KEITH R.A. DECANDIDO



“Enough!

“You are banned from the Continuum
while we deliberate on your fate.”

That took him aback. “Banned?”

Q gave him the stare she always used
when he annoyed her—which was fairly
often, 1f it came to that—and said,
“You’re the one who enjoys flitting
about the cosmos spreading chaos in
your wake, dear. So go do it.”

And then he was gone from the
Continuum. Aghast, he tried to access it,
but failed. He changed into a star-singer,
which worked just fine. Then he turned



into an Aldebaran serpent, a Belzoidian
flea, a Traveler, and a baseball bat.

1 still have my powers. I’ve simply
been denied the ability to go home.

He considered his next move. The
Continuum could take ages to deliberate,
and he wasn’t sure the universe had that
long. Even if it did, he was hardly about
to wait around.

I may as well drop in on Jean-Luc.
Make him an offer he can’t refuse.
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To John de Lancie,
whose magnificent performances
made this book possible



HISTORIAN’S NOTE

The main events in this book take place
during the decline of the Romulan
Empire brought about by the rise of
Shinzon (Star Trek Nemesis). The
Enterprise has been refitted for space,
and Captain Jean-Luc Picard has filled
her ranks with some new and some old
faces. The captain awaits Starfleet’s
ruling on his refusing to obey orders
during the most recent Borg incursion
(Star Trek: The Next Generation—
Resistance).



FIRST PROLOGUE

SOMEWHERE...



THEY HELD OFF ON LETTING THIS
UNIVERSE DIE IN the hopes that it would
provide something interesting. They
slowed entropy to a crawl, preventing
chaos from overwhelming all and
sundry, and then They waited for
someone to make it through.

Several races found the world but
either were not blessed with sufficient
understanding to navigate the hazards

and think their way through the defenses
or simply missed them altogether.

Finally, someone made it through. Not
only did this race achieve all the goals,



but they also prepared an elaborate
presentation, showing how advanced
they were, the breakthroughs they’d
made, the lessons they’d learned. It took
quite some time and was incredibly
thorough, filled with re-creations using a
variety of types of technology that They
had mastered over the millennia.

It bored Them to tears. So They let the
universe die, hoping the next one would
be more interesting.

It was, as 1t turns out. Eons later when
denizens of this next universe
discovered Them, and made it through,
they showed Them the millions of
worlds they’d conquered. Their empire



straddled six galaxies, thanks to their
ability to travel instantly from one world
to another without need of conveyances,
and they used that ability to show Them
all the worlds they’d brought under their
purview.

However, more interesting than deadly
dull was still fairly dull, and They let
this universe die too.

The representatives of the next
universe had achieved enlightenment by
evolving into beings of pure energy who
spent all their days in contemplation of
the great mysteries of the universe. This
went beyond boring and into stultifying,
and They wiped out that universe with



great glee.

The next bunch stumbled across Them
by accident and were convinced that
they were victims of some kind of put-
on. For the amusement value alone, They
almost let that one live, but they were
too pathetic to be worth saving.

Nobody, it seemed to Them, got it.

Maybe the next universe...



SECOND PROLOGUE

SOMEWHERE ELSE...



HE WASN’T SURE, OF COURSE. FOR
ALL HE AND THE others carried on
about their omnipotence, that didn’t
mean they were omniscient. It was a
conundrum that vexed many of them,
though he himself never let it bother him
all that much. He was too busy having
fun—certainly more than the rest of them
were.

But it was on one of his jaunts
searching for a good time that he found
something he hadn’t even realized he
was looking for.

The species was one of many



collections of mortals that infested the
universe, and far from the most
interesting. They were lodged in an arm
of one of the more homogenous galaxies,
scurrying about in crude vehicles,
trusting tools to accomplish what they
were too impatient to let evolution
develop on its own. Such impatient
peoples tended to burn bright and die
young, but this batch had done only the
former.

They called themselves humans.

He wasn’t the first of the higher
entities to deal with them. The
Organians, Excalbians, and Metrons had
all dallied with humans, mostly either to



test them or make pronouncements.
(Especially the Organians, who were
never happier than when they were
making pronouncements.) But they had
not interfered overmuch in the humans’
development.

And why should they? Just another
bunch of mortals in a universe that had
far too many of them.

But there was always one thing that all
of his people had been on the lookout
for, something that would change the
face of the universe.

They sought the ones.



He had a very good feeling about these
humans after his test. The test itself
hadn’t been more than an entertaining
diversion, but as he went along, he saw
something in the humans, in particular,
their leader. The captain didn’t seem
like much—short even by human
standards, a strangely constructed face,
and a tendency to declaim that rivaled
the Organians—but he saw a quality in
Jean-Luc Picard. There was a glimmer
of 1t in the others as well, but in Picard,
it shone like a beacon.

Picard may very well be the one, he
thought.

So he went home after toying with



them at Deneb V and started to plead his
case to the rest of the Q Continuum.

His best advocates, unfortunately,
were gone. First of all, there was the
philosopher, who was trapped in a
comet and had been for the past several
moments. His counsel would have been
useful. And then there were Q and Q,
who had already encountered humanity
and were so taken with them that they
took their form and went to live with
them on their dreary little homeworld,
even going so far as to reproduce while
in that form (a concept that made him
shudder to the very core of his being).
They had broken the rules, used their
powers while remaining human. Those



who tried to straddle both worlds
inevitably failed at both.

Sadly, his fellows didn’t learn that
lesson. After he explained about the
humans and their potential to all the
other Q, Q looked down on him and
said, “If you really believe they are the
ones, then the decision is obvious: give
one of these humans our power and
explain it to them.”

He sighed. “That won’t work. The one
cannot be a higher form. You know They
won’t accept that.”

Q raised one of his eyebrows. “We do
not know if these humans are the ones.



Make this Picard into a Q, and we wil/
know.”

Shaking his head, he said, “No, that’s
too risky. I’ll make his second, Riker.”
He smiled. “He’s much more
entertaining.”

Rolling her eyes, another Q said,
“This 1sn’t about your entertainment, Q.”

“Q just said we don’t even know, so |
might as well have some fun while I’'m
atit.”

