denmanded. "You were supposed to have a
| evel -one containment field up around her at all tines-"

"Yes, Captain, we did. We still do-nobody bothered to take it down."
Picard turned to look at Jenni. "It's still up ... run a ful

di agnostic. It nust be nal functioning!"

"I't's not. These events match what Dr. Tang told us. Sonehow,
sonewher e, our quarantine procedure failed."

Thi nk! Picard told hinmself. That's the problem here-we're being

outwi tted. Whoever designed that virus is |laughing at us. What have we
m ssed?

This wasn't |ike any other virus hunmanity had ever encountered, despite
its resenblance to Rhulian flu.

Nur se Anders ran up. "Doctor," she said urgently. "W have two nore
suspected cases of the plague. They're on their way to sickbay now.
Shall we lift the quarantine on sickbay?"

Two nore cases. .. that confirnmed it, Picard thought. Deanna Troi had
been spreading the virus through the ship all day.

"Yes," he said. "Speed is of necessity here. Have a site-to-site
transport beamthemdirectly here.”



"Get themstarted on Tricillin PDF," Dr. Crusher said. "That's about
all we can do right now."

"Yes, Doctor."

Turning, Picard studied Deanna's readouts. Her

vital signs appeared to have stabilized, at |east for the nonment.

"W can't look at this as a tragedy," Dr. Crusher said. "Three nore
pl ague victinms neans three nore test subjects ... and a better chance
of finding a cure.”

"That's the attitude,” Picard said. Never mind that the plague was

| oose on the Enterprise.

Chapter Fifteen

PEACE OFFI CER JORDAN S DI RECTI ONS proved unnecessary-you woul d have had
to be blind and deaf to nmiss the denonstration going on, Ri ker thought.
The noi se reached deafening | evels fromthree bl ocks away. As they

foll owed the chanting, shouting, scream ng, and out-and-out war-whoops
to their source, they cane to a broad parklike square where five
streets came together. In the center of the square, atop a small grassy
knol |, blazed a huge bonfire. Hundreds had gathered around it chanting
"Veritas!. . . Veritas!. . . Veritas!" Qthers screaned antini xer

sl ogans, waved angry fists at the hospital conplex on the far side of
the bonfire, or just tal ked, shouted, or jeered, all at the top of
their lungs. The noise

reached deafening |l evels. R ker began to worry about danage to their
ear dr uns.

Tasha touched his arm and poi nted, nouthing, "The hospital!"

He nodded and began to foll ow her as she picked her way through the
crowds of revelers. They passed nore uniformed peace officers, none of
whom | ooked happy. They're nmissing the party, Riker realized. They're
all nenmbers of the Purity League, or Purity League synpathizers

wol ves wat chi ng the sheep. Hopefully whatever oaths they had sworn to
do their duty will keep themin line . . . They would rather join in
than keep the peace. Not that there was nuch peace to keep in this

bedl am

Men and wonen gave himfriendly nods and waves and pats on the back,
and he reciprocated. Look |ike you're having fun, he thought. Blend in.
We're all one big famly here, united in our fear and paranoi a.
Reaching the fringes of the crowd, Lieutenant Yar circled slowy to the
left. A couple of people gave her too-friendly slaps on the back and
shoul der and runmp, and he could tell it took all her restraint to keep
frombreaking their arnms. Here he could see open kegs of |iquor-people
were passing cups of it everywhere.

Yar turned and shouted sonmething he couldn't quite make out over the
thunderous tunmult around them He shrugged hel pl essly and pointed to
his ears. She nodded, accepted a couple of cups

of liquor fromone of the Purity Leaguers, and handed hi m one. Data,
too, took one-That's right, Riker thought, he's capable of eating and
drinking. Practically human in every way physically. Though of course
Data couldn't mnetabolize food-he would eject it later.

Foll owi ng the lead of the men around him R ker raised one fist in the
air and began to shout. O course, nobody could hear him Data and Yar
began to shout, too-and to Riker's eye they all |ooked |ike dutiful
nmenbers of the League.

Slowy they began to work their way around toward the far side of the
bonfire, closer to Archo Hospital. Ri ker had a feeling, sonehow, that



when viol ence erupted, it would be in that direction. He wanted them

if not inthe mddle of it, at |east close enough for firsthand
observati on.
At one point Riker turned to Data and nout hed: "How many people are
her e?"
Data used his fingers to flash a quick nunber: 5-5-0-0. Fifty-five
hundred. Ri ker had estimated three or four thousand, but Data's nunber
had to be closer to the truth. The android could count sanples and
extrapol ate far better than he coul d.
On the far side of the bonfire they found a crude wooden platform
al ready set up before the entrance of the Archo Hospital conplex. A few
nmen stood on the platform shouting sl ogans he
couldn't hear and periodically pointing at the Iine of six bored-
| ooki ng peace officers who stood on the hospital's steps. The peace
officers all wore riot gear, conplete with shields, masks, and billy
cl ubs.
"I thought you said this was going to be a riot!" he said slowy to
Tasha, mouthing the words carefully so she could read his lips. It
wasn't so much a riot as a boisterous denonstration, he decided. The
six peace officers could be overwhelmed in seconds if a crowd this size
turned viol ent.
"Wait!" she answered. "It will get worse!" Riker turned his attention
back to the platform It seened to be the center of protest activity.
In front of it, several dozen nen and wonmen passed out panphlets,
flyers, and even banner signs with antim xer slogans printed on them
ARCHARI A | S FOR HUMANS
WE WELCOMVE THE PLAGUE
DEATH TO M XERS
These had to be the denbnstration's organizers ... or at least a step
closer to them R ker approached, and a girl of perhaps sixteen pressed
a flyer into his hands, smling broadly at him A redheaded young man
with a full red beard pressed a banner on him"Better Dead Than
I mpure!" He notioned for Riker to wave it.
Ri ker handed the sign to Data and turned back, but the girl and the
redheaded nman had noved on. He started for the platform hoping to find
soneone in charge . . . when suddenly a bell began to toll.
The clear ringing tone cut through the noise of the denpbnstration
Everyone froze for a second, and between peals Ri ker could hear the
crackl e and hiss of the giant bonfire. The whole crowd seened to be
holding its breath in anticipation. Everyone began to turn toward the
pl at f or m
Spotlights went on, illuminating the stage in a soft, warm gl ow.
Slowy, carefully, an old man in white robes clinmbed the steps to stand
before them He had to be seventy or eighty years old, Riker thought,
and his steel-gray beard stretched nearly to his waist. Could this be
the mysterious Father Veritas? Could this really be the secretive
| eader of the Purity League? Riker felt his pul se quicken.
A whi spering sound cane fromthe multitude: "Father Veritas!" nost of
them seened to be saying.
"Friends." The old man's voice held a slight quaver, but it stil
boomed across the square- anplified by sone hi dden speaker system
Ri ker assunmed. "Friends, | am Brother Paul, a close friend of Father
Veritas. Tonight | bring you a nessage fromthe Father hinself. He bids
nme to thank you all for your support. The day of human freedomis at
hand. Death to m xers!"
"Freedomis ours!" the crowd shouted back.
So this wasn't Father Veritas, Ri ker thought, but one of his inner



circle, sent out to speak the gospel to the multitudes.

"Are you with the League?" Brother Paul denanded.

"Freedomis ours!" the crowd roared.

"Do you | ove your freedon®"

"Freedomis ours!" the crowd roared again

"WIl you follow the Father to pure human sal vati on?"

"Freedomis ours!" the crowd screamed. "Death to mixers! Death to

m xers! Death to m xers!”

Ri ker thought it sounded like a litany- everyone around them seened to

expect the questions and know the proper response. The Purity League

certainly had draped itself in the trappings of a religion, he decided
conplete with Fathers and Brot hers.

