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Captain’s Log, Stardate 43582.7

We are in orbit around Outier III, where we are due to take shore leave. In an
inhospitable sector at the edge of Federation influence, it is rare to find a world
as welcoming--or as intriguing--as this one. On a personal level, I am eager to see
the most recently discovered remains from the Jelenan civilization. But first I, and
several of my officers, have arranged a surprise visit to an old friend.

Captain Picard leaned back in his chair, smiling in anticipation. Around him the rest
of the bridge crew were clearly relaxed, Troi and Riker were grinning at each
other, and even Worf had adopted a less rigid posture than usual. "Open hailing
frequencies, Mister Worf."”

“Hailing frequencies open, sir.”

On the main screen the face of a middle-aged woman appeared. "Greetings, Governor
Chulas. This is Captain Picard of the U.S.5.--"

“——Enterprise.” She interrupted him, her face grim. "Welcome to Outrier Three.
Before you begin beaming down your personnel, I need your assistance.” Chulas
hesitated.

"“Go on, Governor."

“Three days ago, ten people went to investigate the latest archaeological ruins on
the southern continent. Two of them returned yesterday. The expedition leader,
Miles Jenkins, committed suicide shortly after his return. Before he died, he said
repeatedly that the other eight people had all been killed. A three person search-
and-rescue team left twenty-six hours ago. Their reports stopped when they
reached the archaeological site. Our other survivor has admitted to helping murder
four of the archaeologists. In the thirty hours since we imprisoned her, two of the
guards have killed themselves....We are out of our league, Captain.”

Picard nodded slowly. Without glancing around, he knew from the unnatural still-
ness that everyone’s attention was focussed on the governor. Miles Jenkins had
had an enviable reputation, and Picard had been deeply impressed by the man after
hearing him talk at a conference a few years back. "We will do our best to help.
Could you please transfer the details to the ship, including full records on the
surviving woman."

“I believe you already have her records. Her name is Katherine Pulaski, and she
used to be the chief medical officer on board the Enterprise.'f

"One moment, Governor." Picard signalled to Worf to interrupt the transmission.
With precise control he turned towards Troi, ignoring the expressions of disbelief

a Next Generation zine 94 from ORION PRESS



ERIDANI 12 March 1991

and horror around him. Troi's knuckles were white as she gripped the base of her
seat, but her face was composed. "Your impressions, Counselor?”

"She believes what she is saying. She is extremely disturbed by these events.”

"Resume communications, Mister Worf. Governor Chulas, I am ordering a full investi-
gation which I shall head personally. I'll contact you again shortly. Picard out.”
Picard hesitated fractionally for Worf to end the transmission. "I want a meeting
in thirty minutes with all senior staff officers. Data, you will prepare a summary
of the background to the situation. Counselor, please assess the reports on Doctor
Pulaski, Miles Jenkins and the two guards. Shore leave is cancelled indefinitely.”
Picard stood up and exited into his ready room. '

As the door closed behind him, Picard vented his feelings in his native French.
“"Merde." He could scarcely believe what he had heard, and he refused to believe
that Kate Pulaski had intentionally murdered anyone. And yet part of him was
already starting to doubt her.

How well could you ever understand anyone else? A few months ago, he would have
sworn that Kate Pulaski would never willingly leave the Enterprise. He had thought
he had finally come to know the doctor whose stubbornness matched his own. Now
he had to consciously suppress a feeling of guilt that perhaps he had missed some-
thing. Maybe he should not have taken her words at face value. Maybe something
‘had been wrong even then.

“Come. " Picard looked up from his wew screen as Doctor Pulaski came in. "Is there
a problem, Doctor?"

“No, sir." The doctor seemed oddly reticent. "I have a personal request, Captain.
I should like a transfer from the Enterprise.’

Picard inhaled sharply. "Kate, I know that we haven’t always seen eye to eye. But
if this has anything to do with me, I want you to reconsider immediately. I have full
confidence in your abilities, and a large dose of healthy gratitude. You saved my
life when I was too proud to accept your advice.”

“No. You are not the deciding factor, Captain. Although I am aware that you found
Doctor Crusher a more agreeable colleague.”