Letting out a tired sigh, the first Q
said, “Very well, do as you will. But do
as we say also, Q. This is too important



to bungle.”

He bit back a retort—the fact was,
nobody believed him. Nobody ever
believed him or took him seriously. Not
that he gave them reason to—there were
any number of youthful indiscretions of
his they could throw in his face if they so
desired, especially that rather
embarrassing business with the Tkon
Empire—but even he knew how
important it was to find the ones.

So off he went, back to the U. S. S.
Enterprise, NCC-1701-D, to give
William Riker the power of the Q—and
see what happened.



U. S. S. Enterprise NCC-1701-E
En route to Gorsach [X

Two days before the end of the universe

BEVERLY CRUSHER DABBED SOME
ICOBERRY JAM on her croissant and
stared at her breakfast companion.
“What are you thinking, Jean-Luc?”

Jean-Luc Picard smiled warmly at her.
That alone was a rare gift. Beverly had



known Jean-Luc for more years than she
was willing to admit to out loud, and the
number of times she’d seen that
particular smile was few. The number of
times she saw it when there was anyone
other than the two of them in the room
was close to zero.

He sipped from his ceramic cup of
Earl Grey tea before answering the
question. “Merely contemplating our
current assignment. It’s something of a
relief actually to be engaged in our
mission statement for a change.”

“How soon before we arrive at the
Gorsach system?”” Beverly asked after
swallowing a bite of croissant and self-



consciously brushing the flakes off her
lap.

“We should arrive by tomorrow
morning. There’ll be a senior staff
meeting this afternoon at seventeen
thirty.”

Beverly nodded. “T’1l be spending
most of the day doing physicals on the
new arrivals.”

Jean-Luc set down his teacup on the
end table next to the bed, then reached
over to cup Beverly’s cheek with his
right hand. “I must say, Beverly, I prefer
this method of eating breakfast.”



Reaching over to the tray that sat
between them on the bed, Beverly
grabbed another croissant and stuck it in
his mouth. “You’re just saying that

because you don’t have to clean the
bed.”

Talking with his mouth full—another
sight only Beverly got to see—Jean-Luc
said, “I would think that even 1f I had to
clean every crumb myself.”

“You’re such a romantic.” She
grabbed the back of his hand and pulled
it off her cheek so she could kiss his
palm. “Why didn’t we do this years
ago?” she whispered.



“Because we’re both fools.
Because...” Jean-Luc hesitated. “There
were times when I looked at you and
still saw my best friend’s wife.”

Once, that might have angered
Beverly, or irked her at the very least.
But Jack Crusher had been dead for a
long time, and Beverly had seen so many
people die or move on—from her son
becoming a being on a higher plane of
existence to Data’s death late last year—
that the idea of clinging to Jack’s
memory seemed foolish now. “I know,
Jean-Luc,” she said gently. “But there’s
room in my heart for both of you.”

With that, she pulled his head toward



hers and they kissed.

They stopped only when the clang of
flatware falling to the floor startled both
of them. Peering over the side of the bed,
Beverly saw that the croissant tray and
the jam had upended onto the carpet.

She looked at Jean-Luc and grinned.
“OOpS.”

“Oops, indeed. Suddenly, I’m rather
grateful I don’t have to clean the room
myself. Thank heaven for automated
janitorial systems.”

Beverly chuckled, then she blinked.
“Computer, time?”



“The time is zero-seven forty-five
hours.”

Letting out a long breath, Beverly
turned to Jean-Luc. “I’m supposed to be
meeting Miranda in fifteen minutes, and
you’re due on the bridge.”

Now Jean-Luc’s smile was
mischievous, an even bigger rarity. “I’m
sure Commander Kadohata can start her
morning workout without you—and I
know Worf can handle the bridge for a
few minutes more.”

Waggling a finger, Beverly said,
“Now, now, Jean-Luc, you’re setting a
bad example for your crew. Think of all



the newcomers, and the reputation you
and this ship carry. Do you really want
to let them think the great Jean-Luc
Picard is a slugabed?”

It was Jean-Luc’s turn to let out a long
breath, and he spoke with mock gravity.
“I suppose you’re right. Heavy is the
burden of command.”

“But you wear it well.” And she
kissed him again before untangling
herself from the bedsheets—which had
gotten into quite a mess—and clambered
out of bed.

Jean-Luc also got up from the bed—
without, to Beverly’s annoyance, nearly



as much trouble—and said, “I’m glad to
see that Commander Kadohata is
adjusting well.”

“She is, yes,” Beverly said as she
climbed out of her bedclothes. “And
these morning workouts are important to
her—she needs to get back into shape
after the pregnancy.” Beverly smiled.
“She’s also on the list of physicals. |
want to make sure there aren’t any
postpartum issues.”

“A wise precaution,” Jean-Luc said as
he did likewise. “Her expertise will be
invaluable at Gorsach. I’'m sure she’ll
make a fine second officer.”



Beverly nodded as she put on her
workout leotard. Lieutenant Commander
Miranda Kadohata had been Data’s
handpicked successor in the role of
second officer. She was to take over
upon Data’s ascension to the role of first
officer, following William Riker’s
moving on to the Titan as her new
captain. Data’s tragic death on the
Scimitar did nothing to change
Miranda’s status—but her pregnancy
did. She had hoped to work through to
the final weeks, but the twins had other
ideas. Miranda had taken maternity
leave on Cestus III to have the children
at home with her husband and five-year-
old daughter.



The twins—Colin and Sylvana—were
now doing quite well with Miranda’s
husband, Vicenzo Farrenga (and,
according to Vicenzo, vexing their five-
year-old sister, Aoki), and the
commander had finally reported to the
Enterprise.

Miranda was one recent arrival whose
presence wasn’t due to tragedy. While
some of the new faces on the Enterprise
were taking over for those who had gone
with Riker to 7Titan, many were
replacements for those killed in action—
most recently in a brutal encounter with
what Beverly had started thinking of as
the new, unimproved Borg. They’d lost
seven people, from the conn officer and



security chief on down, before the Borg
had been stopped.

