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ONE
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Apathy—that was the greater evil, Picard knew, for an indifferent foe is more to be feared than one whose heart burns with honest hate. Apathy: it stretched out before him in infinite rows of face after flesh-and-metal face, body after motionless body, in a gray metal sea that knew no beauty, no artistry, no appreciation of life—only the singular voice of the collective.

He stood, the only living spot of color in a vast chamber, surrounded by thousands of cells. In each—on the walls, the ceiling, the deck—an upright Borg drone slept dreamlessly. The effect was that of a great hive; yet to compare this chaotic, thoughtless accretion of exposed conduits and circuitry to those handsome structures wrought by instinct and with care by insects seemed wrong. Insects might be mindless but not soulless; the Borg were both.

And it was that fact which made him struggle, helpless though he was, against the flesh-and-metal arms that propelled him suddenly down surreal corridors, corridors lined with dulled, sleeping faces, their individuality obliterated by black sensor-scopes.

It was that fact which, when they pinned him down and slammed his head against the surgical table, made him cry out in darkest rage and frustration: rage that they should dare so to violate him; frustration that they saw his fury, saw his hatred… and simply did not care. That was the bitterest part—that his enemy could be so heartless, so cold that his violent hatred of them did not—could not—touch them.

And as he stared up at his approaching fate, in the form of a silvery, needle-sharp probe descending directly toward his eye, he thought, This is a foe I can never engage, for they will never care enough to return my hate.

Then followed a time of forgetfulness. He came to himself again back in the center of the hive, surrounded by slumbering drones who never witnessed his frantic struggle against the restraints that held him.

In the midst of his struggle, an image came to him: a mouth, bloodless and Borg.

And yet not Borg, for those pale lips curved in a smile, revealing teeth even whiter. They spoke—and he heard not the thunderous voice of the collective, but that of a woman, low and teasing:

Locutus…

A fresh image now: himself as Locutus, half of his face no longer his, no longer living flesh, but thrumming metal and circuitry. Half of his mind no longer his, but consumed by the collective and the detailed report from the blinking sensor-scope. And the half that remained the possession of Jean-Luc Picard was consumed by agony.

He shuddered at the sound of his own voice—the voice of the Borg.

I am Locutus of Borg. Resistance… is futile.

He closed his eyes at the horror of it, and when they opened, he found himself impossibly pinned fast to the surgical table at the very instant the probe pierced his eye.

He screamed, not so much with pain as with pure rage at the enemy who did not care enough to hate—and so could never be truly hurt.



Picard woke with a lurch to find himself sitting on his couch in the ready room; he put a hand to his sweatdamped forehead and rose at once, dismayed that he had dozed off while on duty and still alarmed by the intensity of the nightmare. Propelled by adrenaline, he hastened to the small adjacent restroom and leaned low over the sink. Instantly, cold water spilled into his cupped hands; he splashed it onto his face—again, again, again—washing away all traces of panic until his breathing slowed and he at last dared rise to face his mirrored reflection.

His image was, as he had known it would be, reassuringly human and free of the Borg’s mechanical taint. Yet the dream itself disturbed him greatly; he had not had one in almost a year, and then it had not left him this shaken. Indeed, he had not had one this terrifying since the first horrific month following his existence as Locutus.

Locutus…

Abruptly, he recalled the image of the ghost-pale lips seductively uttering his Borg name. Try though he might, he could not remember the face attached to that mouth; he knew only that he had known her, and that the memory evoked a profound sense of horror, of revulsion… of attraction.

As he stared into the mirror, trying to conjure a face other than his own, a muscle just above his jaw spasmed. The event was sharply painful, as though someone had plunged a needle from the inside of his mouth outward through his cheek. More distressingly, it was accompanied by an odd chirping sound—that seemed to emanate from within Picard’s own head.

Impossible, of course, that the chirp and the spasm were connected, or that the sound had come from inside his skull… yet a mere second afterward, he grimaced at a second surge of pain that left the muscle twitching—and a second chirp.