"You know what nust be done!" Brother Paul shouted. "Now is the tine

for human freedom Now! Now Now "

Cheering, the crowd rushed the hospital's front steps. The peace

officers holding the riot gear-all smirking with ill-conceal ed gl ee-

sinply stepped aside for them

Ri ker gaped in shock. The nob raced past the peace officers, up the

broad marbl e steps, between the tall black marble colums, and strai ght

to the hospital's front door. They began to pound on the glass doors

with their fists.

"Death to mxers!" they continued to shout. "Death to m xers! Death to

m xers!"

Ri ker let one hand fall to his conceal ed phaser. If the crowd burst

into the hospital and went on a killing spree, the three of them would

have no choice but to reveal thenselves and try to stop the rioters-

wi thout the help of the peace officers, if necessary. If only we had

real phasers, he thought with frustration. A single hit on light stun

m ght render a lightly built man unconsci ous for a few nminutes, but

burly men |ike so many of these- nmen with their adrenaline already

punped up- would hardly notice it.

Suddenly a forcefield crackled to life. It stretched across the whol e

front facade of the hospital. . . and slowy it began to extend

outward, pushing all the attacking nmen and wonen away fromthe doors

and wi ndows, then down the steps toward the street. Riker let hinself

relax. It seened the hospital had prepared for Father Veritas and his

followers after all-and had a safe, nonviolent solution to the problem

He coul dn't have cone up with a better answer hinself.

Rel i eved, he turned his attention back to the platform Several people

wi t h ol d-fashi oned negaphones had taken Brother Paul's place-and

Br ot her Paul was nowhere to be seen now. Spirited off to Purity League

Headquarters, no doubt, Riker thought with dismay. If only | had a

mnute to talk to him

He squinted, but the floodlit glow that had surrounded Brother Paul was

gone, making it

difficult to see. Since the nen now on the platformall wore shorter

beards and plain clothes, in the semnidarkness he didn't think he was

seeing them well enough to be able to identify them again

Shouting "A pure race is a good race!" and "M xers nust never be

tolerated," they exhorted the audience to rise up and take back their

pl anet. But the nmonent had passed; Brother Paul's magic no | onger

wor ked, at |east not for these pedestrian rabble-rousers. The crowds

began to disperse, stream ng off down the five convergent streets in

knots of ten or twenty at a tine.

"Sir," Data said, "perhaps we should try to foll ow one of the groups."”

Ri ker nodded. He had just been thinking the sane thing. He turned

slowy, looking at the crowd still around the podi um



The assenbl ed people |iked what they were hearing. Sone cheered, while
ot hers continued to chant "Veritas!" over and over.

And just as suddenly as the riot had begun, the whol e denonstration
seened to end. Men and wonen streanmed away fromthe square, heading up
the five streets that | ed away. The people with the negaphones hopped
down and fl ed.

"Which way, WII?" Data asked.

Ri ker hesitated, turning slowy. Sonme of the rioters had begun to snmash
wi ndows, throw stones, and try to overturn ground cars along the
various streets. The peace officers had given up their posts and joi ned
in.

But he had a feeling these people were, if not innocent, at |east not
clued in to the ringleaders, Cattle, easily manipul ated, sent to do the
Purity League's dirty work.

He made his decision: "This way.
the men with the negaphones.

And he started up the street after

Chapter Si xteen

AFTER H S TH RD TANKARD of bl ood wine, Wrf felt hinmself getting as

pl astered as the rest of his newfound Klingon friends. H s tongue kept
tripping over itself, but between bouts of song, fistfights, and
braggi ng mat ches, he nanaged to piece together nost of the details of
what had brought Captain Krot and his men to this place.

Captain Krot had realized his ship would be caught on Archaria IIl as
soon as the plague broke I oose if he did not nove quickly. Their cargo-
fifty thousand tons of grain, destined for the gagh farns on Kra'togh

| V-had al ready been delivered. They just had a fewrepairs to nmake to
their warp drive.

“I'f we had | eft one day sooner," Krot said, "we

never woul d have known about the plague. Bah! Bad luck follows ne."
After cunningly bribing the docking clerk in charge of their vessel,
they'd lifted off. "Your life will be spared if you del ete our
departure record!" Krot had said. He burst out |aughing when he tried
to describe the clerk's horrified expression when faced with a nek'leth
at his throat!

Unfortunately, their energency warp-drive repairs had not held up. Due
to primary warp-core failure, they had only gotten as far as orbit.

It was then that they picked up a transmi ssion to the Enterprise.

I mredi ately Krot ordered a | anding on one of the noons ... and they
were fortunate enough to spot this old base. It already had two ships
parked here-they figured they would wait out the plague while they made
repairs.

"We did not know that Klingons ran the Enterprise!" Krot proclainmed.
Worf silently congratul ated hinmself on discretely returning his human
away teamto the Enterprise shortly after his first cup of bl ood w ne.
The captain raised his tankard. "To Klingons everywhere!"

"To Klingons!" Worf echoed.

The rest of Krot's crew began to chant, again, and Worf drained his

bl ood wine in two | ong gul ps.

The worl d swam fuzzily before dropping back into focus.

"What will you do now?" Worf asked. "The systemis under quarantine.
You may not |eave."

"Way should | care about a human quarantine? This pl ague does not

af fect Klingons!"

"It is better to cooperate

Wrf said sagely.



"Have another drink!" Krot passed hima tankard. "And tell ne nore
about this great Captain Picard of yours! Perhaps he will listen to
reason- or a nek'leth, eh?"

"You must nmeet himl He is a great |eader. Do not pull a nek'leth on
him though, or I will have to kill you!"

"Just try!"

Worf struggled to his feet. He couldn't quite get themto work. Too
much bl ood wi ne, he realized. Maybe-nmaybe | have said enough

Krot was | aughi ng.

That was the last thing he renmenbered.

Chapter Sevent een

AS THEY TRAI LED THE MEN AND WOMEN responsi bl e

for organizing the rally at the hospital, R ker tried to get as close
to themas he could without attracting their attention. Luckily they
seemed too preoccupied . . . they never |ooked back to see if anyone
was follow ng. They sinply assunmed they were safe. Amateurs, Riker
realized thankfully. They really have no idea what they're doing, do

t hey?

Per haps a hundred other rally-goers had taken this street away fromthe
square. Wth all their talk and chatter-m xed in with nore chanting and
sl ogan-shouting-Ri ker had a hard tine trying to eavesdrop on the people
he was foll ow ng.

He caught bits and pieces:

" m xers nust be purged soon, or-"

save our famlies before the next plague-"

. across the bridge, you know"

None of it made much sense, though a lot of it offered tantalizing
hints. The next plague? Wat did they know about the virus?

He qui ckened his pace, closing the gap, straining to hear nore.

They left the commercial part of the city, crossed a small bridge, and
entered a residential area. Tall houses now surrounded them pressing
cl ose to each ot her

Unfortunately, they chose that noment to pause in front of one of the
houses. He al nost wal ked into them and had to step around and keep
going to avoid attracting their attention. He cursed his |uck, and
caught another fragnment of dial og:

" can't be trusted tonight. Maybe tomorrow, if-"

Then they all entered the house and the door slammed shut. He heard a
deadbolt sl am honme. Just when it had started to get interesting! "So
much for that-" he said.

He turned to Yar and Data. "Did you hear any nore of what they were
saying than | did?"

"I heard everything, sir," Data replied.

That's right-Data had far keener hearing than a human, as well as a
phot ogr aphi ¢ nenory.

"Summari ze," he said. "Wat did they say? | caught somnething about a
second pl ague-are they planning to w pe out the Pel adi ans next?"

"No, sir. They believe the Pel adians are responsible for the first
virus, and that a second one is

coning to finish the job. It is supposed to wipe out all the humans on
the planet."

Ri ker shook his head. "Then they don't know anything about it."
"Apparently not."

He had chosen the wrong group to follow



He turned around and found the street deserted. "And we |ost the rest
of the rioters."