Picard had said nothing, trapped by the truth of Pulaski’s statement.

"And, even if you are still too pig-headed to understand her motivation, I know for
a fact that Beverly Crusher would love to have this post back.”

Picard had again remained silent, refusing to reopen thé subject of Beverly’s
departure. Another doctor he had failed to adequately appreciate, to understand?

“"But the most important reasons are not to do with you, or Doctor Crusher, or the
Enterprise. It’s a family problem.”

“"Can I help?"
"No, thank you. Will you approve the transfer?"”
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“I would prefer to have more information. When a valued and senior officer asks
to leave my ship, I want to know why."

Pulaski sighed. "It’s my daughter, Alison. Her husband has died, and she is
pregnant with her first child. I want to be with her, and I think I could be happy
working on Outrier Three."

"Outrier Three? Isn’t that rather a contrast from the facilities here?"”

“"Quite a contrast, yes. But even remote worlds have hospitals and patients,
Captain. "

"Of course. I'm sorry; I just thought that this was the kind of challenge you had
worked to get.”

“Circumstances change.”
“Indeed. Well, if you are sure there is nothing I can do?"
“"Nothing."

i Picard wondered briefly if there' was any more to this decision, but dismissed the
thought. He was confident Doctor Pulaski knew her own mind. "Request approved
then. They’ll be getting a fine doctor.”

P

“Thank you. There is one more thing. I recommend, on a purely professional basis,
of course, that you approve Doctor Crusher’s transfer back to the Enterprise.
Anything more is up to you." For the first time in their interview, Doctor Pulaski
looked at ease, perhaps even smug.

Picard’s eyebrows rose. "It seems you two have settled this behind my back.”
“No, sir. But it is the right thing for you to do. I am sure of it.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.”

Picard had watched silently as Pulaski left the room. Now he wondered if he had
accepted her explanation so easily because he did not want the responsibility and
difficulty of trying to really understand her motivations, or his own.

Picard had no wish to examine his own feelings about Pulaski’s departure and
Crusher’s return. Resolutely he pushed the topic away and started to examine the
files on the ancient Jelenan civilization.

Five minutes later, his door buzzed. "Come."

Troi stepped inside. "Captain, you may think you are handling this situation well,
but you are not.”

“In what way?"
“Burying the guilt will not eliminate it. You must deal with it.”
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“Now is surely not the time for this, Counselor.”

"I believe it is, sir. If this is unresolved in your mind, it will affect your
assessment of Doctor Pulaski. Why do you feel guilty, Captain?

Picard waited a long moment, weighing up the urgency of the situation against the
validity of Troi’s recommendations in the past. "I feel concerned that Doctor Pulaski
may have been in some kind of difficulty when she left the Enterprise, and that I
failed to help.”

“At times like these, Humans have a tendency to worry about what they might have
done--even when their decisions were quite correct. Doctor Pulaski was disappoint-
ed to leave, but she did not blame you. She left because she was concerned about
her daughter. In fact, she felt very grateful to you.”

“To me?”

"For respecting her decision, and for diverting this starship to get her to Outrier
Three.”

Picard nodded, already feeling more comfortable with himself. "There is one thing,
Counselor. Could Doctor Pulaski be to blame for those deaths?”
i i

"Yes." Troi spoke firmly. "Psychology is an inexact science. While I believe that
when she left the Enterprise Doctor Pulaski would not have carried out such an
act, we do not yet know what has happened to her since. Under unusual stresses,
her normal pattern of behavior might have broken down. Perhaps if I could see her
again?

“We will discuss that at the briefing. Thank you, Counselor.”

Troi smiled, and left Picard to his files.

sokokAkAK

LaForge hurried into the briefing room one minute late. The others were already
seated. "Sorry, sir.” -

That’s all right, Mister LaForge.” Picard waited for the engineer to take his place
at the far side of the table. "Data, please could you begin.”

"The information provided by Governor Chulas is very comprehensive. I have
reviewed extended histories of all the expedition members, the follow up team, and
the prison guards, plus up to date information on the archaeological site. In
addition 1 have searched the Enterprise’s records for related incidents, and for the
details of the Jelenan civilization.”