A mission of exploration was just the
thing the crew needed, in Beverly’s
professional opinion. Beverly still
recalled Jean-Luc’s complaint during
their mission to Evora during the
Dominion War: “Can anyone remember
when we used to be explorers?”

She looked over at the captain, who
was now fully dressed in his uniform.
The warm smile was gone. It was as if
the uniform came with a force field
made of dignity. He seemed to grow half
a meter in height and carry himselfin a
much-less-relaxed manner than he had in



bed a few moments ago.

After sliding thick socks up over her
ankles, she walked over to Jean-Luc and
put her arms on his shoulders. “I love
you, Jean-Luc.”

The force field fell for an instant, and
he whispered, “I love you, Beverly.”

Moments later, they walked out of
their shared quarters together, and both
of their force fields were back up in full.
In their quarters they were Jean-Luc and
Beverly, but out here they were the CO
and the CMO.

Which is as it should be, she thought. /



get the best of him, the part of him no
one else sees. And I couldn’t be
happier.

They entered the turbolift. He said,
“Bridge,” she said, “Deck five.” The lift
stopped at deck five first, naturally, and
she gave Picard a quick nod as she
departed.

As the doctor sauntered down the
corridor, she tapped her combadge,
which was currently attached to the
purple silk sash—a gift from Jean-Luc—
around her waist. “Crusher to sickbay.”

The cheery voice of her Denobulan
deputy chief medical officer replied.



“Sickbay, this is Doctor Tropp.” Tropp
had stayed on board even after
Beverly’s temporary departure to head
up Starfleet Medical, before she decided
to return to the Enterprise. Tropp did
not yet have the requisite experience to
be made CMO in Beverly’s place, but he
had remained behind to be the assistant
to whoever replaced Beverly. She was
grateful to have the familiar face,
especially since most of the medical
staff had transferred—some, like head
nurse Alyssa Ogawa, to Titan.

“Anything I need to know about?”
Beverly asked.

“Just the usual scrapes and bruises.



Ensign La Monica came in last night
with a fractured arm.”

Beverly let out a long breath. “She
tried the sky-diving program again,
didn’t she?”

“Actually, no. Your warnings last
time were sufficiently dire that she
decided to spend her off-duty time in
the Hoobishan Baths.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask.”

“She slipped on a wet bit of tile and
is currently sitting on the biobed
swearing never to go near the holodeck
as long as she lives.”



Chuckling, Beverly said, “That’s
probably her best move. Anything else?”

“Nothing of consequence. I’ve been
showing Nurse Mimouni some of our
trauma procedures.”

“Good.” Mimouni was a new arrival,
fresh out of Starfleet Medical. What
Tropp lacked in experience he more than
made up for in teaching ability. He was
the right person to show her the ropes.
“I’1l be in the gym for the next hour or so
if you need me.”

“Acknowledged. Tropp out.”

Beverly turned a corner and



approached the large gymnasium doors,
which were of the wide, hexagon-shaped
design that was also used for holodecks
and cargo bays. They rolled open to the
sound of over two dozen people shouting
in unison.

The shouts were rhythmic and
alternated with one voice counting.
Looking at the far end of the gym to her
right, Beverly saw about two dozen
people dressed in white gis lined up in
three rows, throwing punches to the
midsection of an imaginary opponent in
front of them. The shouts came on the
third punch.

Facing the shouters, and with his back



to Beverly, was the broad-shouldered
form and prematurely balding head of
Lieutenant Zelik Leybenzon, the
Enterprise’s new chief of security. He
was the one doing the counting.

Glancing to her left, Beverly saw that
the area that she and Miranda had
reserved was empty, which meant
Beverly was the first to arrive. She
decided to pause and watch the new
security chief in action.

Most of Leybenzon’s students were
wearing white belts with their gis. There
were a few exceptions: Stolovitzky and
Kapsis both had brown belts, and de
Lange had a green one. Leybenzon’s belt



was black, which even Beverly, with her
limited knowledge of the subject, knew
indicated a master.

What Beverly did know about martial
arts related mostly to the injuries people
tended to incur while practicing them.
Worf’s recent return to the ship had
meant a resumption of his Mok ’bara
classes and a concomitant rise in muscle
strains and tears, bone bruises, and the
occasional fracture, and it looked like
Leybenzon was getting into the act as
well.

When Leybenzon reached thirty, he
stopped counting. Each of the students—
who, Beverly realized, were all



members of the security detail—stood
stock-still, left arm extended from the
final punch.

“Reset,” Leybenzon then said, and they
all crossed their arms in front of their
faces while pulling their right foot in
toward their left. After half a second,
they lowered their arms below their belt
and settled into a stance that looked a lot
like the traditional military “at ease”
pose.

“Front-leaning stance, downward
parry,” Leybenzon said. “Go!”

At that, all the students stepped back
with their right foot and used their left



arm to parry downward, their right arm
pulling in so their fist was at their right
hip. All stood in what Beverly assumed
to be the front-leaning stance Leybenzon
had called for: left leg bent, knee
directly over foot, with the right leg
unbent and at an angle. It didn’t look
especially comfortable to Beverly, but it
was a stance that would build strength in
the leg muscles.

Leybenzon was pacing now. Sweat
gleamed on his high forehead, his close-
cropped brown hair having receded
almost to the top of his crown. His hazel
eyes peered out at the security personnel
past a bulbous nose that sat over a thick
mustache. “Step in,” Leybenzon said.



“Downward parry, middle inside block,
middle outside block, upper block, then
middle inside block/downward parry
twice. One!”

All of them angled the front foot, then
stepped forward so they were in the
same front-leaning stance, but with the
right foot forward. They each did a
sequence of blocks that Beverly assumed
corresponded to the five blocks
Leybenzon called out. While they all did
the initial downward parry in relative
unison, they were not simultaneous in
their execution of this combination.
Stolovitzky, Kapsis, and de Lange were
ahead of the others, perhaps not
surprisingly, and Campagna, Balidemaj,



and Chao were keeping up fairly well.
Others were lagging behind, and some—
particularly those in the back row—
weren’t executing the blocks properly.

“TWO !”