"Perhaps we should return to the hospital,"” Data suggested. "It m ght
be possible to pick up Brother Paul's trail," Data suggested. "Soneone
m ght have seen which way he went."

"That's our best hope," Riker agreed. "Let's go!"

They set off at a jog, and fifteen mnutes |ater they reached the
hospital compl ex once nore. Mst of the people had left, but severa
hundred had stayed behind. They all stood around the bonfire, drinking,
singi ng protest songs, and watching the flames. It seened rather
pathetic to Riker

He searched the faces in the crowd but did not recognize anyone.

Anot her dead end, he thought bitterly. This m ssion was not going well.
"Sir." Data pointed to the left, and R ker squinted into the darkness
at several shapes noving along the hospital's wall behind the bushes.
They noved |i ke phantons, keeping |low to the ground.

"What are they doing?" he asked Data softly. "Your eyes are better than
m ne."

"They appear to be planting explosive charges. However, fromthe | ooks
of the devices they are not powerful enough to do any real damage. The
hospital's forcefield will protect it."

Ri ker sucked in a deep breath. "Terrorists. . . this is what we've been
waiting for. Keep an eye on themwe're going to chase themall the way
to Father Veritas if we have to!"

The shapes suddenly sprinted away fromthe hospital. A heartbeat |ater,
a series of brilliant flashes and thunderous expl osi ons sounded. Bushes
flew and clods of dirt started to rain down. The people around the
bonfire began to screamand run for cover.

"Now " Ri ker shouted, sprinting. Data and Tasha Yar foll owed.

Toget her, they pounded up the street, gaining steadily on the
terrorists. These men had a little nore sense than the rally

organi zers-they kept gl anci ng back, and clearly knew they were being

f ol | owned.

At a five-way intersection, they split up. Ri ker picked the mddle
terrorist and kept chasing him From behind, he heard sirens begin to
ring. Here comes the cavalry, he thought, tucking down his head and
speeding up his gait.

The man seened to know he was about to be caught, since he abruptly
stopped, turned, and raised his arm

"Phaser!" Ri ker shouted. He dove to the side a heartbeat ahead of the

beam of brilliant blue light that |ashed out at him He rolled to his
feet and darted into an alley for cover.
The terrorist's weapon had been set on kill, he realized. Its beam

pl ayed across the building behind him bl ow ng out part of the second-
floor

wall. Bits of bricks and nortar began to thud to the ground around him
Ri ker scranbled for cover. The terrorist fired again, taking out a shop
wi ndow. Fl anes | eaped inside the building, and nore alarns began to
ring.

Ri ker ducked into an alley as a third shot nearly took off his head.
Panting, Ri ker pulled out his own phaser. He counted to three, |eaned
out, and fired. Years of target practice paid off-he caught the nan
square in the side.

But the terrorist seened to shrug off the light stun setting. / knew
using | ocal weapons was a nistake, Ri ker thought. Next tinme he'd follow
his instincts.

Rai sing his phaser, the terrorist fired at R ker again. R ker staggered



back as the corner of the building exploded into debris. Wen he peeked
out again, the man had taken off at a dead run

Sirens wailed. Stepping out, R ker ainmed his phaser and fired a second
time. Once nore he hit the mark-but once nore the weak |ight-stun
setting had little effect.

"Data! Yar!" he shouted.

"Here, sir!" cane both voices.

That's one good thing. They're both still alive and safe.

After counting to ten, he peeked around the corner. Two buil dings were
on fire and a third had a hole in its second floor big enough to fly
one of the Enterprise's shuttles through. The peace officers are

not going to be happy, he thought. Not to nmention the shopkeepers.

"I think he's gone!" Ri ker shouted. "Join me in the alley!"

Yar dashed over, and a second later Data foll owed. Yar was di shevel ed
and out of breath. Data | ooked a nmess. Even by the dim flickering
[ight of the fires, R ker could see that Data's human nmakeup had been
rubbed of f along the whole left side of his face, revealing his golden
skin. And one of his eyepieces had fallen out.

"I hear aircars closing in on our position," Data said. "I strongly
suggest we nove away fromthis alley, sir, before we are arrested.”
"Right. We still have that terrorist to catch." He stepped out onto the

street-but a couple of phaser shots |lashed out at him He wheel ed back
as bits of masonry bl asted | oose, peppering his face and hands. That
wasn't a stun setting, he realized.

"I thought you said they didn't have kill settings enabled on their
weapons!" he said to Yar, rubbing at the stinging little wounds. He was
| ucky they hadn't blinded him

"That's only the civilians, sir. The peace officers have fully
functioning phasers.”

"Now you tell nme!"

One of the burning buildings suddenly collapsed with a shower of sparks
and an aval anche of duracrete slabs. Dust rose in a cloud-that would
provide themw th cover for a few m nutes, he thought. They had to get
out of here.

He gl anced behind him but the alley dead-ended. There was only one way
out-the way they had cone in.

"I don't think they saw you two," he said. "I'll draw their fire, then
do an energency beanmput. Get past themand try to catch up with our
terrorist friend."

"Where will we neet up?" Yar demanded.

"Back at the alley where we beaned in. Be there in one hour."

She gave a nod. "Got it."

Ri ker | eaped fromhiding with his phaser in hand, blasting at every
figure he saw. Just like target practice, he thought.

Li ght stun certainly worked better at close range. One nan fell, then
another, then a third. Riker rolled, |anded behind a pile of duracrete
sl abs and paused, listening. Let themthink |I'mwounded. He felt his
heart pounding like a battering ram /'// catch them when they | east
expect it.

On the count of ten, he |eaped out again-but headed back the way he had
cone instead of making for the next natural hiding place. Hs tactic
caught two nore peace officers by surprise. They had been trying to
sneak up behind him A pair of perfectly executed shots took them down.
That's jive. How nany are there?

They woul d have caught himif he'd behaved |ike a sensible terrorist
and tried to get away. Too bad |I'm neither sensible nor a terrorist.
I"mnot interested in getting away-at |east, not on foot.



He started counting again. One nore volley, then

"Il have the Enterprise beamne to safety, he thought.

Licking his lips, he tensed to spring-but a sudden intense burst of
phaser fire struck the building directly behind and above him Bricks
bl asted outward, and he felt several strike his back, throwing himto
the ground. Moaning in pain, he reached for his conbadge-but it had
cone off. Where? Hi s fingers scrabbled in the dirt and debris,
sear chi ng.

"Riker to Enterprise, "he said urgently, hoping it had sonehow
activated. "Emergency beanout-"

Then sonet hing struck the back of his head, and he knew no nore.

Chapt er Ei ghteen

TASHA YAR RAN until she thought her lungs would burst, and she stil
saw no sign of the terrorist in black. He nust have turned off
sonewhere. They nust have | ost him

She drew to a halt. Data paused, |ooking back at her. "Tasha?"

"I have to rest," she panted. She put her hands on her knees and bent
over, feeling sick and dizzy.

Si nce | eavi ng Commander Ri ker, they hadn't had any |uck. The peace

of ficers had spotted them and given chase, and it seened an alert had
been rai sed. Everywhere they went, they spotted uniformed nmen in riot

gear.
"This is not the place for a rest," Data said.
She nodded. "I know. But there's nothing | can do about it. | can't go

any farther!"

A line of peace officers rounded the corner several blocks up. They
wore hel nets and carried heavy shiel ds and phasers in their hands-and
for Tasha Yar, it brought back a flood of terrible menories. As a fist
of panic clutched her heart, she felt herself start to shake. |'m not
hone. This isn't a rape gang. |If things get bad, all we have to do is
beam back to the Enterprise.

"This way, Tasha," Data said urgently, grabbing her armand pulling her
up a narrow street.

Her legs felt |ike deadwood, but Yar forced themto nove. Data had
better eyesight than she did; he nmust have spotted sonething, she

t hought - sonme way of escape short of an enmergency beanout.