Data glanced around the table. “ To summarize: all the individuals directly involved
in the incident were believed to be in good physical and mental condition. There
was no known animosity between them, nor any previous history suggesting a
possible cause for these events. However, this evidence is not conclusive, as only
the prison guards had had regular examinations over the past four months.
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“The archaeological site was discovered by analysis of satellite pictures. It appears
to be largely based underground in an extensive network of caves. The initial
analysis uncovered the surface remains, and there have been successful prelimin-
ary surveys of these. The expedition was intended to be an initial charting of the
underground network.”

Data briefly displayed view charts of the site, highlighting the proposed expedition
route. He paused but, atypically, no one tried to interrupt him.

“Unfortunately the composition of the cavern walls prevents normal communications.
This explains how both teams could enter the caves, encounter some problem, and
be unable to report back.

“The Jelenan civilization was remarkably stable for three thousand years. At its
peak, it extended over at least ninety-four planets. It was based on an unusual
amalgamation of mystical and technological elements. Then, four thousand years ago,
all the known Jelenan sites were abandoned within the space of nine years. There
is mounting evidence to suggest that this disruption both arose from and ended
last, here on Outrier Three."”

Picard had uncovered the last part of Data’s summary for himself in his ready
"room. It was intriguing, and not a little disturbing. He strongly suspected that the
site on Outrier III was indeed connected to the end of the Jelenans, and that it
must have played a major part in recent events. "Data, hypothesize on a link
between this problem and the traumatic close of the Jelenan civilization.”

"It is a definite possibility, Captain. It could be that there is a common physical
basis in the two cases. Earlier studies agreed that the Jelenan civilization collapsed
catastrophically, but it was assumed that the people mainly survived, and either
moved elsewhere or gradually dwindled in numbers. The studies were strongly
supported by the fact that no mass burial grounds were ever discovered dating
from the end period, although systematic burial was practiced up until then.

"However, if there is a link, it might indicate that the race did perish within a nine
year period of time. While a disease or other physiological basis would then be
indicated, that would conflict with the fact that the Jelenans survived longest on
the planet hypothesized to be the source of the infection.” ;

There was silence around the table, as the officers absorbed what Data had said.
They had all been trained to accept the risks of active service, but contemplating
the death of an entire race, one spanning ninety-four planets, was on another scale
altogether.

Finally, Picard spoke. “I treat your conjectures very seriously, Mister Data.
Directly after this meeting, send a report to Starfleet. If, for any reason, we, too,
are overwhelmed by this situation, this planet must be placed off limits to prevent
a disaster of that magnitude recurring.”

There were murmurs of agreement from the others. Riker looked exceedingly grim,
and LaForge was visibly upset.

“"Your report next, Counselor.”
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"I have examined the recent records, but, unfortunately, no recordings, audio or
visual, were made of any of the interviews. We have also not yet been given any
direct link to Doctor Pulaski. She was imprisoned very shortly after her return,
following upon her statement that she had helped kill four of the archaeologists.

“Initially, she was placed in a standard cell. The first guard assigned to watch her
was found dead when his replacement arrived. His estimated time of death was one
hour after arriving on duty. The replacement guard also committed suicide about
one hour into their watch.”

"How did they kill themselves?" Worf interrupted.

“They both shot themselves. After the second guard had died, Doctor Pulaski was
moved to a high security cell, with no direct contact to the personnel outside.”

Something of Troi’s distaste for this arrangement transmitted itself to Picard,
despite the fact that Troi's speech was deliberately nonemotive.

“The standard audiovisual link to the cell was severed to try and prevent a further
incident, and the guards now operate in pairs. I have a little more information on
Miles Jenkins. He was extremely distraught upon arrival, and would say very little.
He was clearly frightened of Doctor Pulaski, and once she was separated from him
" he said she was the "Mouth of Death.’ When asked about the other members of the
team, he kept repeating that they were all dead. Two hours after returning, he
killed himself by jumping from a'ibalcony sixty meters above the ground.