Tension, he knew; nothing but tension, brought on by the stress of the dream. It would pass, and if it did not, he would consult Beverly, and she would solve the problem with a prescription for more time in the holosuite or more intense exercise or perhaps even a brief shore leave.

It would pass.…

But as he stood over the sink, it did not. To his confusion, the pain intensified, and the muscle began to writhe continuously, accompanied by the persistent high-pitched sound; hoping to smooth the spasm away, he ran his hand over his cheek—to no avail.

When the last and sharpest burst of agony came, instinct instructed him to gaze up at the mirror, at his twitching cheek. He watched with dread, but not necessarily surprise; hadn’t he always known, in the deepest recesses of his brain, which even Beverly’s medical probes could not touch?

Hadn’t he always known?

So he watched as the flesh of his cheek trembled, then stretched out, as if he were pressing hard from the inside with his tongue. It was not his own tongue, of course, but something much harder and longer, and it pushed until the skin and muscle could expand no more.

At last, the muscle tore and the skin burst; he stared in horrified fascination as darkly gleaming metal, slick with his own blood, emerged from within him.

A Borg servo. It rotated with a series of high-pitched chirps, while Picard descended into mindless panic.…



Picard awoke, gasping, on his own couch and thrust himself abruptly into a sitting position. To his fleeting dismay, the chirping continued unabated; he put a hand to his cheek to feel for the servo before realizing that he had awakened again from a nightmare—truly awakened now, for the feel of his palms against the couch and his arms beneath him were solid, real.

Yet he wished he were again asleep. As frightening as the dreams had been, they were simply that: dreams.

This was reality; and the horror of it was, he had awakened knowing.

The chirping, too, was real. And as he rose from the couch and moved to the terminal, he consciously slowed his breathing and composed himself before tapping a control. A message coalesced on the screen.


INCOMING TRANSMISSION. STARFLEET COMMAND TO CAPT. J. L. PICARD. USS ENTERPRISE NCC 1701-E. COMMAND AUTHORIZATION REQUIRED.



He cleared his throat and told the computer: “Authorization: Picard, four-seven-alpha-tango.”

The image on the screen shifted fleetingly to the Starfleet chevron, pointing upward like an arrowhead aimed at the stars. It faded at once, replaced by the image of Admiral Hayes. Hayes was not quite so old as most of his peers at Fleet Headquarters; his hair had only recently begun to silver. But his demeanor was august, almost severe, his eyes framed by countless deep furrows, carved by the responsibilities of duty.

A line for each life lost under his command, Picard thought silently, then said aloud, “Admiral.”

Hayes paused to study him. “Catch you at a bad time, Jean-Luc?” Under normal circumstances, his voice would have been infused with a casual warmth that his stern appearance belied. But these were not normal circumstances.

“No, of course not,” Picard lied, realizing that it was not the residue of nightmare-induced panic Hayes had detected in his expression. Rather, the admiral had seen the dread that came from Picard’s already knowing what his superior was about to say.

Hayes clearly did not quite believe the captain’s reply, but his own apparent turmoil and the urgency of his message kept him from wasting a second pursuing the matter. “I just received a disturbing report from Deep Space Five.…”

As Hayes spoke, Picard felt growing pity for him. The imminent future would etch itself into the admiral’s features, leaving behind new and deeper lines, more fresh ones added than he had even now. If he survived what was to come.

Picard listened as the admiral continued. “Long-range sensors have picked up—”

“I know,” Picard said, interrupting, causing Hayes to subtly recoil and narrow his eyes in surprise. “The Borg.”
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TWO
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Surrounded by his senior crew, Picard sat at the conference table in the observation lounge of the new Enterprise. The room was an elegant improvement over its predecessor, beautiful, spacious, and comfortable, but its most striking feature was a multitude of windows opening onto star-littered indigo. At that instant, the ship was passing through a gas cloud, which refracted the starlight into a swirling gossamer display of rainbow colors.

A stunning sight, but Picard could only think: All those suns… and orbiting them, how many habitable planets? And of those planets, how many life-forms assimilated by the Borg? How many cultures forever lost over the millennia, and how soon shall we join them?