At least this alley snelled better than the first; hul king shapes of

di scarded packing material and nachinery bl ocked her way, but she
darted around them

Suddenly Data pulled her into a deeply recessed doorway. "Shh!" he

sai d.

Behi nd them she heard footsteps entering the alley. Bright lights
swung up and down the length. Geat. W' re trapped.

"l have bad news," he told her in a soft voice.

"It can't get any worse!"

"This appears to be a dead end."

"What!" She turned and | ooked at him "You've got to be kidding!

t hought you knew where you were going!"

"It seened the logical place to run."

She bit her lip, then turned and tried the door behind them It had an
ol d-styl e round knob, snoboth and hard and cold. And, of course, it was
| ocked. And, of course, a phaser set on stun wouldn't open it. / should
have insisted we bring |live weapons, she thought. Wat was | thinking?
Never agai n!



"Data . . . can you force this door open?" she asked.

"That would be an illegal act," he said. "Federation code 44.1.6
clearly states-"

"Circunmstances warrant it! Open the door!"

“"Very well." He gripped the knob and turned it sharply. Metal inside
the knob broke. Then he pushed, but the door still didn't nove.

"It appears to be bolted fromthe inside."

"So push!”

Using the flat of his hand, Data gave the door a sharp jab perhaps
twenty centineters above the knob. The wood splintered.

Yar gl anced toward the street. Lights continued to sweep the |l ength of
the alley. The peace officers were nmaking their way through boxes
fifteen neters away.

“"Hurry!"

Data ramed his fist through the hole with a | oud bang, and as she

wat ched with growi ng fear, he felt around inside.

One of the peace officers shouted, "I think they're ahead of us!"

"Ah. A sinple deadbolt," Data said.

He slid it aside, withdrew his arm and pushed the door open. Finally!
Yar ducked inside, and Data followed, closing the door with a slight
squeak.

Pitch darkness surrounded her. She paused, listening to the pounding of
her heart, waiting for cries of "There they are!"” fromthe peace

of ficers.

"Shall | brace the door closed in case they try to break it down?"
"Wth what ?"

"There is sufficient lunber on the floor."

"Then do it!"

Qut si de, soneone tried the doorknob.

"I amholding it," Data whispered. "They will not pass."”

Sonet hi ng heavy-a pair of shoul ders?- thunped agai nst the wood.
Evidently Data's strength convinced themthat entry wasn't possible;
they noved on, talking in | ow voi ces.

"How wel | can you see?" she asked.

"Well enough,” said Data. "There is sufficient infrared radiation for
me to navigate the warehouse."

She hesitated. "Don't take this the wong way. But | want you to take
ny armand | ead me to another exit."

"I have a better idea, Tasha." Picking her up in his strong arns, he
carried her on a twi sting course through the length of the warehouse.
At |ast he stopped and set her down.

"Where are we?"

"The other side of the warehouse. This door is marked 'Exit."'"

She heard himundo a couple of bolts, then he opened a heavy steel fire
door half a centineter. A blade of light fell inside-she blinked, then
realized it wasn't that bright, just spillover fromthe street. They
were | ooking out onto a small side street.

Tasha put her eye to the crack and peeked out. The peace officers had
noved on, apparently. The street was deserted.

She opened the door and eased out. Pressed up against the building, she
made her way to the main street at the front of the building, peeked
around the corner, and gave a sigh of relief. She saw the peace

of ficers' backs-they were noving up the street quickly.

Then she froze in place. Mywvenent on a nearby rooftop had caught her
eye. A sniper?

"Data," she whispered. "Get up here! Who is that?"

She pointed across and up twenty neters to the roof of another



war ehouse. A man stood sil houetted agai nst the |arger noon. He was
gazing at the peace officers. And he held sonething dark in his hands.
A phaser?

"I believe he is taking atmospheric sanples,” Data said. "The device he
is holding is a Starfleet tricorder of the type used on planetary
surveys. It collects data fromnonitoring stations."

That puzzled her. "What's he doing out at this hour? It has to be past
m dni ght!"

"It is 1:07 AM, according to the local clock. The man appears to be
waiting for the peace officers to | eave. Hi s expression appears
nervous. "

Interesting. He's doing sonething illegal. She felt a rising suspicion
"Something isn't right here," she said.

"I agree. He does not appear to be wearing a Starfleet uniform Nor do
| recognize himas one of the Enterprise's crew. He should not be
carrying Starfl eet equi pment."

"I meant he doesn't belong on top of a warehouse in the mddle of the
night," Yar said. "He's up to sonething. He m ght be one of the
terrorists.”

"Unlikely," Data said. "Hi s build does not match that of any of the
three nen we chased. However, | agree that his presence and actions do
appear suspicious. What course of action do you suggest?"

"Sinple. Let's question him™"

" How?"

She drew her phaser and passed it to him "You re the expert marksman
If you hit himw th both our phasers, it should stun him even at this
di stance. Then it's just a matter of picking himup and interrogating
him™"

"What if he has legitimte business?"

"Then we apol ogi ze and buy hima drink at the nearest bar."

"Very well." Data accepted her phaser with his left hand, then pulled
out his owmn with his right.

He stepped forward, raised both arns, and fired both phasers

si mul t aneousl y.

Bot h beans struck the man's chest. Perfect shot! Yar thought. Wthout a
sound, he collapsed and lay still.

It took themfive mnutes to get across the street and up to the roof.
A large and rather flashy aircar waited there with its door open and
its powerful engines idling. Yar switched on its lights, and their gl ow
it up the whol e rooftop.

"It would appear he | anded here to watch the peace officers," Data

sai d.

"Not with this tricorder." She picked it up and handed it to him "What
do you nake of it?"

"Starfleet issue. A current nmodel. It should not be in civilian hands."
"Then what was he doing with it?"

Data turned slowy. "There-that is the atnospheric nonitoring station
he must have been checking." He crossed to the small silver box and
pulled it off the wall. Wen he flipped open the top, he read sonething
inside. "As | expected, it is set to nobnitor particle content in the
air."

"Do you mean dust ?"

"Any particulate matter-dust, pollution, and pollen are three
exanpl es. "

"How about... an airborne virus?"

"Li ke the plague virus?"

"Exactly."



"It would count that, too."

The man began to stir and nmpan. Tasha regarded hi m suspiciously. "I

think we've just found the key to the puzzle," she said. "Keep him

covered."

Crossing to where he |ay, she began searching through his pockets. Not

one but two phasers, a knife, and three sets of identification cards
all very interesting. One ID clained he was a grain buyer, another

an engi neering-supply salesman, and the third a mssionary priest. A

priest? She knew they were fake; a grain-buying engi neering-sal es

m ssi onary-priest mnight conceivably exist, but each of the three IDs

gave di fferent names and hone pl anets.

He stirred and noaned. He'll be awake soon. M ght as well get it over

with.

"Wake up!" she said, giving his shoul der a shake.

He opened his eyes suddenly and gasped. "What-where-"

"That's what | want to know," she said with an unkind snile. Phaser

stuns | eft people disoriented; she neant to take advantage of it. "Wo

are you- really-and what can you tell ne about this plague?"

"Let go of nme!"

She released him Wth Data standing there, he woul dn't get away.

"I work for the Archo City Hospital," he said, sitting up and rubbing

his head. "Wat happened?"”

"Uh-uh. Not with these ID cards, you don't. And you don't have a beard,;

you're no Archarian." She

fanned the identification cards out in front of his face. "And 1'11I

stake ny job none of these is you. Care to try agai n?"

He clinbed to his feet, brushed hinself off, and adjusted his collar.

An al nost nocking smle cane over his face. "Not this tinme."

Li ghts shimered, and he began to di sappear as a transporter beam

ener gi zed around him

"No you don't!" Yar cried.

She | eaped into the beamw th himand the next thing she knew, they

were standing on a single transporter pad in a small, nearly dark room

a spaceship?