"The personnel below are all very upset, and it is hard to obtain adequate infor-
mation. I should like to examine Doctor Pulaski with the help of Doctor Crusher.”

“"Thank you." Picard looked around the table. "Any other comments?"”

"I do not believe Doctor Pulaski is responsible for these deaths,” stated Worf.
“"Perhaps she is under someone else's control. Also, we cannot be sure the other
eleven people are dead until we find their bodies. I volunteer to investigate the
site.”

“Thank you, Mister Worf. While I also find it difficult to believe Doctor Pulaski is
guilty, at this stage we cannot rule out that possibility.”

Riker interrupted, "I agree with Worf that we need to send an away team down as
soon as possible. If there are any other survivors, they may need our help. And
despite the risk to the away team, the potential importance of obtaining more
information seems paramount.” Riker had leaned forward as though to transfer his
urgency to the others, and Picard could see the tension in him.

"Agreed, Number One. But I will not sanction sending anyone until we have a
realistic chance of at least communicating with them."

"I can help with that, sir.” LaForge broke in. "Data mentioned the communications
problem to me, and I’ve prepared reels of optical fiber that can be used to maintain
a direct link with the people below the surface. The fiber will be linked at one end
to hand held communicators. We'll also need to set up a main relay point at the
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entrance to the caverns. Things’ll start to get messier if the away team decides to
separate, but it should work.”

"Excellent, Geordi. Any comments, Doctor Crusher?”

The doctor shrugged her shoulders. “I would be happy to help Deanna. I could also
order autopsies of Miles Jenkins and the guards. It’s possible that there could be
some evidence of a neurological disorder. Also if you really expect to find survivors
you should consider including a medic in the away team.”

“Any further suggestions?” Picard paused. "Very well. I shall ask if Doctor Pulaski
may be transfered to the Enterprise. 1 don’t foresee any objections, it sounds as
though they would be relieved to get rid of her. '

“While Doctor Pulaski is on board this ship, she will treated as a patient, not as a
prisoner, until we understand what is going on. But I want a full security team to
monitor proceedings at all times, and I expect to be told immediately if any problem
should arise.

“Mister Worf, I want you to supervise this personally. I shall also try to arrange
for the autopsies, Doctor. Finally, I'll authorize a minimal two person away team, at
your discretion, Mister Riker.”

"Data?" Riker turned inquiringly to the android.
“I would be pleased to accompany “you, sir."

“Fine," Riker nodded. "Geordi, please arrange the relay station. The away team will
leave as soon as you have everything set up.”

Picard stood up. “Let’s get to work."

Counselor Troi and Doctor Crusher hovered beside Chief O’Brien in the transporter
room. Their phasers set on stun, Worf and Ensign Chun stood at opposite sides of
the transporter platform. Ensign Chun was a seven foot tall woman from Xartheb,
a high gravity world, almost as broad as she was tall. She had been assigned to the
Enterprise two months ago, and already had the enviable reputation of being the
only person on board to best Worf in unarmed combat, although only once. To her
surprise, it had also been the only occasion when she had heard him laugh with
pleasure.

Two other security officers were monitoring the scene remotely. Worf had instruct-
ed them to flood the area with stun gas if the situation got out of control.

"I am beaming her over now." O'Brien slid the controls forward smoothly. The
column of light stabilized into a middle aged, fair haired woman in a gray prison
uniform. Her eyes were red with crying and her face streaked with blood and tears,
but she was recognizably Kate Pulaski, former medical officer of the Enterprise.

Doctor Crusher began scanning her as soon as she arrived, while Worf and Chun’s

attention was also rivetted on Pulaski. So it was left to O’Brien to catch hold of
Troi’s arm as she backed towards the wall, shaking. :
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“Counselor Troi!™ O’Brien grabbed her more firmly as Doctor Crusher turned
around. With a glance to Chun, giving a silent motion for her to continue monitoring
Pulaski, Worf looked towards Troi.

“"I'm fine.” The Betazoid’s teeth were Chattering, and it was hard to make out her
words, but she grew visibly calmer. "It's just that I attempted to sense Doctor
Pulaski, and I lost control for a moment. Captain?”

"Yes, Counselor,” Picard voice answered at once from the intercom.