They did it again. Two in the back row
utterly lost it, finally just giving up and
setting their hands in position for the last
of the blocks so they were ready for the
next set.

“Faster! Three!”

By now they were close to the middle
of the floor, only a few meters from
where Beverly was standing. She moved



back a bit to play it safe.

“Four!” After a second, and before
most of them were done, “Five, finish!”

Leybenzon shook his head. “Pathetic.
If you had been with me at Chin’toka, we
would have lost the planet again. Okay.
Turn around!”

They each set up for the downward
parry again, twisted around, and did the
parry with their backs to Beverly.

This time Leybenzon went from one to
five much faster. The entire back row—
front row, now—was struggling.



Shaking his head some more,
Leybenzon said, “Reset.”

Again, they all went to the “at ease”
position, facing forward.

“I see the next few months will be
difficult. These are simple combinations,
ones that children can do. I am
shuddering at what might happen if we
have to enter combat. Okay. Down
stomach!”

They all fell to the floor on their
stomachs, ready to do push-ups.

“Thirty push-ups,” Leybenzon said.
‘éBegin.9’



Beverly took this opportunity to
approach the security chief. “Excuse me,
Lieutenant?”

“Now is not a good time,” Leybenzon
said without even turning to look at
Beverly. He walked toward the back
row and pushed down on the shoulders
of one of the people who’d been
struggling with the combinations—
Beverly was pretty sure it was Vogel.

“I don’t think we’ve been properly
introduced, Lieutenant,” Beverly said
frostily. “My name is Commander
Beverly Crusher, the chief medical
officer.”



Leybenzon’s head shot up, and he
stared at her for a second. Then he let up
on Vogel and stood up straight. “Okay.
My apologies, Doctor. What can I do for
you?”

“This will only take a second. You
were scheduled for a routine physical
the day you reported on board. That
physical has been rescheduled three
times. If you miss the next one, I’m going
to be forced to take you off duty.” She let
out a breath. “It’s a routine procedure,
Lieutenant, it’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“I am not afraid, Doctor, I have simply
been very busy.” He smirked and
indicated the students—some of whom



had finished their thirty push-ups and
were now hovering above the ground,
hands or fists on the floor—with his
hands. “As you can see, | have my work
cut out for me.”

Beverly approached Leybenzon,
standing close enough to smell his
sweat. He was half a head taller than
her, so she looked up right into his eyes.
“Physicals are a Starfleet regulation,
Lieutenant. And if you don’t have yours,
you aren’t fit for duty.”

Vogel was about to do a push-up when
Leybenzon literally jumped on his back,
knees bent and digging into the ensign’s
shoulders, shins resting on either side of



his spine. “No, this young man is not fit
for duty. But I will be changing that. And
[ promise, Doctor, that I will follow
Starfleet regulations.”

The doors parted. Beverly looked
behind her to see Miranda Kadohata
entering with a sheepish expression on
her face.

Turning back to Leybenzon, Beverly
said, “Good. Enjoy the rest of your
class, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir.” Looking down at Vogel, he
said, “Push up, Ensign!” while Vogel
struggled to do just that.



Beverly sighed as she walked over to
join Miranda at the other half of the gym.
She shouldn’t have been surprised that
Zelik Leybenzon didn’t take to the
formalities very well. He was a
mustang, having risen through the ranks
during the Dominion War. He had
served as a noncommissioned security
guard. At the start of the Dominion War,
he was posted to the U. S. S.
Andromeda. His quick thinking in
repairing a phaser bank that had been
declared “totally nonfunctional” by both
the chief engineer and chief of security
earned him a battlefield commission.

In the six and a half years since then,
he’d worked his way up to lieutenant



despite never having done any time at
the Academy. After the Andromeda he
was posted to the ground forces holding
Chin’toka, followed by postwar billets
on the Roosevelt and at Starbase 23.

After the death of Lio Battaglia at the
hands of the Borg, Picard had accepted
Worf’s recommendation of Leybenzon as
a new security chief. At first, Beverly
had assumed them to be childhood
friends—Leybenzon, like Worf, grew up
on the farming world of Gault—but
Worf and his family had moved to Earth
when Leybenzon was still a baby. It
turned out that the Klingon had
encountered the lieutenant during the
Dominion War, when Worf was posted



to Deep Space 9, and Leybenzon had left
a good impression.

“Sorry I’m late,” Miranda said. She
spoke with a British accent, even though
she was born and raised on Cestus III. “I
was chatting with Vicenzo and I simply
lost track of time.”

Beverly smiled. “Perfectly
understandable. How are the twins?”

“Colin can’t keep his food down, but
the pediatrician refuses to be concerned
unless it lasts more than twenty-four
hours. Sylvana, on the other hand, tends
to wake up and cry at the most
inconvenient moments.”



“Which makes her a completely
normal baby,” Beverly said,
remembering plenty of sleepless nights
when Wesley was an infant. “Sounds to
me like they’re doing fine. And that’s a
professional opinion.”

“Good to know,” Miranda said with a
small chuckle.

Settling herself down on the floor,
Beverly spread her legs. Miranda did
likewise, facing her, pressing her heels
into Beverly’s ankles to spread the legs
farther. After a few minutes, they’d
switch positions.

Miranda’s jet-black hair was tied into



a ponytail, her bangs framing a face that
showed her mixed ancestry: Asian eyes
above sculpted European cheekbones.
Those cheekbones weren’t as visible as
they were in the picture in her service
record, as she was still a bit puffy from
the pregnancy.

With Deanna Troi’s departure,
Beverly had been hoping to find a new
morning workout partner and was glad
to see that her need for a partner
dovetailed nicely with Miranda’s desire
to regain her body shape. “Aoki wasn’t
this bad,” she had said. “After she was
born, I snapped right back to my old
weight, but the twins were a trifle more
demanding.”



Beverly’s leotard was green and
silver; Miranda had gone for all black
with a bright red sash around the waist.
On one end of the sash was a stylized
seagull with an odd-shaped wooden
stick in its mouth—a baseball bat,
Miranda had explained. The symbol was
the logo of the Port Shangri-La Seagulls,
a team in the Cestus Baseball League for
which Miranda’s sister Olwyn was the
starting shortstop.