She grabbed his shirt and flung himinto the bul khead. He hit with a

bone-jarring crunch and an "oof" of pain

"G ve up," she said.

"You'll die!" he snarled and grabbed for sonething on the wall. A

phaser ?

She | eaped forward and kicked himin the stomach, then gave hima chop

to the back to the neck when he doubl ed over in pain. He coll apsed,

shuddered once, and didn't nove.

"Computer-nmore light!" she call ed.

The room bri ghtened. She turned slowy, taking stock of the situation
she was in a cranped little cabin stuffed to overflowing with

equi prent. And a lot of it looked |like Starfleet property.

I've hit the jackpot, she thought. If he isn't involved with the

pl ague, |I'ma Vul can princess.
Three huge netal cylinders, stanped with tiny
print, stood along the back wall. She crossed to exam ne one. The

pressure gauge read 0.004. Whatever had been inside wasn't there now.
Turni ng, she | ooked at the racks of assault rifles, phasers, and other
weapons covering the second wall, the one to which she had hi m pi nned.
Shivering, she realized how | ucky she had been. If he'd gotten one of
those, | would be toast now.

She fol ded back the collar of her shirt, revealing her conbadge, and
tapped it once. "Yar to Enterprise, " she said.



"Enterprise. Habbib here," cane an ensign's voice.

"Locat e Commander Ri ker and Lieutenant Commander Data and beamthemto
these coordinates.”

"Li eut enant Commander Data has been located . . . Comrander Riker is
not wearing his conbadge, however."

That didn't sound like Riker. He'll be all right, she told herself.
He's a survivor. Like ne.

"Thanks," she said. "If you | ocate Cormander R ker, let nme know "
"Yes, Lieutenant. Enterprise out.”

The shimrer of a transporter beam appeared next to her, and Data
materialized an instant later. He turned slowy, |ooking around the
cabin, then bent to exam ne the unconscious man.

"He is dead," Data announced.

"What! That's inpossible!"™ She stared incredul ously at his body. "I
didn't hit himthat hard!"

"Neverthel ess, he is dead."

Qui ckly she bent and rolled himover. She got a whiff of sonething
acrid-pentium xolinate. It was a Cardassi an drug, invariably fast and
fatal .

"Suicide," she said, frowning. "He took poison. He nust have had it
hi dden in a tooth."

Data noved to the cylinders. "W need to anal yze these," he said
suddenl y.

"Coul d they hol d sonet hi ng biol ogical ?" she asked.

"Li ke a virus?" Data asked. "It is a possibility. Biological agents are

usual |y seeded into the atnosphere of a planet at |east half a

kil ometer above the surface, however, to allow a wi de dispersal through
wind currents.”

"He had a transporter.”

Data paused. "It is theoretically possible to beam conmpressed gasses;
they woul d expand i nmedi ately upon transport. That might be a highly
effective nethod of seeding an atnosphere.”

That's how he did it, Yar thought. / know that's how he did it!

Data continued to exam ne the cylinders. "They are marked ' Agricultura
Prions.' However, a |abel does not always adequately represent a
container's true contents."

"The expression is 'Don't judge a book by its cover.'"

"l believe that is what | said."

"W have to get themup to the Enterprise." Frowning, she noved to the
front of the ship and

gazed out the viewport at a vast duracrete landing field. The norning
twilight had just begun. In the thin gray predawn |ight, she saw dozens
of larger Starships surrounding their little ship. We're in the Archo
City Spaceport, she thought.

"Let's fly her up to one of the shuttle bays," she said suddenly,
sliding into the pilot's seat. "W can get a security team aboard and
strip her down to her bul kheads, if necessary. Qur friend there nust be
i nvol ved in the plague, sonehow. "

"That would seem a | ogi cal conclusion," Data said.

The ship's controls hadn't been | ocked or encrypted, Yar saw. Wth the
hat ches dogged, he must have considered his ship secure. He hadn't
counted on her beami ng aboard with him

Powering up the inmpul se engi nes, she studied the |ayout of the
controls. Basic operations appeared straightforward. She knew she

woul dn't have any trouble flying this ship.

An intercomcrackled: "This is Archo Spaceport Control. Power down your
engi nes, Paladium This planet is quarantined-you may not lift off."



"Negative, Control," Yar said. "This is Lieutenant Yar. | am bringing
this vessel up for a rendezvous with the Enterprise.”

"Permssion to lift off is expressly denied," the voice insisted.

"Power down, Paladium or we will be forced to take drastic action!"
She gl anced at Data. "Drastic action? What are they capable of, putting
us on report? They don't

have any pursuit ships or nmssile batteries. This is an agricultura

pl anet . "

"I believe they are bluffing," Data said.

"That's all | need to know." Tasha Yar brought the engines to ful
life. A low but powerful vibration spread through the hull. She

initiated the liftoff sequence.

"Pal adi um " Control said. "Power down! Now "

"Negative," she replied. "You have our flight plan. W'll see you in
orbit."

She lifted off snmoothly, and the |landing field began to dw ndl e away
bel ow.

Next she tapped her conbadge. "Yar to Enterprise, " she said.
"Enterprise. Habbib here."

"We are aboard a small Starship called the Paladium " she said. "W
are bringing it up now. Slap a | evel-one forcefield around this ship as
soon as we land in the shuttle bay."

"No containment field is necessary," Habbib said. "Restrictions on
travel to and fromthe planet to the Enterprise have been lifted."
"Then we have a cure for the plague?" She felt a brief surge of

el ati on.

"Negative, Paladium The virus is on the Enterprise as well. W are now
under the same quarantine restrictions as Archaria IIl."

Yar exchanged a | ook with Data. How She shook her head. Soneone was

sl oppy, she thought.

She said to Habbib, "I want a security detail standing by when we | and.
And alert sickbay. W may have the cause of the plague on board."
"Under st ood, Pal adium " Habbib said. "Security will be standi ng by.
Enterprise out."

"That's it!" Control snarled over the intercom "W are fining your
account one hundred thousand credits, Paladium"

"Go ahead," Yar replied. She severed the connection and accel erated
toward the Enterprise

Chapter N neteen

THE ANNOYI NG BUZZ in the back of WIl Riker's head slowy materialized
into the murmur of voices. He opened one eye to the smallest of slits.
Big mstake. Fireworks seened to go off inside his skull, flares and
starbursts and supernovas all mi xed up together. He groaned despite

hi nsel f and pressed his eye shut again. Everything hurts. Even
breathing was a chore. He couldn't remenber feeling this bad since his
bi g second-year survival drop at the Acadeny. A week alone on a jungle
planet with only a knife, a conpass, and ny wits. Wiy did | ever elect
to take Advanced Survival before | was really ready for it? The raw

el enents-including a six-day hurricane to beat anything ever seen on
Earth-had defeated himutterly when a tree bl ew over and pi nned him
down. He had lain there in the muck and nmud, feeding the alien

equi val ent of giant |eeches, for three days until rescuers arrived. He
had counted hinmself |ucky to survive.

This time, it had been a buil ding.



At |east | am waking up, he thought, trying to feel optimstic. There
was a faint ringing sound in his ears just a few octaves bel ow t he
chatter of voices. An outside noise? An inside noise? Hallucination?
Better hurt than dead. That's what his instructor, Dr. Neelam had told
hi m when he linped in to give his oral report on his failure. Kindly
Dr. Neelam The image of his instructor's beam ng face appeared in his
m nd, Dr. Neelam saying: "The sloppiest job I've ever seen, but you
lived through it, Bill."

"I"'mcalled WII now," he told Dr. Neel am

"Hey, pal," a rough voice beside himsaid. "Ready to try sitting up?"
"Huh?" Ri ker opened both eyes, and after the world stopped noving, he
managed to focus on the speaker-a nman about his own age, tall and

br oad- shoul dered, dressed all in shades of brown right down to a | ong
dark shag of brown beard. He was grinning-a friendly grin, Riker
decided after a minute's hesitation.