“"Her mind is so full despair that I was swamped by it, But I have partially filtered
that out now. Besides the despair, there is also a great deal of hate. The emotions
are so intense and primal they are outside the normal Human range. I am not quali- .
fied to judge whether she is sane, but I detect no signs of another entity controll-
ing her.” Troi stopped. Worf had stopped watching her and was again concentrating
on Putlaski.

From the platform, Kate Pulaski finally spoke. "I am no longer what you would
describe as sane, but I am saner than I have ever been. I am the Mouth of Death.
I am the horror buried in your minds. I have accepted all the pain buried inside
me, as it is still buried in each of you."

Her gazed fixed on each of the officers in turn. Her voice was haggard with raw

"emotion, and filled with a power none of them had heard in their lives. Even on the

bridge, Picard felt cold listening. Down in the same room, O’Brien could feel the
hairs rising on his arms. The conviction in her voice, in her face, from someone
they had trusted with their lives, unnerved them all.

"You choose not to face it because you are cowards, all of you craven cowards. But
the taste of ash lies in your mouth from the day you are born in blood and paln
until the day you enter Oblivion.’

Her voice dropped and she stepped down from the platform. No one moved to stop
her. She held out her hands wide in front of Worf. "I offer you Oblivion. Face your
soul, admit your pain, and be absorbed into the silence of Oblivion. Nothing else is
real except your fear and your pain. The rest is just a memory that rises in a
moment and dies when you open your eyes and see.”

Worf’s mouth opened wide as Pulaski paused and his scream echoed around the
room.

"Worf, stun her,” Picard’s voice rang out over the intercom.

With an abrupt effort, Worf fired his phaser, and Doctor Pulaski crumpled to the
ground. Worf made no move to catch her.

"It’s a form of hypnosis.” Troi recovered before the others in the room, perhaps
because of her mixed heritage, perhaps because of her training in this area. "I
have read about it, but it is very rare. If she is allowed to talk to anyone this may
happen again.”

"Understood. It’s a very powerful weapon,” Picard remarked.
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“And a very basic appeal with a degree of truth. We all have a tendency to bury
our pain, and even when we do not, the memory of pain is quite separate from the
experience. When we cease grieving our recollection of the time is abstracted and
remote from the raw experience.” She paused. "Captain, I should like to speak with
all those who heard Doctor Pulaski as soon as possible.” Around Troi, the others
were now recovering.

“Agreed. Please begin with the bridge crew. Worf, take Pulaski to Sickbay. Doctor
Crusher carry out a full examination, but make sure she is kept sedated.” Picard
watched as Worf siung Pulaski over his shoulder and the officers filed out. His
heart was still racing and the horror of the moment was slow to wear off.

From beside his captain, Riker spoke flatly. "If that’s contagious, the Jelenans did
well to survive nine years.”

KKKKK

Forty minutes later, the last signs of frenetic activity were being cleared away
down on the planet. The relay point had been set up outside the main site entrance
used by both previous expeditions. From there, the remains of a road stretched
into the far distance, and Riker could see signs of excavations that had uncovered

even earlier ruins.

He tapped his communicator. "They’ve almost finished the testing now, Captain. We
should be ready to go in five minutes.”

"Fine, Number One. We have the preliminary autopsy reports now. There is no trace
of any disease or contamination in any of the bodies, and we still have no explan-
ation for what has happened to Doctor Pulaski. However, Troi and Crusher agree
that Miles Jenkins and the two guards could have committed suicide as a direct
consequence of listening to Doctor Pulaski’s oratory. Are you sure you want to
continue, Will?"

"Yes, sir. Until we are sure this isn’t contagious, we still need all the information
we can get. Data has a theory that he may not be affected by all this.”

Data paused in his assistance to LaForge. “"That is correct, Captain. Unfortunately
I was here while Doctor Pulaski was talking, so I cannot be certain. But I believe
by continually monitoring my own brain activity, I should be able to avoid any
danger. It is also quite possible that I am immune to any primary effect, so that
even if I am exposed to the source, I may not be affected as Doctor Pulaski was. I
would be willing to go alone, if that is your preference, Captain.”