As Beverly bent over her left leg and
grabbed her left foot, Miranda grabbed
the doctor’s silk sash and used it to
anchor Beverly and pull her farther
down. “How’s Aoki handling things?”’
Beverly asked as she stretched her groin



muscles as far as they would go, then
stretched them some more.

“According to Vicenzo, she’s now
decided the whole thing’s a jolly game
and that she’ll win some sort of prize if
she takes good care of the twins.”
Miranda smiled wryly, even as Beverly
straightened and bent toward her right
leg. “It can’t last, but Vicenzo intends to
enjoy it while he can.”

“Wise man, your husband.”

“Mm. Part of me wishes I was there to
help him—and be with the twins, they’re
so beautiful—but I could hardly pass
this opportunity up, could 1?”



Nodding acknowledgment, Beverly
leaned forward, Miranda leaning back
and pulling on the sash. She hadn’t yet
met Vicenzo Farrenga, but it seemed
Miranda was happy with him. She
remembered back on the Enterprise-D,
Miranda had a succession of bad
relationships, so when she’d settled
down with a linguistics professor at
Bacco University back home, Beverly
had been thrilled.

Miranda continued, “Second officer of
the Enterprise is the position of a
lifetime. That wasn’t going to come
along twice.”

“Probably not, no,” Beverly said



through sharp breaths as she stretched
downward.

Then Beverly straightened, and
Miranda let go of the sash. They shifted
their feet so that now Beverly’s heels
pushed on Miranda’s ankles. “You were
lucky,” Miranda said between short
breaths as she tried to reach her right
foot. “When you were raising Wes, they
allowed families on ships.”

“They still do, to some extent,”
Beverly said. While the Enterprise-E
did not accommodate the familial needs
of large numbers of its complement the
way the Enterprise-D did, families
weren’t completely forbidden, either.



This was in keeping with Starfleet
policy in the wake of the arrival of the
Borg and later the Dominion. While
there were decided advantages to not
separating officers and crew from their
families for extended periods, there
were concomitant disadvantages to
having children and civilians on a
starship that faced dangers both
predictable and unexpected on what
seemed like a weekly basis.

Still, exceptions were made.
Beverly’s departed head nurse had
raised her son Noah on the Enterprise-E
—and alone, after her husband died in
the Dominion War. The eight-year-old
Noah was now with Alyssa on Titan.



Straightening, Miranda said, “Yes, but
I can’t ask Vicenzo to come here, can I?
What would he do? The ship has a
linguist, and Vicenzo’s specialty is
ancient languages, not contemporary
ones.” She went to her left. “Besides, |
don’t fancy having my children on a
starship. I don’t think I could bear to
have Aoki or the twins go through what
poor Jeremy Aster did.”

That caused Beverly to shudder.
Previously, Miranda had been a sensor
officer reporting to Data, and it was
during one of the D’s missions that
Marla Aster died in an accident on an
away mission, leaving her young son,
who was with her on the ship, orphaned.



“They’d still go through it if you...”
Beverly hesitated, then decided to be
blunt. “If you died here and they were on
Cestus. That’s what happened to Wes
when Jack died.” Beverly was pleased
to see that she could so comfortably talk
about Jack’s death, as it had been an
open wound for so long.

“True, but they’d be on Cestus and not
here. I’ve read all the reports about that
balderdash with the Borg.” Miranda
straightened, then leaned forward,
Beverly pulling on her Seagulls sash.
“No. I want my husband and children
safe. Besides,” and she cracked a grin as
she leaned forward, “Vicenzo got tenure
last year. [ won’t be able to pry him out



of the university now.”

Beverly returned the grin, having had
plenty of experience with academics in
her time.

“I must say, Bev,” Miranda said as
they both got to their feet, “I do like that
glow you’re carrying about. And it’s
about bloody time t00.”

“I beg your pardon?” Beverly tried to
make her tone frosty, but she knew she
was doing an inadequate job.

“You and the captain, love. Should’ve
done that years ago, you ask me. Back
on the D, we had a pool going in the



sensor room. Thought for sure I’d won it
after Kesprytt.”

Both women bent over to touch their
toes. Beverly was able to put her palms
flat on the floor, while Miranda
struggled to get the tips of her fingers to
brush the tops of her feet. “Well, thank
you for saying I glow,” Beverly said
tartly. “I wasn’t aware of any
incandescence, but I’1l take your word
for it.”

“You should.”

“To be honest,” Beverly said, letting
out a long breath as she straightened,
“I’m happy. And what’s amazing is that |



know I’m happy because I’ve—
we’ve...” She sighed again and let her
arms fall to her sides. “We came very
close a couple of times—then the
Federation was swept up into the war—
and even before that, the paranoia and
the tensions. Starfleet needed combat
doctors on the front lines, and I knew
where my duty was. I think we started
pushing each other away rather than face
the possibility of losing each other.”

“What changed?” Miranda asked
gently. They had given up any pretense
of working out. The occasional shouts of
the security personnel could be heard
from the other side of the gym.



“The head of Starfleet Medical was
retiring and wanted me to take over. The
war was over, and we’d pushed each
other so far away, it didn’t look like we
would ever be pulled back. Data died,
Will and Deanna moved on—it seemed
like I should move on too. I thought I
could do more on Earth.”

“And then?”

For just a moment, Beverly could hear
an echo of Deanna in Miranda’s voice.
She smiled. “A mission to Kevratas, one
where I almost got killed, and Jean-Luc
and I both realized that we were being
ridiculous.” She chuckled. “You’d think
with Will and Deanna finally tying the



knot, one of us would’ve gotten the hint,
but apparently not.”

Miranda shrugged. “If there’s one
thing I learned when Vicenzo and I
stumbled across each other, it’s that
these things happen when they get *round
to happening, and not a second before.”

“Where did you two meet?”

Holding up the sash, she said, “Ata
ball game. Vicenzo’s father is the
general manager of the Sehlats, so he
and I were both in the VIP seats at a
PSL/Palombo game.” At Beverly’s look
of confusion, Miranda added, “Sorry,
PSL is Port Shangri-La, where the



Seagulls play, Palombo is the city where
the Sehlats play, and—"

Holding up a hand, Beverly said, “I
get it. So 1t was love at first sight?”