Archaria H . Away team Right.

"The sl eeper wakes!" the man went on. Ofering his hand, he said, "Want
me to help you sit up, pal? | hear your name is WII."

"Was | tal king out |oud?"

"Yep. Need a hand?"

"Uh . . . give ne a mnute. Were am|?"

"Sonme detention center. |I'mnot quite sure which one yet. Probably East
Quadrant. That's where they nabbed us."

"Ch." Gngerly he felt his scalp. Assorted |unps, bunps, cuts, and

abr asi ons- perhaps even a mld concussion, fromthe ringing in his ears.
/"1l ask Dr. Neelamto | ook ne over first thing. No, | mean Dr.
Crusher.

Wait. That was back on the ship. He paused, frowning. The Enterprise.
Where was he? Under a building. No. In a detention center. He tried to
focus on his newfound friend, the beaming man with the beard. What was
the fellow s nanme? Had he said?

"Where-" he said again. No, | already asked that.

"Say, you are fuzzed out, aren't you? Dee-ten-shun Cen-ter. East
Quadrant. They got a hundred and twelve of us in the roundup." The nan
gave a |l ow chuckle and offered his hand. Ri ker took it, and the nan
pulled himto a sitting position.

That was a mistake. The world swirled |ike a whirlpool around him

"You have a family nanme, WII?"

"R ker."

"Don't know 'em sorry.
Darling."

"C arence Darling?"
"Yes, sweetheart." Clarence rolled his eyes. "Od nanme. First settlers,
so we're supposed to be proud. Nothing to do about it now "

At | east Clarence had a sense of hunor. Riker gave a | ow chuckle as he
turned his head-not too quick!-to | ook around. Despite his caution, the
roomrolled Iike a ship on high seas, the floor rising up, the walls
noving in. He tasted bile and gul ped hastily. The ringing in his ears

He stuck out his hand again. "Mne is O arence

grew worse, |ouder and nore shrill, a perfect bell tone had it cone
froma bell.
He pressed his eyes shut again. / should have been a doctor. | could

have heal ed nysel f.
"Hope you don't mind," Darling said, "but | kind of appointed nyself

your watchdog. While you were unconscious, | nmean. The pos picked you
clean, but at least our side left you al one.™
Pos? Ch . . . PO s-peace officers. He hadn't heard that slang termin

years; it figured that it would still be circulating on a backwater



planet like Archaria Ill. Picked ne clean . . . ? R ker pulled hinself
up on his el bows-Slowy! Don't rush it!-and noticed his boots were

m ssing. He still had his slightly fuzzy brown socks, though. They

| ooked a little silly, and he wiggled his toes and took a perverse
delight in noting they didn't hurt. They were the only thing in his
whol e body without their own private aches and pains.

Then nore urgently he felt his pockets. Al gone. Phaser, conbadge,
everything. He really had been cl eaned out. Everything of any potential
val ue had been rempved. Great. Humanity is supposed to be beyond racia
prejudice, let alone petty thievery.

"The pos roll everyone who conmes in unconscious. Mist be the Ferengi in
them" Darling frowned suddenly. "You don't | ook so good all of a
sudden. | think you need a doctor, WIIl. Better lie down till we can
get out of here."” He put one hand on Ri ker's chest and pushed him
gently back onto the bench where he had been lying. "That's an order,
soldier!"

Ri ker stiffened. Soldier. Does he know |I'mfromthe Federati on? No,

can't be, I'mnot a soldier, anyway. Never mind that Bili used to cal
nme that. It had to be just a slang termof affection for a newfound
friend, like "pal.” And | need a friend here. No conbadge, no rescue.

Dr. Neel am woul d approve. It's ny survival test all over again.

He focused his eyes on a water stain on the ceiling tiles directly
overhead. The ringing in his head let up a little. The burble of voices
rose around him What | wouldn't give for a mnute of perfect silence.
O a doctor. O a conbadge-

“I don't think we'll be here much | onger,
nearly dawn."

Ri ker felt sonething run down his cheek and

gave a little shudder. Bugs. He hated bugs. But when he touched the
spot, his fingers came away wet. Not bugs. Bl ood. He stared at the
crinmson snmear. A doctor. |'d better call Dr. Crusher. Time for the
cavalry to rescue nme. So nuch for Billy-the-Kid Ri ker, boy hero.

What woul d Captain Picard do? The captain wouldn't split up or lose his
conbadge or let a building fall on his head. This was going to nake one
hell of a bad report. One hell of a bad report. At |east Data and Yar
got away. Rescue? He coul d have | aughed-they woul dn't even know where

Darling said suddenly. "It's

to look. He'd have to find them... if they hadn't already reported him
mssing to the Enterprise.
The alley . . . perhaps they would be waiting for himthere

He | evered hinself up on his el bows again. And just |ike before, the
uni verse began to tilt alarmingly. He felt hinmself starting to slide
off the world, alnost as though gravity weren't working quite right
here. But that was ridicul ous, wasn't it?

Wth a "Mph!" he lay back down. "Do | get to nake a call, or am| stuck
here?" he asked Darling. He forced the words out slowy. "Wat's the,
ah, protocol for being arrested these days?"

"You are new to this rabble-rousing stuff, aren't you?" Darling
chuckl ed. "There are too nmany of us. The npbst they're going to do is
charge us with m sdeneanors, issue citations, and chuck us out

on our ears. And they probably won't even bother with the citations
because nobody's going to pay them Mst of the pos are nmenbers of the
League anyway. If they weren't on duty, they'd all be with us in the
streets. After all, we all want the sane thing, right?"

"Yeah." He had definitely gotten the inpression that the peace officers
supported the League. Had it only been last night? It seened an
eternity away. Riker took a deep breath, shuddering a bit at a new
stabbing pain in his left shoulder. Wiat's the first thing you do after



a disaster? Take inventory. No boots, no possessions. Easy enough. He
slowy flexed his nuscles. Focus, he told hinself. Fingers, hands,
arnms; feet, |legs, neck, and spine. Al extremties in place. Lots of
smal | pains, a couple of larger cuts and abrasi ons on his hands where
he had fallen. Plus the assorted injuries to his head and that stabbing
pain in his shoul der. Bruised but not broken, by and |arge, he decided.
I'd give anything for those bells to stop ringing. If only he could
think clearly. A plan. | need a plan. Wat would Dr. Neel am do?
"Survival first,"” he always said in class. "Wrry about the civilized
niceties later."

Darling said, "So, spill the details. What happened to you, WII?"

"I got in a firefight with the pos and a building fell on ne." He
turned his head to | ook around the roomnore carefully. This tinme at

| east it stayed on an even keel. "Rather, the pos blasted it down on
top of nme."

"They used phasers set on high?" Darling gave a | ow whistle. "First
I've heard of themusing deadly force against us! Well, al nost deadly

force. You nust have really gotten themangry."

"Afraid so. It was nmy own damm fault. We didn't want to be arrested and
stunned two of them™

"Ever been picked up before?"

"No. "

"I thought so. | tried to fight it nmy first tinme, too-and got ny skul
bashed with a billy for nmy troubles. This is nmy fifth tinme. Peacefu
cooperation, that's the only way, once they' ve made the pinch."

"But what about . . ." He lost his train of thought for an instant and
fl oundered. "You know?"
Darling seenmed to pick up onit. "If you're in here with us, that neans

they didn't wite you up. You're just another drunk-and-di sorderly
Leaguer they arrested for disturbing the peace. And with things the way
they are . . . they don't have enough prisons to hold us all, even if
they wanted to." He shrugged. "They can't |ock up half the planet,

after all!"

"The hunman hal f, you nean."

Darling grinned wolfishly. "The human majority.
For a second Ri ker saw the true nature of the League in his rescuer's
eyes. Not a friend. It was insidious, these racist beliefs. And yet he
knew he needed Darl i ng-needed the decent hunman in-

side himwho would go out of his way to help a stranger.