Six months earlier, he had sat in this room and stared up at the bulkhead, where models of all the Enterprise’s previous incarnations, A through D, hung in a glass case alongside other mementos of past missions, past glories. The sight had filled him with optimism and pride that he had the honor of commanding such a worthy vessel with such a noble tradition. He had already worked through his lingering sense of loss at his previous ship’s destruction and had begun to feel hope. The Enterprise-D was irretrievably gone, but her spirit remained, permeating every atom, every cell of this vessel and her crew.

Now Picard looked at his surroundings and dared not allow himself to feel attachment. This was merely another ship that might be lost.

He drew his attention back to his staff. This sight was also familiar, yet not; Data, Riker, Troi, and Beverly’s faces were the same, but they now wore the new uniforms—black, softened only by an inset at shoulder and collarbone of dark gray. The effect was flattering but a bit severe—and perhaps appropriate for the moment, Picard reflected grimly, given the devastating nature of the announcement he had just made.

In the silence that followed his brief, blunt statement that the Borg had reappeared, expressions grew somber and five pairs of anxious eyes focused upon him. The fifth pair of eyes belonged to Geordi La Forge, who, like the Enterprise-E, seemed familiar yet changed. La Forge’s VISOR had been replaced a short time before by electronic ocular implants, and Picard still felt mildly disconcerted every time he looked into his chief engineer’s large eyes, with their dizzyingly intricate geometric designs traced in black upon starkly blue irises.

“How many ships?” Riker asked.

“One,” Picard replied. “And it’s on a direct course for Earth. It will cross the Federation border in less than an hour.” The statement caused another swift round of startled looks to pass among his senior crew members, but they said nothing and immediately refocused their attention on the captain as he continued. “Admiral Hayes has begun mobilizing a fleet in the Typhon Sector. He hopes to stop the Borg before they reach Earth.”

Data, whose pale golden face reflected the concern he felt, courtesy of his activated emotion chip, interjected, “At maximum warp, it will take us three hours, twenty-five minutes to reach—”

Picard swiveled in his chair to face the android. “We’re not going.”

A heartbeat of stunned silence, during which expressions slackened, then grew taut again. Riker leaned forward, his dark eyebrows arching upward. “What do you mean, we’re not going?” His tone was just civil enough, but the undercurrent of indignance was unmistakable.

Picard averted his gaze and stared out at the blurring stars. “Our orders are to patrol the Neutral Zone… in case the Romulans try to take advantage of the situation.”

“The Romulans?” Deanna Troi repeated, her expression frankly disbelieving; Picard watched similar emotions play over the faces of all.

“Captain,” Data added immediately, “there has been no unusual activity along the Romulan border for the past nine months. It seems highly unlikely that they would choose this moment to start a conflict.”

He stated the obvious, of course; the captain drew a breath, meaning to tell him so.

But before he could speak, Beverly rested both elbows on the table and lifted her cupped hand as though it held an excuse she might literally offer up. “Maybe Starfleet feels we haven’t had enough shakedown time.” Perhaps she believed it; perhaps not, for Picard shot her a glance—and she at once lowered her gaze, as if in admission that there might be another, deeper reason Starfleet had ordered the Enterprise-E to stay away, but she was too loyal to utter it.

“We’ve been in space for nearly a year,” La Forge countered, dismissing Crusher’s argument with a wave of his hand. “We’re ready. The Enterprise-E is the most advanced starship in the fleet. We should be on the front line.”

If Geordi suspected the same reason Beverly did, he did not show it; neither did Troi or Data. Riker’s expression remained inscrutable.

“I’ve gone through all this with Starfleet Command,” Picard said heavily, working to keep his own outrage from showing… and not particularly succeeding. “Their orders stand.”

This time, the leaden silence that followed lingered a time, remaining unbroken until Picard lowered his gaze from the backdrop of glittering stars and fixed it on Riker. “Number One, set course for the Neutral Zone.”

He rose, then exited swiftly, before the others saw his anger and shame.



At the entrance to the ready room, Will Riker paused, padd in hand. He had performed the distasteful task assigned him, as second-in-command; the Enterprise-E now sailed a respectful distance from the Neutral Zone’s border. The first scan had been completed, and it fell to Riker to present the results to his captain.