“Intrigue at first sight, certainly,”
Miranda said after considering it for a
second. “He’s one of those tiresome
academics who aren’t comfortable
unless they’ve studied a subject all the
way through, and so he had an amazing
amount of baseball trivia in his head but
no idea what any of it meant.” She
grinned. “It was rather charming, I
started tutoring him, and then we agreed
to get together for coffee the next day.”



“How long did it take you to figure it
out?”

“That we were in love?”
Beverly nodded.

“It took me a week—took him a skosh
longer, ’m afraid. Again, he needed to
study it thoroughly.”

“I envy you—it took both Jack and me
forever.”

“And you and the captain fifteen
years.”

Thinking back to the days following



Jack’s death, Beverly thought, There’s
an argument to be made that it’s more
like twenty. Aloud, she just said, “Shall
we continue the workout?”

Wincing, Miranda said, “Oh, bollocks,
I’m sorry, love, I just got caught up in the
gossiping.”

“That’s all right,” Beverly said as she
started doing a split.

Maybe I am glowing, she thought as
she watched Miranda try to lower
herself and having less success. And why
shouldn’t I be?



U.S. S. Titan
Gum Nebula

One day before the end of the universe

CAPTAIN WILLIAM RIKER STARED OUT
THE WINDOW of his quarters, watching
the unfamiliar stars go by and reveling in
their mystery.

He smiled, leaning back and
stretching, the muscles and bones in his



shoulders creaking and cracking. It had
been a long day, filled with the usual
hustle and bustle of running a starship,
and preparation for the star system
they’d be entering the following
morning. The Titan, having completed
its maiden voyage to Romulus, was now
on a mission of exploration to the
massive Gum Nebula in the Beta
Quadrant, and the day had been spent in
mission briefings, inspections of long-
range sensors, and other preparatory
duties. Four years after the Dominion
War’s end, it finally felt like Starfleet
was getting back to basics: seeking out
new life and going where no one had
gone before.



Of course, “no one” was a relative
term. They’d already found dozens of
new life-forms out here and even
reencountered some familiar ones. It
was the assignment Riker felt he was
born for.

Until he reported to the Enterprise at
Farpoint Station, Will had been on the
fast track to the captaincy, and no one
expected him to be the first officer for
more than a year or two. Yet three
refused commands and fifteen years
later, he was still there, still on the
Enterprise—although now it was the E
—still by the side of Jean-Luc Picard.

Thinking about it, he had been foo



gung-ho in many ways. He had the drive,
he had the ambition, but Riker realized
what he needed was the temperament.
The officer he was fifteen years ago
would’ve made an adequate captain. But
the person who’d lived through all the
missions was much better suited to be a
ship commander.

He turned around and looked at the
sleeping form of his new bride. Will
Riker and Deanna Troi had been lovers
on Betazed two decades ago. Reunited
on the Enterprise-D, they served
together as friends; it was only recently
they realized they were meant to be
together. They’d gotten married in two
separate ceremonies: one on Earth, and a



bittersweet one on Betazed, after Data’s
death.

They’d gotten subspace mail the
previous day, including letters from
Geordi and Beverly. The Enterprise
was exploring as well, surveying the
Gorsach system. Good for them, Riker
had thought. After their experiences with
the Borg, a simpler mission would be
good for morale.

The one regret Riker had was that he
wasn’t there during the Borg encounter.
Several times, the Enterprise had come
across those cybernetic monsters, and
Riker had always been there. Repressing
a shudder, he remembered giving Worf



the order to fire on the Borg cube, an
action that—had it been successful—
would have meant Picard’s death. And,
as always when he remembered that day,
he cursed Q for so thoughtlessly tossing
the Enterprise into the Borg’s path in the
first place, thus forcing him into the
position of having to give an order that
could have killed his captain. The death
and destruction that could be laid at Q’s
feet for snapping his fingers and bringing
the Federation to the Borg’s undivided
attention, taken in a fit of pique...

Riker sighed. It wasn’t worth getting
worked up over Q, any more than it was
being frustrated over an ion storm or a
sun going nova. Q simply was what he



was—Riker probably knew that as well
as anyone, having briefly been given the
power of the Q. The best they could do
was weather the storm until Q decided
to leave.

“You’re up.”

Looking back over at the bed, he saw
Deanna’s sleepy eyes staring at him, her
dark hair splayed on the pillow.
Although she had spoken the words
aloud, he had heard them in his mind a
few seconds sooner, through the rapport
they had shared since their days on
Betazed. “Couldn’t sleep,” he said with
a shrug. “Besides, we’re supposed to be
dropping out of warp pretty soon.”



She got up and stood behind him,
putting her arms under his, hands resting
on his chest, staring at the stars through
the port over his shoulder, on which her
chin rested. “You regret not being on the
Enterprise when they faced the Borg.” It
wasn’t a question.

“To an extent. I suppose that’s bound
to keep happening every time we get a
letter from someone or read a Starfleet
dispatch.”

“I’'m sure Captain Picard feels the
same way when he reads our letters or
sees our reports as we file them.”

Riker smiled. “Probably. I’'m sure



he’ll get over it.”

Before the conversation could be
pursued, the stars stopped streaking by
and normalized to twilights in the distant
night sky, indicating—along with the
subtle shift in the vibration of the deck
plates that twenty-three years of Starfleet
service had conditioned Riker to be able
to read—that they had come out of warp
and arrived at the Vela 3AG system.

As Riker recalled from the premission
briefing, Titan was supposed to come
into the system at an angle that would
provide the captain with a view of the
star, its fourth planet, and its ten moons
from his cabin—which was the main



reason why he’d awakened so early, so
he could catch the vista he was
promised.

Riker was surprised to see neither sun
nor planet nor moons. Instead, a good
portion of the lower-right-hand corner of
his cabin port revealed a roiling mass of
energy.

Gently disentangling himself from his
wife, he touched a control on the
nightstand. “Riker to bridge. Are you
seeing what I’'m seeing?”’