“No, Mister Data. There is insufficient guarantee that you will be immune. And in
any event, it may be important that you are able to witness any effects as they
develop.™

On the planet, Riker winced as he realized just who Data would be looking at to
watch these developments.

LaForge stood up. "We're all done here. I'm ready to beam up.”
As LaForge disappeared, Data lifted up the reel of fiber. Riker tapped his communi-
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cator for the last time. "We are entering now, Captain. Data has the communicator.
We will report in every ten minutes.”

Directly within the entrance, the rock had been hollowed into a smooth circular
room. It was entirely empty, and Riker wondered if the archaeologists who had
excavated the surface sites had also emptied this room. The walls were painted a
dull, featureless black, and there was no trace of any lighting system. Riker
switched on his torch. The tracks of the earlier parties could now be clearly seen
on the dusty floor. They led across the room and into a dark tunnel gaping from
the opposite side, the only other exit.

Having an all too vivid recollection of Pulaski’s speech, Riker felt extremely uneasy
as he led the way into the dark opening. The tunnel ahead was wide and high, but
the walls were again an unrelieved black. It went sharply downwards. At frequent
intervals along the tunnel they passed other openings, some directiy into caverns,
others simply passages. But the main path continued straight and downwards.

Riker started when Data called the Enterprise. Already he had become slightly
mesmerized by the monotony of the experience.

Two hours later, Riker was seriously considering asking Data to give him a
thorough account of the history of cooking to provide some light relief. Their route
had continued downwards without noticeable variation. At least the news from the
'Enterprise had improved. Ensign Chun had called Troi when Riker was still on the
ship, just as the counselor had finished checking the bridge crew. Chun’s home-
world had a fairly gruesome collection of myths, which were retold on ceremonial
occasions. Doctor Pulaski’s speech had awakened Chun’s subliminal fears that these
myths were true. At one stage, it had sounded as though the ensign would have to
be sedated. But now, although Troi was still busy talking to Chun, it seemed that
the ensign was almost back to normal.

Riker’s torch picked out a shape ahead. He had an impression of a huge animal
leaping from a side passage, eyes glinting redly. His phaser was aimed, and he had
shouted a warning to Data, before he saw that the shape was stationary. "Data,
what is that?”

"A sculpture, sir.”

As they approached, Riker saw that Data was quite correct. The creature had been
craved immaculately from a single piece of black stone, all except Its eyes and the
Inside of its mouth. The latter were picked out in a crimson stone that glowed in
the light of the torches. Riker was slightly ashamed to discover that he still found
the artifact disturbing. He activated the communicator Data was carrying. "Captain,
we have found a very lifelike sculpture.”

"The technique is very interesting, sir.” Data interrupted. “"The theme of a leaping
carnivore has captured an aspect of the beast most cultures would find frightening.
In particular the eyes are focussed on an area directly in front of the creature’s
head, where the viewer might be expected to stand. Also the depths of the throat
are—-

“Data does it match with any of the information you have on the Jelenans?" Picard
asked.
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"The materials and general style are consistent with the last two hundred years of
their civilization. However, the theme is more both more universal and more extreme.
Further, their works are usually dated, and the absence of any such mark here
may indicate that this comes from the terminal phase of there civilization.”

Riker shuddered involuntarily. "You wouldn’t like it, Captain. We are continuing on
now. "

The path they were following started leveling off shortly after the sculpture. From:
then on they saw an increasing number of sculptures, all of which Data found
somewhere between interesting and fascinating, and all of which Riker found
unsettling. They depicted various kinds of creatures being born, dying, fighting, -
and eating each other. Each sculpture was carved from the same black stone, but
the ornamentation became increasingly elaborate.

Forty minutes after leaving the first sculpture, the path ended at the entrance to
a vast cavern. Cautiously, Riker and Data stepped into the chamber and swept their
torches across the space. The first half of the cavern was empty, but the far end
contained a multitude of black sculptures scattered across the floor and walls. Each
depicted a different animal frozen in its own separate death agony. The collection,
as a whole, was very disquieting.

“Sir. Over there. I believe that is one of the archaeologists.”