Almost a full day had passed since Picard’s stunning announcement that the Borg were headed toward Earth. During that time, the captain had spent as little time as possible with his crew, preferring to closet himself away in his quarters or ready room. Riker understood; the crew members, himself included, were undeniably frustrated, restless, even angry at Starfleet’s refusal to let them be of real service. And if they were offended and furious, how much more so was Picard—who had once been captured by the Borg and used to kill his own people, whom he had sworn to serve?

Now Picard’s greatest opportunity for expiation—and the Enterprise crew’s greatest opportunity to avenge their captain’s suffering—had arrived, and Starfleet denied him, and them, that chance.

True, the very thought of confronting the Borg again terrified Riker, as it surely would any sane, sentient being. But the thought of waiting uselessly while fellow Starfleet officers, and perhaps Earth itself, were destroyed or assimilated horrified him even more.

Will drew a breath and stepped forward. The door to the ready room slid open, allowing a blast of dark, thunderous music and anguished voices to assault him. He gritted his teeth and entered. So skull-shatteringly loud was the music that a vein in his forehead began to pulse in time to its beat, while a half-full teacup on the captain’s desk rattled in its saucer.

As for Picard, he stood staring out at the stars, his back to the door; the tension coiled in his shoulders and tightly crossed arms telegraphed his mood more eloquently than the agonized opera. Rage seemed to emanate outward from his body into the air, riding upon each blaring, furious note.

Riker neared the desk separating them, but the captain had heard neither the gentle hiss of the door opening and closing nor the sound of his first officer’s footfall. Only when Riker’s transparent reflection became superimposed over the captain’s view of the stars did Picard turn to face his second-in-command.

Without a word or a change in his taut expression, the captain tapped a control on his console; blessedly, the opera dropped in volume. As it did, Riker felt his face relax and realized he had been wincing.

“Wagner?” he asked, with the faintest of smiles. The music played softly on, speaking to Riker of utter loss, destruction, despair—the ironically appropriate Götter-dâmmerung, the twilight of the gods.

Picard did not return the smile but replied curtly and without humor, “Berlioz. What do you have?”

Riker leaned forward and handed him the padd. “We finished our first sensor sweep of the Neutral Zone.”

As the captain scanned the readout, his lips thinned to a grim line, one end of which tugged downward. “Fascinating,” he said bitterly. “Twenty particles of space dust per cubic meter… fifty-two ultraviolet radiation spikes… and a class-two comet.” He tossed the padd onto his desk. “This is certainly worthy of our time.”

“I know how you feel,” Riker offered sincerely. He was about to add that the rest of the crew was experiencing the same sense of frustration when Picard interrupted, his voice taut with an undercurrent of bitter emotions.

“Actually… I doubt very much that you know how I feel.” The captain’s hazel eyes narrowed and stared deeply into Riker’s with a fury, an intensity that would have made any less loyal or determined friend and officer flinch and turn away in apology.

But Will’s stubbornness matched Picard’s. He met that gaze firmly with his own and saw that it held not just a challenge, but an invitation. There was something hidden there, something deeper than the insult the rest of the crew felt at being relegated to uselessness. Pain, he decided. Surely, though Picard eyed him squarely, the focus of the captain’s gaze seemed beyond him, as if it were fixed fast upon ghosts from another time: the flaming hull of the Starship Melbourne. The Saratoga. The Gage. Thirty-seven more starships and tens of thousands of lives aboard them were lost at Wolf 359 in the battle against the Borg—thanks to the strategic knowledge of Locutus’s human half, Captain Jean-Luc Picard.

Will Riker had endured the horror of confronting Locutus face to face, of staring at the Enterprise-D’s bridge viewscreen and witnessing the Borg’s handiwork: his commanding officer and friend rendered chillingly, obscenely inhuman. It would have been easier, Riker thought, to have looked instead upon the captain’s mangled corpse.