Doors on the far side of the room banged open, and a short man in a

bl ack uniformstrolled in, frowning. Unlike the others, he was clean-
shaven and there was somet hi ng odd about the shape of his skull.

too el ongated, too pointy on top.

Hi sses, boos, and jeering catcalls greeted him "Mxer!" Ri ker heard
Darling snarl under his breath. So that was it-this was a Pel adi an.
"Listen up!" the Pel adi an peace officer said in a | oud voice. He
thunped the data padd he held with one slender finger. "Al prisoners
are being released on their own recogni zance. Take advantage of this
little learning experience and stay indoors tonight. The governor has
declared a curfew, and anyone caught on the streets after dark wll
face the full force of the law"

Darling chuckled. So did nmost of the others in the room Riker |ooked
around in bew |l dernment. Were they insane as well as predjudiced?
"What's so funny?" he finally whispered.

"That's the sane speech he's given every norning for the | ast week!"
Darling replied

The snoot h- cheeked officer glared until the |laughter died down. "That's



better," he finally said. "Now, forma |ine and nake your way outside
in an orderly manner. |If you cooperate, you' |l be hone for breakfast."
Turni ng, he stal ked out the door with the data padd sl appi ng agai nst
his thigh. Mre nocking

| aughter trailed him and jeering cries of, "Get off the planet,

m xer!"

"Dam arrogant bastard," Darling snarled under his breath. "Thinks he's
better than us!"”

Ri ker held his tongue, but couldn't stop the thought: He is better than
all of you. Cordial as Darling seenmed, the underpinnings of his Purity
League beliefs |left no doubt about his true nature: xenophobe, human-
suprenaci st, and violent-terrorist. | nust not forget that, R ker told
hinself. He thinks I1'mone of them That's the only reason he's
behavi ng so well toward mne.

Chapter Twenty

WORF WOKE SLOALY and groaned. My head! If felt like a split nelon.
Sitting up, he | ooked blearily around the room

Kl ingons |ay spraw ed everywhere around him snoring. Krot-Skall-Karqg-
all the others . .

It was the bl ood wine, he thought with growing horror. He had forgotten
to check in with the Enterprise and make his report. He knew a human
captain wouldn't kill himfor such an oversight, but he felt he
deserved execution

He had |l ost track of his mission. He had neglected his duty. ...

Never again, he thought. Even though he had been exposed to the pl ague
virus and could not return to the Enterprise, he should have nmade his
report. They coul d have been dependi ng on him

Struggling to his feet, he staggered a bit as his center of bal ance
shifted. He searched for his lost helnet and finally spotted it in the
corner, where Krot had flung it. Picking it up, he fitted it back on
his head. Luckily the communit still worked. He clicked it on with his
chi n.

"Wrf to Enterprise,” he said.

"Enterprise, Habbib here," cane the reply.

"I wish to make a report," he said. "I have been exposed to the plague
virus and will be remaining on this nmoon until a cure is found."
"Negative, sir," came the reply. "The whol e ship has been exposed to
the plague virus. There is no | onger a quarantine situation. Captain
Picard left orders for you to be transported back the m nute you report
in."

Wworf frowned. That is not good news, he thought. Sonething terrible
must have happened aboard ship-a nmedical disaster-for the disease to be
| oose on board.

"Energi ze," he said.

He had a very bad feeling inside.

Dr. Crusher rubbed bl eary, burning eyes. Sixteen cases, she thought.

Bet ween the Enterprise and the Constitution, they now had si xteen
confirmed cases of the plague. This is a nightnare.

The nedi cal teams of both ships had conbi ned aboard the Enterprise. And
they still weren't naking any progress.

And Dr. Tang, whenever they consulted him

seened nore depressed than ever. He continued to recomend quarantining
the pl anet forever.

We need |luck. And inspiration, Dr. Crusher thought. W're missing



sonet hing. . . sonething obvious.

Not for the first tinme, she went back to the very core of the probl em
We have a virus that can squeeze through a level-1 containnent field.
How? She studied its diagramon the nonitor. Wat are the
possibilities?

Tel eportati on? | npossi bl e!

Changing its shape to sonething snaller? Possible? They had seen no
sign of any netanorphic properties, however, and they had been watching
live sanples for hours. Not likely, she finally decided. It's a form of
Rhulian flu. It doesn't change shape.

What else? It needs a Trojan horse, she thought. Sonme way to sneak
through a containnent field wi thout being caught or identified. But it
couldn't do that in its present form It would have to be broken down
and reassenbl ed.

It's nodul ar! Suddenly she had a horrible vision of how it might work.
Two or five or ten smaller parts, all com ng together to forma virus.
airborne mniparticles, drifting in the air until they neet up,

then uniting to beconme the plague virus!

She had never heard of any organismworking in such a manner. But that
didn't nean it wasn't possible. The added hooks on the NXA protein
strands-those coul d be assenbly instructions.

But it would have to be alive in its conponent parts, too. Wat's alive
but smaller than a virus?

Nanot echnol ogy? No, it couldn't possibly be nechanical in origin.
Nor oi ds? Sondarian frets? Prions? It could be any of those-or any of
several dozen other obscure but normally innocuous life forms. Things
we don't screen out with biofilters because they're harm ess, she

t hought. Things small enough to slip through a |level -1 contai nnent
field.

"Conputer," she said. "Begin a new anal ysis of blood sample 76-B." That
was the nost recent specinen drawn from Deanna Troi. "Find and catal og
every life formand ever natter particle snmaller than a virus."

The conputer spoke. "There are an estimated two hundred thousand
subviral particles. Analysis will take approximately forty-one

m nutes. "

Dr. Crusher sighed. Mre delays. But she didn't see any alternatives
They certainly weren't making any progress with standard techni ques or
antiviral drugs.

"Begin analysis," she said. This | ooked |ike another two-cup probl em
She headed for the replicator and made her first cup of tea. Just as
she was about to settle down to wait out the conputer report, Captain
Picard and Captain van Gsterlich strode into sickbay. Behind them
waiting in the hall, she saw half a dozen security officers.

She stood. "What's happened?" she asked.

"Yar and Data are on their way up," Picard said.

"They have stolen a Starship. They claimit belongs to the nman
responsi ble for setting the plague | oose on Archaria II1."

Dr. Crusher felt her breath catch in her throat. This could be the
break we need, she thought.

"What's on board?" she demanded. "Are there any cultures or sanples ..
or a cure?"

"They weren't specific-but they have sonething they want anal yzed

i medi ately in xenobi-ol ogy."

"Let's go," she said, grabbing a nedical tricorder.

Yar piloted the Paladiuminto the Enterprise's shuttle bay 2, then set
the little ship down. After she had powered down the inmpul se engines,
she unseal ed the hatches, rose, and hurried into the main conpartnment.



Dat a had been busy taki ng down weapons, she saw. She whistled at the
rack of ten Federation heavy assault phaser rifles he had uncovered.

"I haven't seen any of these since the war with Cardassia," she said,
taki ng one down and turning it over in her hands.

"They are probably war surplus,” he said. "This particul ar nodel was
deconm ssi oned seven years ago."

She turned hers over and exam ned the handle. The serial nunber had
been neatly and nethodically burned off with a phaser. No way to trace
it back to whoever |egally bought or sold it last. Just

anot her sign our unknown friend was up to no good, she thought.

She put the phaser back into the rack, then glanced down at the man who
had commi tted suicide rather than get caught. Everything seened to
point to his involvenent in sonmething big. And yet she saw no sign of
anything to do with the virus . . . except those cylinders.

"Status report!" Captain Picard called, as he led Dr. Crusher and half-
a-dozen ot hers aboard.

Yar filled himin while Dr. Crusher hurried to the cylinders and began
taking tricorder scans.

"This is it!" Crusher announced, and excitenent made her voice crack
"These cylinders contain the three different el ements that nake up the
pl ague virus! | want them beanmed to xenobi ol ogy-we' ve got to start
taking them apart to see how these prions work."