Titan’s second officer, Commander
Tuvok, answered. “If you are referring
to the anomaly at bearing 197 mark 4,



then the answer to your question would
be yes.”

Smiling grimly at the Vulcan’s reply,
Riker said, “Yes, indeed, Mister Tuvok.
What happened to Vela 3AG?”

“Only the outermost planetoids are
still being picked up by our sensors—
however, both have suffered
temperature losses that bring them
close to absolute zero, as well as
tectonic stresses, neither of which
matches what our long-range sensors
picked up only yesterday.”

“Can you tell me anything about the
anomaly?”



“Sensors are not reading the
anomaly’s presence, Captain. While it
has a visual component, it is not
detectable by sensors at this range.’

b

Riker moved over to the closet to grab
a uniform, removing his bedclothes as he
did so. “Send a class-one probe. I’'m on
my way up.”

“Aye, sir.”

“I don’t like the sound of this,” he said
as he started getting dressed. “Titan has
top-of-the-line sensors, and if we can’t
pick this up...”

Deanna walked up to him and put her



hands on his shoulders. “We’ll figure it

out.” And then she gave him a passionate
kiss.

Riker enjoyed the kiss for several
seconds before coming up for air and
finishing putting on his uniform.

“Do you need me?” Deanna asked.
Grinning, Riker said, “Always.”

She grinned right back. “I meant on the
bridge.”

“I wouldn’t object, but no need to rush
if you’ve got other priorities. If I do
need you, I’'ll let you know.”



She nodded. “Good luck, Will.”

“Like you said, we’ll figure this out.”
He smiled. “We’ve come across our
share of bizarre spatial anomalies. I'm
sure Tuvok will have fifteen possible
scenarios by the time I reach the bridge.”

Feeling a dread that belied his upbeat
words—which he knew Deanna knew—
Riker turned and headed for the bridge.



FIRST INTERLUDE

The Continuum

Fifteen years before the end of the
universe

“WOULD YOU MIND EXPLAINING
YOURSELF, Q?”

He made a tch noise. “Actually, |
would mind, as I’m far too complex a
being to sum up in a brief explanation,
and I’m not sure we have the kind of
time for a long one. The ones will be
needed soon, and—"

“Enough!” Q screamed. “You led us to



believe that this was a serious matter,
but then when we asked you to follow
some simple instructions—"’

“Simple instructions?”” He stared at the
assembled Q with his mouth agape.
“You told me to give Riker the power of
the Q.”

“Actually,” another Q said, “we told
you to give Picard the power of the Q.”
He shrugged. “Not that it matters—one
human’s the same as another, really.
Have you noticed they all look alike?”

“The point 1s,” the first Q snapped,
“you couldn’t resist making a game of it,
could you?”



He shrugged. “And why shouldn’t I?
Simply making Riker into a Q just like
that was so...”

With a smile on her face, another Q—
his favorite, the one he’d dallied with
more than once—said, “Dull?”” She’d
always understood him best.

“Exactly!” he cried, thrilled at an
advocate, especially thrilled that it was
her. “Why not make the game
interesting?”

“Two reasons,” the first Q said
angrily. “One, it is not a game. Two, |
fail to see how mixing the histories of
two worlds in a fantasy war can in any



way be defined as ‘interesting.’”
Q shook her head. “He has a point, Q.”

He sighed. “Look, none of this matters.
The point is, there’s a very good chance
that humans are the ones. If they are—"

“They aren’t,” the first Q said
dismissively.

“Why are you so certain?”” he asked.
“Why are you?” another Q retorted.

He said emphatically, “Because I’ve
been paying attention. I’ve flitted about
the cosmos spreading chaos in my wake,
it’s true, but what I’ve been doing is



observing.”

“You truly expect us to believe that
scientific curiosity prompts your
meddling?”

“Of course not,” he said, sounding
offended. “Fun prompts my meddling.
The scientific observation is merely a
fortunate side effect. And from those
observations,” he added quickly before
Q, Q, Q, Q, or Q could get a word in, “I
have deduced that humanity stands the
best chance of being the ones. All the
signs point to it.”

“Those signs are vague and
indistinct,” Q said, “and 1t’s my



considered opinion, Q, that you’re using
this surety as a feeble excuse to meddle
further in human affairs.”

He smiled. “Believe me, Q, I don’t
need an excuse, feeble or otherwise. If I
just wanted to toy with this collection of
ape-descended mammals, I would. But
there’s more to them, I’m sure of it!”

“Why this urgency?” his favorite Q
asked.

“The Borg. You know as well as I that
they are most likely to come across
Them first, and if they do—"

“They won’t,” another Q—his least



favorite—said.
“You’re sure?”
“Of course I’m sure! I’m omnipotent.”

He laughed. “So’m I, Q, and I’'m
telling you, I’m not so sure.”

“Enough!” The first Q bellowed
loudly enough to cause asteroids to
explode. “You have tried the Q’s
patience enough, Q. You are banned
from the Continuum while we deliberate
on your fate.”

That took him aback. “Banned?”

“Yes.”



“But—but—you can ’t! The Continuum
is my home! I can’t—"

Q gave him the stare she always used
when he annoyed her—which was fairly
often, 1f it came to that—and said,
“You’re the one who enjoys flitting
about the cosmos spreading chaos in
your wake, dear. So go do it.”

And then he was gone from the
Continuum. Aghast, he tried to access it,
but the way was blocked to him. As an
experiment, he changed into a star-
singer, which worked just fine. Then he
turned into an Aldebaran serpent, a
Belzoidian flea, a Traveler, and a



baseball bat.

1 still have my powers. I’ve simply
been denied the ability to go home.

For good measure, he tried to get into
the Continuum a second time. Then a
third. No luck. He even tried
concentrating, something he hadn’t done
in eons, and that didn’t work, either.

He considered his next move. The
Continuum could take ages to deliberate,
and he wasn’t sure the universe had that
long. Even if it did, he was hardly about
to wait around.

I may as well drop in on Jean-Luc.



Make him an offer he can’t refuse.
After all, what better way to observe
him and his merry band of outcasts and
make sure they are the ones than by
becoming one of their idiot crew?