How much more agonizing must that encounter have been for the human Picard, trapped inside Locutus’s flesh-and-metal skull, looking upon his friends, his loyal crew, yet unable to warn them of the coming danger?

Riker saw vestiges of that pain in the captain’s eyes now, the same enraged helplessness that had possessed Jean-Luc in the early days after his release from the collective. Starfleet’s orders had unwittingly evoked from Picard the very same response as the Borg’s mental rape.

“You’re right,” Will said at last, still studying the captain intently. “I don’t. But then… I don’t know what’s really going on here.” He took another step forward, his tone pointed. “Captain—why are we out here chasing comets?”

Picard drew himself back into the present and visibly worked to release some of the tension in his face and voice. With a sigh, he glanced down at his desk. “Let’s just say that Starfleet has every confidence in the Enterprise and her crew”—he looked back up at Riker, his expression faintly rueful—“but they’re not so sure about her captain.”

He folded his arms tightly across his chest once more, as if to contain the bitterness in his heart, and began to pace. “They believe a man who was once captured by the Borg and assimilated… should not be put in a situation where he would face them again. To do so would be to introduce”—here he paused and changed the timbre of his voice to indicate a direct quote—“ ‘an unstable element into a critical situation.’ ”

“That’s crazy,” Riker said, his face taut with fury at Starfleet’s attitude toward his old friend. “Your experience with the Borg makes you the perfect man to lead this fight.”

Picard’s expression darkened. “Admiral Hayes disagrees.”

Riker opened his mouth to reply, but closed it when Counselor Troi’s voice filtered through the captain’s comm badge.

“Bridge to Captain Picard.”

There was a tense formality in her tone that immediately caught both Riker’s and Picard’s attention. “Go ahead,” the captain replied.

“We’ve just received word from Starfleet Command,” she said. “They’ve engaged the Borg.”



The bridge was, Picard reflected as he strode from the lift, like everything else aboard the Enterprise-E—including the situation that now confronted him and his crew—strange yet familiar. Strange, in that the captain’s chair was now elevated above the rest, to provide a better overview of the entire bridge (and, he thought ruefully, to more thoroughly expose him at this most difficult of moments, as he struggled to contain a firestorm of emotions). Familiar, in that once again, the Enterprise crew anticipated a nightmarish battle with the Borg—yet so unutterably strange that they should not be permitted to be part of it.

Picard could not help but note the lines of tension etched on each officer’s expression, beneath the careful composure. Troi failed to entirely hide a glimmer of edgy frustration as she glanced up at Riker and Picard’s entry, while at ops, Data’s demeanor was more candidly anxious, courtesy of the emotion chip.

The expression closest to conveying real calm belonged to Lieutenant Hawk at the conn, whose unflappable, direct personality reminded the captain of Will Riker’s, although Hawk was younger, clean-shaven, lean to the point of wiriness. Of course, Hawk had not been aboard the Enterprise-D when her captain had been captured by the Borg; he had never heard Locutus speak nor witnessed the fiery destruction of forty of Starfleet’s finest warships. Impossible to understand the horror of the Borg unless one had met them in battle—or worse, in their own hive. Hawk’s confidence sprang from ignorance—and the captain did not look forward to seeing him lose either.

As he reached his chair, Picard spoke. “Commander Data, put Starfleet subspace frequency one-four-eight-six on audio.”

As much as he could not bear to watch, he was just as urgently compelled to listen.

“Aye, sir,” the android replied, his long, golden fingers moving with an artist’s skill over his panel.

Picard gripped the armrests and leaned back against comfortable support without feeling it. He felt only an agonizing degree of helplessness as faint, disembodied voices—occasionally obliterated bursts of subspace static—filled the Enterprise bridge.

“Flagship to Endeavor… stand by to engage at grid A-fifteen.”

“Defiant and Bozeman, fall back to mobile position one.…”

Will Riker, who sat in one of the two chairs slightly below and flanking the captain’s, glanced up at Picard; they shared a pointed look at the mention of the Defiant. Troi’s gaze grew frankly concerned. All of them, Picard knew, shared a single unspoken thought: Worf.

A cascade of overlapping voices, some laced with adrenaline, followed.