Riker could hardly make out the twisted body suspended underneath one of the
sculptures. "Call the Enterprise.”

Data nodded, and then followed after Riker, talking as he went. Riker had stopped
by the body. It was hanging from a long curved black spike beneath the belly of
the sculpture. The spike skewered the body through the stomach and out the back.
Riker touched it pointlessly, but the person was clearly long dead. He lifted the
head briefly to see a face twisted in agony.

By now Data had reached him. “Captain, we have found Archaeologist Baier."

Riker left the body and walked on towards a sculpture at least ten meters tall. The
dust was getting thicker underfoot. As he drew closer, he could see that there
were large numbers of footprints around the base. Data was beside him as he
walked in front of the sculpture. It depicted a cat like creature, with a huge .
gaping mouth filled with dust. And there were the remaining bodies: six partially
submerged in the dust, four hanging from the animal’s teeth.

"Captain,” Riker began. "We’ve found the others. It looks like they died some time
ago.”

Data was busy studying the scene with his tricorder. "Sir, there is a low level
power source under one of these bodies. Shall I investigate?”

"Yes, but proceed with caution. It’s more likely to be the cause of this than
anything else we have seen.”

Data put down the reel of fiber and vaulted elegantly into the creature’s mouth.
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Dust rained down around Riker.
“Carefully, Data,” Riker stuttered.

Data nodded and lifted up one of the bodies. "It is sixty two centimeters from me,
sir. It is spherical with a diameter of five point two centimeters and a titanium
casing. It is emitting a low level, extremely focussed beam of high energy
particles.”

“Speculate, Mister Data.” Picard ordered.

"It might be--" Data’s conjecture was lost as the sphere suddenly rose from the
dust and flew towards Data’s face.

From below, Riker saw a blur of motion as Data ducked and then was struck from
behind by the sphere. The android turned part way towards Riker and then
screamed, a protracted inhuman yell that echoed around the cavern.

Riker scrambled up beside Data and put out his hand. "Data, what--"

Before Riker got any further, Data had grabbed his left shoulder and was holding
him over the edge of the statue. Then Data hurled Riker forwards and into the base
of another sculpture, and Riker knew no more.

KKKKK

On the bridge of the Enterprise, Captain Picard was trying to establish what had
happened. Two minutes ago they had clearly heard Data's scream followed by
Riker’s abortive query, and then nothing. LaForge claimed that the communication
link was still operational, but after his third unanswered message, Picard felt there
was little point in calling again.

“Captain, it's Data. He is feeling the same despair that Pulaski did.” Troi’s voice
was tightly controlled. "I thought I might be able to sense Commander Riker, but
I cannot. Instead, I found Data, and he is experiencing very strong... emotions.”

Picard nodded. "Recommendations, Counselor?”

“Captain Picard? Geordi?" Data’s voice echoed around the bridge. He sounded
confused.

“Data, listen to me. You have been affected by the same phenomenon as Doctor
Pulaski. You are experiencing strong emotions, but they must be coming from the
device you found.” Picard recalled his own experience on broad the Stargazer,
when a Ferengi had used a mind control device on him. “"You must fight it, Data. If
you destroy the source, the emotions should end.

"Life is futile. We must all die. I will start by helping Commander Riker to die, then
I will come for you....I have a positronic brain, which should feel no pain. Why am
I standing in a drain?"” Data spoke in little jerks, plainly interspersed with what
sounded like whimpers, and then his voice faded away all together.

Picard turned to Troi. "What is going on, Counselor?”
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“I do not know. He is confused. The pain is still there.”
"But he is trying to reconfigure himself!" LaForge interrupted.

"1 am afraid, Geordi. I want to be an android again... What has three legs and a
hat? Tell me that... You never laughed at my jokes. Commander Riker is lying over
there....the ball is over here. If I throw the ball it will hit the nasty man....wheeeee!
watch the ball go.”

Data faded away and then began again. "Death is all around you... Seventy three
point four percent of the plant life on Rittel Four survives by absorbing nutrients
from other decaying plants. There is no known cure for eighty-nine fatal diseases
involving the Human kidneys. Four months ago, traffic fatalities over took sporting ‘
accidents as the principal cause of death on Lingos...”