Enterprise
En route to Gorsach IX

Two days before the end of the universe

CAPTAIN JEAN-LUC PICARD SAT IN HIS
READY room, perusing the daily report
from his first officer. As alpha shift was
winding down, he wanted to make sure
all was well. The department heads had
reported to Worf, and he had reported to
the captain.



The report was of less interest to
Picard—it was fairly standard, all one
would expect given that the Enterprise
was on the ninth day of its journey to the
Gorsach star system—than the style in
which it was written. For the past
decade and a half, Picard had been
reading reports by Will Riker, which
were as comprehensive but also written
in a manner that Picard could best
describe as affable or easygoing. The
captain, at first, had been put off by the
tone, but he had grown accustomed to it.
His previous first officer—Gilaad Ben
Zoma on the Stargazer—had always
been by the book in his reports, using
dry, simple sentences. Riker’s reports



were more conversational, as if the
commander was relating a story. Worf’s
reports were Klingon—taciturn, brusque
—a refreshing change of pace.

The computer suddenly spoke. “The
time 1s seventeen twenty-five hours.”

Setting down the padd, Picard got to
his feet and tugged his uniform jacket
downward. “Thank you, computer.” It
was time for the mission briefing.

He exited the ready room to the sea of
so many new faces. At conn, Lieutenant
Joanna Faur had replaced Sara Nave,
who was killed during the Borg mission.
Commander Miranda Kadohata sat at



ops instead of the familiar pale face of
Data. The counselor’s seat remained
empty, but even if its occupant was
present, it would be T’Lana, not Deanna
Troi. Behind the also-empty first
officer’s chair, Zelik Leybenzon stood
ramrod straight at the tactical station, the
latest in a series of tactical officers the
Enterprise-E had gone through since it
launched eight years ago.

The most familiar face on the bridge
was Worf. Jean-Luc Picard was not a
man given to whimsy. Yet he wondered
what the other Enterprise captains
would have thought seeing a Klingon at
their conn. For a moment the captain
wondered if he was going sofft.



Worfrose. “Counselor T’Lana, Doctor
Crusher, and Commander La Forge have
been paged, sir.”

“Lieutenant Faur, you have the
bridge.”

The dark-haired woman said, “Aye,
sir.”

Entering the observation lounge,
Picard swiftly crossed the room, barely
noticing the stars as they streaked by at
high warp. As he took his seat at the
head of the table, he looked over to the
models of all of the ships that bore the
name Enterprise hanging on the
bulkhead and wondered when he had



stopped noticing. When had he stopped
noticing how the stars looked? When had
he stopped looking over his shoulder to
make sure that his officers were
following in his wake? And just what
had Beverly put in his coffee this
morning that he had suddenly gone
nostalgic?

There was the culprit now.

“Captain.” Beverly favored him with
her “professional CMO smile” as she
took her seat to his left.

“Doctor.”

Worf took his seat to the captain’s



right, with Leybenzon beside him. Both
men looked like coils ready to spring.
He expected that from the first officer,
who, despite four years in the
Diplomatic Corps, would always be a
Klingon warrior.

By contrast, Miranda Kadohata
seemed relaxed as she took her seat next
to Beverly. The commander had
performed her admittedly routine duties
over the past nine days admirably. But
then, Data would not have chosen her if
she wasn’t up to his high standards for
executive officer.

The doors parted, and Geordi La
Forge and T’ Lana entered. Simply put,



Picard didn’t entirely know what to
make of his new counselor. The short,
striking Vulcan woman had spent the
entire Borg mission taking a position
contrary to his. True, T’Lana’s
recommendations were logical and well
thought out. It was also true that Picard’s
willing transformation into Locutus
could charitably be called borderline
insane; he had regained his humanity
only because of Beverly’s heroic action.

What concerns you, a voice nagged at
the back of his head, is that she doesn’t
completely trust you. That she dared to
question your orders. That could be
beneficial, in truth. After all, his crew
trusted him so completely that when they



faced the Borg in Earth’s past, it took an
outsider—Lily Sloane—to see that he
was turning into an Ahab-like obsessed
madman. Sometimes, the outsider’s
perspective can be useful.

The captain considered his senior
staff. T’Lana, seated next to Leybenzon,
looked even smaller than her stature next
to the security chief. Miranda seemed to
hardly notice that La Forge had settled in
beside her.

Folding his hands on the conference
room table, Picard spoke: “As you
know, we will be arriving tomorrow
morning at Gorsach IX.” Turning to his
second officer, Picard said,



“Commander Kadohata, what can you
tell us about this world?”

A holographic display was activated
in the table. Kadohata said, “The
Gorsach system was first charted about
two hundred years ago by a Tellarite
astronomer, Efrak chim Gorsach.” The
display showed a sensor triagram of a
star system with a yellow G-type star,
and the orbital path for its ten planets,
seventeen moons, six planetoids, and
three asteroid belts. “The system was the
test bed for a long-range probe he’d
developed. Unfortunately, it broke down
before he could successfully return the
probe to Tellar. He lost his funding to
build the probe series, which is why



there aren’t more systems named after
him and why the information is spotty.

“According to various long-range
probes that the Federation has sent that
way over the intervening years—and our
own long-range scans—the ninth planet
is Class-M. There are also two gas
giants in the system, the fourth and fifth
planets. Those three are the only ones of
the system’s eleven planets that have any
kind of atmosphere. The remaining eight
are little more than barren rocks.”
Kadohata had been talking to the room,
but now her gaze fell specifically on
Picard. “Captain, I’d like to send class-
twos to both gas giants. Gorsach I[V’s
fairly standard, but the other one, the



fifth planet, is quite large. It’s possible it
might be on the verge of igniting into a
red dwarf.”

Before Picard could answer the
request, Leybenzon leaned forward in
his chair. “Would that pose a danger to
the ship?”’

Giving the security chief a withering
look, Kadohata said, “The process takes
centuries, Lieutenant. We should be
fine.”

“By all means, Commander,” Picard
said quickly, “send the probes.”

Kadohata smiled. “Thank you,



Captain.” Then she grew serious again
and touched a control in front of her. The
hologram narrowed to the ninth planet.
“Something e