“Acknowledged, flagship.”

“We have it in visual range!”

“We see it—a Borg cube on course zero mark two-one-five—”

“Speed: warp nine point eight.”

In the midst of the purely humanoid cacophony, a new sound came—not an individual voice adding a fresh skein to the chorus, but one consisting of a hundred, a thousand, a million whispers hammered into a solitary thought that obliterated all others:

“We are the Borg. Lower your shields and surrender your ships. We will add your biological and technological distinctiveness to our own. Your culture will adapt to service us. Resistance is futile.

“We are the Borg.”

Picard felt the flesh on his arms, on the nape of his neck, prickle; the emotion those words evoked within him was too raw, too visceral to neatly label fear or fury or hatred. He stared out at the speechless stars on the main viewscreen and thought, How many planets…?

At the same time, an ominous realization came to him. He had known they were going to speak just then, hadn’t he? Even before they had uttered a sound, he had known the precise second they were going to speak.…

Static over the subspace channel, followed abruptly by the stern, confident command of a Starfleet admiral: “All units open fire.”

A deafening squeal of static made all on the Enterprise bridge wince—but not so much as the muted explosions that came after. A jumble of humanoid voices—punctuated by more static and ever closer explosions—followed: some female, some male; some the low, stern orders of experienced captains, others the high-pitched reports of green young officers.

“Remodulate shield nutation.”

“We’re losing power.…”

“Warp core breach!”

“All hands abandon ship!”

One more explosion, this so thunderous and shattering that some of the fresh-from-the-academy officers jumped at their stations; Picard briefly closed his eyes. Tainted by the Borg or not, unsure of himself or not, he was sure of the Enterprise and her crew—and knew he could endure the agony of helplessness no longer.

The admiral’s voice came again, no longer stern, but laced with panic.

“This is the flagship! They’ve broken through the defense perimeter. They’re heading toward Earth! Pursuit course. Break off the attack and—”

Picard caught Data’s gaze and sliced a hand through the air; blessedly, the transmission ceased at once. There followed an instant of pregnant silence on the Enterprise-E bridge, during which the captain became keenly aware that all eyes were focused on him, waiting.

In any other situation, he would have asked the senior bridge crew to accompany him to the ready room, where he would have sought opinions and advice. After all, at the moment, he was on the verge of making a critical decision based entirely on emotion, one possibly colored by a personal desire for revenge. The wisest course was to consult cooler heads than his own.

But at the moment, he didn’t give a damn. The emotion that fueled him was too pure, too primal to deny. This was the right decision, the only one possible to him in this instance. No, more than that: this was his destiny and that of the Enterprise-E and her crew. He leaned toward the conn.

“Lieutenant Hawk. Set course for Earth. Maximum warp.”

Hawk’s blue eyes widened with surprise—and something very like admiration. He said not a word—not even, in his surprise, remembering to acknowledge his captain’s orders—but immediately set to the task.

Picard shot a brief glance at an approving Will Riker before turning to address his crew. Even if Riker had protested vehemently at that instant, it would not have changed a single word Picard was about to say.

“I am about to commit a direct violation of our orders. Any of you who wish to object, do so now and I’ll note it in my log.”

A ripple seemed to pass over the bridge crew in the form of shared, determined looks. After a heartbeat of silence, Data swiveled to face the captain and said, “I think I speak for everyone here, sir, when I say… to hell with our orders.”

Picard permitted himself a small, bitter smile, one that faded at once as he spoke. “Red alert. All hands to battle stations.”

As the klaxon sounded and crew members scrambled to their stations, he told himself: You are probably taking all of these people to their deaths, and you to your own—if all of you are lucky. And if you are not…

It was a reasonable fear, a responsible fear. But he would rather live with it for the time being than surrender without a fight to the evil of mindless apathy. And so it was with an uncanny degree of satisfaction that he settled back into his chair and ordered Hawk: “Engage.”
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THREE
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Aboard the Defiant’s bridge, Lieutenant Commander Worf sat staring at the viewscreen’s display of the monstrous and ungainly Borg cube surrounded by a dozen tiny starships—a leaden, lumbering beast attacked by a pale, shining swarm of insects, insects that packed an impressive sting. Dazzling bursts of phaser-fire lit up the surrounding blackness, leaving scorch marks on the Borg cube’s dully gleaming pewter hull.