"Prions?" Captain Picard asked, | ooking puzzl ed.

"Yes-1 figured it out in sickbay this norning. The virus is a conposite
organism It consists of three prions. Wen they cone together, they
interlock, rewite each other's RNA and a virus cell is born.
Individually the prions are harm ess. W have hundreds of different
ones in our bodies, and they don't do anything. Qur transporter doesn't
filter themout, and they are small enough when airborne to pass
through a | evel -one containment field!"

"And that's how it got |oose on ny ship," Picard said, nodding. "It
makes sense."

Data said, "W believe our suspect beanmed the prions directly over the
city, seeding the air. That's how it managed to di sperse so quickly."
"I"ve got to get back to sickbay," Dr. Crusher said. "This is the best
devel opnent we coul d have had. | know we'll have a cure soon.”

Chapter Twenty-one

THEI R RELEASE WENT BETTER than Ri ker coul d have hoped. Darling spotted
a couple nore of his League pals and drafted theminto hel ping get

Ri ker out the door. They were burly, bearded nmen, strong as oxen, and
when they draped R ker's arns across their shoulders for support, his
feet barely touched the ground.

Darling signed all their names in an arrest record book, and five
seconds later they were out on the street. The norning thoroughfares
bustled with activity, and R ker sensed at once that sonething had
happened-sonet hing big. An alnbst electric undercurrent ran through
everyone in sight.

Darling grabbed a bearded man and denanded, "Wat happened? Wat's al
the excitement ?"

"Haven't you heard? They caught the nan re-

sponsi bl e for the plague! And Starfleet says they'll have a cure for it
by nightfall!"

"Who was responsi bl e?" Ri ker demanded.

"Some crazy off-worlder! Can you believe it? He wasn't even one of us!"



Pul ling away, the nan hurried down the street.

So much for the Purity League theory, Riker thought. He exchanged a
glance with Darling. 1've spent the night chasing phantomterrorists,
havi ng buildings fall on ny head, and getting | ocked up with racist
crackpot s-for not hi ng!

"Well," Darling said, "that's quite a developrent. It wasn't the

Pel adi ans after all."

The man holding Riker's right armlet go. "You take hinm" he said to
Darling. "I have to get hone-1 want to see the news!"

"Me, too!" said Darling's other friend. He ducked out from under

Ri ker's other armand sprinted up the street.

Ri ker wobbled a bit, but Darling steadied him "Hey, "Il still |ook
out for you, pal," Darling said. "lI've cone this far. 1'll see you
safely hone.™

"I'f you can get nme to a commstation," Riker said, "I'll call for

transportation."

"Easily done!" Turning, Darling pointed to a public conmunit on the
corner across fromthem "Conme on!"

He hel ped R ker hobbl e across the street, then stood watching while

Ri ker activated the unit.

"This is WlliamRi ker," he said to the conputer. "I need to talk to
the duty officer aboard the Starship Enterprise."

Darling gaped at him "The Enterprise? Are you crazy? Wat do you want
with Starfleet scun®?"

"Just a second and I'll show you," Riker said.

In ten seconds Ceordi La Forge appeared on the screen.

"What happened, sir?" La Forge said. "You | ook terrible. W've had half
the peace officers in the city searching for you since mdnight!"

"The peace officers arrested ne," R ker said. "It's a long story. |

need transportation to sickbay ... | think | have a mld concussion .
and nmaybe a couple of cracked bones."

"Right," La Forge said. "Stay there, sir. I'll trace the comm signa

back to your location."

"Thanks." Riker turned to Darling, who was staring at him

i ncredul ously.

"You-you lied to ne!" Darling said.

"No | didn't," Riker said. He grinned. "You made a | ot of assunptions
about nme based on ny appearance. Think about it the next tine you see a
m xer ... or a Peladian!"

He hated to go out with a |ecture, but sonmehow it seemed fitting.
Darling certainly needed his myopic racist worldvi ew expanded.

A transporter beam began to shi mer around him

"People aren't always what they seem. . . and if you look, you'll find
new friends in the oddest places!"

Chapter Twenty-two

"THIS IS HOWthe virus works," Dr. Crusher said to the assenbl ed senior
officers of the Enterprise and the Constitution. The neeting room fel
silent.

"The virus begins life as three different prions." A conputer
simul ati on showed the three different mcroorganisns. "Separately these
prions are harm ess. But when they neet up-in the air or in a human
body-they join together to forma nore conplex organism... a

mul tiprion."

The hol ographi c projection showed all three prions integrating



thensel ves into one larger cell

"Their protein strands hook together, and a new nultiprion is born. Its
first task is torewite its owmn RNA. In effect, it turns itself into a
virus cell. Now, imagine it happening with thousands of prions at

once and you'll see how quickly people can becone infected."

Captain Picard stepped forward. "Thanks to Dr. Spencer, Dr. Tang, and
Dr. Crusher, we now have a cure-a fourth prion, one we designed

oursel ves. W have al ready begun seeding Archaria Ill's atnosphere with
it. This fourth prion hunts for the other three, attaches itself to
them and disables the multiprion genetic codes. In short, they are
turned back into harmless prions once nore."

"Sir, who is responsible?" CGeordi La Forge asked.

"CGood question.” Picard cleared his throat. "Oficially, Starfleet and
the planetary governor are assigning blame to the Purity League. That
organi zati on has been officially outlawed and di sbanded, so sone good
has come out of this disaster."

"And unofficially?" Wrf asked.

Van Osterlich rose. "Unofficially... we don't know The one suspect we
have is dead, and he doesn't seemto exist in any official Starfleet
dat abases. Hi s identity cards are fake. His Starship's registration is
fake. Nothing aboard his ship has a serial nunber or identification
mark of any kind. He is sinply a blank-officially, he doesn't exist.

Whet her he worked for hinself or someone else is still open to
conj ecture. However, | think it's safe to say that this is the work of
some outside party with significant resources .... an organization that

took advantage of the Purity League's racist attitudes to test a new
type of weapon."
"The big question is notive,

Captain Picard said. He | ooked from face

to face, and his expression grew even nore serious. "It can't be racial
purity. It can't be the Purity Leage. In fact, Starfleet has only been
able to conme up with one possible nmotive. . . . Practice."

In sickbay, WIlliam R ker lay on a biobed next to Deanna Troi, resting
and listening to the al nost jubilant hubbub around them They have
their cure. Everything is going to work out. He sml ed.

"A penny for your thoughts," Deanna said.

He turned his head to face her. "You look terrible," he said. It was
the first thing that popped into his nind. The white blisters that had

covered her face were gone, but she still had a deathly white pallor
"So do you, Bill. I'"mjust happy to be alive."

He chuckled. "You know | go by 'WIIl" these days, don't you."

"Yes ... | wondered if you were going to tell ne. Don't you fee

confortabl e enough with me to just tal k anynore?"

He reached out his hand and took hers, then gave it a soft squeeze. "Of
course | do, Deanna. Let down your guard. Listen to nmy enotions. You
know how | truly feel."

She sniled. "You're naughty!"

He | aughed. "You don't have to be an enpath to sense that!"

Epi | ogue

THE GENERAL SAT in the command seat aboard his palatial ship, hugging
hi s knees and gently rocking back and forth. No, no, no! he thought.
Al the news today was bad. Sol onbn dead. The pl ague cured. Archaria H
on the verge of racial peace for the first time in generations. The
Federation had turned disaster into triunph.

He snarled. He wanted to snmash sonet hi ng. Anyt hing.

Sol onon had failed him H's scientists, whose best genetic weapon
fizzled when put to the test, had failed him Al this tine, all this



noney. And for not hing!
No, not for nothing. It's a |earning experience. The speed with which

the Federation had acted to contain his plague was commendable. Cearly
hi s people would have to nodi fy the di sease further
Two days, he thought. It only took themtwo days!