“Captain, he is being overwhelmed.” Troi spoke over Data’s continuing litany.

" Commander Riker! Destroy that sphere!" Picard bellowed suddenly. Everyone else
on the bridge jumped. He looked at Troi. "Can you sense Riker now?"

She nodded. "Yes, sir. I can.”

' Riker regained consciousness in time to hear the last three words of Picard’s

bellow. They reverberated around his skull extremely painfully, but at first they
made no sense. On the third time around, the fog in his head cleared somewhat, and
he muttered "Sphere” to himself to be sure he did not forget.

He opened his eyes. It was black. His face was in the ground. There was something
hard against his back. Cautiously he turned over, wincing as his skull seemed to
explode. "Sphere,” he repeated more firmly. This time he looked up towards the
strange sounds. '

Data was standing in the mouth of a cat, talking about bacteria. It did not make
sense.

One thing at a time. He looked around the floor. There, about one meter from him,
was a little sphere. To be destroyed. He remembered it perfectly. He leaned
forward, ignoring the bits of him that protested.

It was then that Picard’s shout came again. "Do not touch the sphere.”

Riker paused, waiting for the words to stop crashing into his head. Not touch the
sphere. He withdrew his hand.

It took Riker quite a while to work out what to do next, and while he waited he
listened to Data talk about dead fish. When the plan finally came it was beautifully
clear. ,

“"Phaser,"” Riker said triumphantly. He said it again, rather proudly, when he found
one just beside him.

Carefully he took the phaser and fired it at the little sphere. The sphere glowed
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but did not disappear. Riker felt oddly disappointed. And it took him until Data had
stopped talking about fish and progressed to fungi, to have his next idea.

"Kill." He adjusted the phaser with shaky hands and fired again. It was most satis-
fying this time. The sphere vanished and the ground beneath it began to vanish
too. A last thought occurred to him. "Stop.” And Riker stopped firing, and collapsed
forwards.

“It therefore follows that--" Data stopped in midsentence.

Picard motioned to Worf. "Data? Data, do you hear me?"

“Perfectly, Captain. But I appear to be standing in someone else’s mouth.” There-

was a short pause. "I am afraid I must have reset myself. I am not sure where I am,
but there are ten dead people within four meters of me.” Data’s voice rose slightly.
"Have I...killed them?"

“No, Data. First of all, please find Commander Riker. Then take him with you as you
follow the cable attached to the communicator. I’ll explain it as you go.”

Picard pulled down his jacket sharply, and relaxed back into his chair. They had
skated close to the edge, but now Picard felt the atmosphere on the bridge lighten,
and he sensed that things were back to normal.

Captain’s Log, Stardate 43583.6

It is apparent that all our questions about the traumatic end of the Jelenan
civilization will never be fully answered, however, our visit to Outrier III has
certainly given us more questions to ask. Did the Jelenans themselves create the
sphere that Commander Riker destroyed, or was it created by another race? A
tantalizing puzzle, one that will keep Federation archaeologists theorizing for
decades to come. Commander Riker and Mister Data have both received a clean bill
of health from Doctor Crusher and Counselor Troi. Our former C.M.O. Kate Pulaski
has been cleared of all charges against her due to the extenuating circumstances
of her "possession."” We will be leaving Outrier III shortly.

In a dimly lit bar on Outrier III, six people faced each other around a table. "Raise
you four.” Riker pushed the chips in front of him.

Troi shook her head slowly. "No, I have a bad ’feeling’ about this.

LaForge snorted at the Counselor’s choice of words and helped himself to another
drink.

"Only you and me then." Doctor Pulaski stared hard at Riker. "I fold. I'd hate to
damage your reputation anyway.”

Worf growled, “He needs someone to damage his reputation.”

Riker shrugged as he hauled the chips in. "Win some, lose some, Mister Worf."”
"But sir,” interrupted Data. "The difficulty would appear to be that you have won
forty nine point six percent of the hands, with a net gain of four hundred and

thirty seven credits. That would appear to be statistically significant.”
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