The Defiant was among the ranks of those ships that had left their mark; Worf watched the effects of recently ordered photon blasts with a grim warrior’s smile of satisfaction, while Weapons Officer Tutu raised his dark, clenched fist to pierce the air in a gesture of victory. The hull of the massive Borg vessel was as pockmarked as an unsheltered moon.

But Worf’s satisfaction was, as the Klingon had known it would be, short-lived. The cube—an unappealing conglomeration of external metal tubing, wiring, and conduits that looked as if its builders had decided to simply turn the vessel inside out, exposing its bowels to space—shuddered briefly at the blast, then immediately struck back.

A burst of fire-bright torpedoes—one, then two, three, four, five—slipped from it and sailed with unerring aim toward the flagship, which had had the honor of first opening fire on the cube. But after several volleys with the Borg, her defenses were weakening, as were the Defiant’s. After the last exchange of fire, Worf was informed that the Defiant’s shields could not withstand further pummeling.

“Evasive maneuver,” he shouted, glancing over his shoulder at the conn as Lieutenant Kizilbash, a lean human female with a sculpted, angular face and Klingon-intense eyes, complied. As a moving target, the Starship Defiant was less likely to be hit and thus had more chance of disabling the enemy.

But Worf harbored no false hopes about his chances of surviving the battle. Such a death would be supremely honorable, and he did not fear it; indeed, he would embrace such a fate, for he had long ago decided—upon his first look at Picard as the Borg drone Locutus—that he would indeed die rather than submit to the crime against freedom called assimilation.

Thus he fought today with special fervor, remembering. The Borg had taken Captain Picard, one of the strongest-willed humans Worf knew, and drained from him all life, all honor, all volition, until nothing but a mindlessly obedient shell remained.

Worf would fight to his last breath against such an evil; but his secret fear was that he would die and the Borg would be undefeated—and assimilate all beings in the galaxy, including those Klingon warriors too unfortunate to die.

Picard, he thought; it was unfair that Picard was not here, to redress the wrong done him. And unfair not only to him, but to all those asked to risk their lives to fight the Borg, for the Enterprise-E was Starfleet’s newest, finest vessel, equipped with the latest improvements in shields and weapons. When the Defiant had first arrived at the battlefront, Worf had asked Starfleet Command why the new Enterprise had not appeared and was informed curtly that she was patrolling the Romulan border. No further explanation was given. It seemed to him an outrage to keep Picard from an act of redemption and the Enterprise-E from providing aid to those who desperately needed her now.

All this Worf considered as the Defiant sailed in a swift arc, causing the sight on the viewscreen to shift. The Borg vessel lay dead ahead, while at two o’clock, the flagship shuddered, its forward hull and one nacelle illumined by a flood of eye-searing, deadly light.

One, then two, of the blasts had already struck home.

Abruptly, that brightness dimmed, leaving behind the section of hull nearest the bridge and half a nacelle scorched, pitted. Fire is immediately extinguished in the vacuum of space, Worf knew; but beneath that blackened hull were dull glimmers of swift-moving redness—the oxygen-laden decks, where people were being burned alive.

Three, four. The next two blasts followed in less than a Vulcan heartbeat. The third sliced into the already-weakened hull; the fourth hammered the crippled nacelle, whose surface crumbled and emitted the shocking orange flare that heralded a warp-core breach.

Five. The final blast limned the wounded starship with a writhing corona of light whose brightness was only increased by the sudden, nova-intense eruption from the warp-core nacelle. The flagship erupted in a glorious but fleeting blaze that sent quickly extinguished, darkening bits of shrapnel hurtling into the breathless void.

For those aboard her, it was the most honorable and noble of deaths—most importantly, a free one, untainted by their enemy’s peculiar brand of slavery. But Worf had little time to contemplate it, as the entire exchange between the Borg cube and the flagship had taken only a few seconds.

And even as the starship’s debris went hurtling past the Defiant, Worf kept his gaze fixed on the viewscreen for another curiously timeless instant. A fresh barrage of torpedoes birthed from the Borg ship’s underbelly was now streaking directly toward his vessel, his crew.

One—then two, three, four, five.

The sight made him bare his teeth and roar, “Fire phasers!” in the second before the blasts found their mark; astoundingly, Tutu had anticipated his commander’s order and at once unleashed a retaliatory burst from the Defiant’s phaser banks.

Worf did not have the pleasure of seeing the toll his response took on the pewter-colored cube. The instant Tutu’s ebony fingers touched his controls, the first blast hit.

One. The Defiant pitched hard astern, throwing Worf back against his chair and tossing the communications officer to the deck. He tried to shout orders for evasive maneuvers and more phaserfire, but the sound was swallowed by the thunder of impact.

Two. The second blast followed almost instantly, rendering all hope of communication with his bridge crew impossible. Impact came now from the ship’s right flank, hurling him from his chair; all about him, officers were flung from their stations onto the deck. He fought to right himself, then scrabbled toward the weapons console. Nearby, Tutu was now part of a jumble of bodies working to free themselves and return to their stations.

Three. The conn erupted in multicolored fireworks; sharp bits of debris flew past Worf’s face and eyes, stung his skin as he pitched forward against the deck. The ship was beginning to come apart, the Klingon realized grimly—but this was the Defiant, one of the finest, strongest warships in the fleet, designed to hold up against the deadliest onslaughts. If she could bear two more blows…

He managed another shaky step and flung himself toward Tutu’s console. Once there, he leaned face and chest against the control panel and hugged it tightly. The air surrounding him became acrid with smoke.

Four, five.

The Defiant lurched upward and back, like a boxer struck hard in the jaw. The impact lifted the Klingon off his feet on a back-and-up diagonal, then, as the ship righted itself with a jerk, slammed his cheek against the console again, tearing the skin. The rebound from the collision lifted him again—and at that instant, the final shock came, dashing him headfirst against the floor.

The blow to his head and chest left him momentarily stunned and breathless, and the fall had turned the cut on his cheek into a gash—or so he assumed from the warm, damp feel of blood trickling down his face. But the warrior’s fury in his heart obliterated all pain, all fear, and bade him rise to his feet.

So he did—slowly, one hand clutching the nearest console, which still rained sparks. To his relief, he did not hear the computer’s urgent voice warning of an imminent warp-core breach; but neither did he hear the expected drone of voices reporting the extent of the damage. The bridge itself seemed ominously silent, veiled in thick smoke that rendered the other bodies on the bridge—some lying still as death (and indeed, probably dead), some writhing in pain, others crawling back to their stations—unrecognizable. So it was that he growled at the nearest body, moving slowly on hands and knees: “Report!”

The voice that filtered through the haze belonged to Kizilbash; as she spoke, she neared, her cropped, dark hair and features becoming gradually more visible, and pulled herself up into her chair. “Main power is offline!” she exclaimed, clearly struggling not to cough. “We’ve lost shields and our weapons are gone!”

Worf paused the length of a single breath, no more. “Then perhaps today… is a good day to die.” He sought Kizilbash’s gaze through the stinging smoke and found an unflinching determination there that filled him with pride. “Ramming speed!”

Kizilbash moved toward Tutu’s console, prepared to comply, but something she saw there made her instead glance up at her commander. “Sir,” she said, her voice sharp with surprise, “there’s another starship coming in. It’s the Enterprise!”



In the flashing crimson glow of the red alert, Picard sat in his new captain’s chair and watched as the Enterprise-E’s powerful phasers found their target: the scarred, blackened surface of the Borg cube. Its lifeless, featureless gray metal was briefly illumined before instantly darkening again, as the phasers gouged a great smoldering ravine in its hull.

Against the sinister backdrop of the monstrous vessel, the battered Defiant drifted, clearly helpless. Another onslaught would surely destroy her and all aboard. The remaining Federation ships hovered about the cube, clearly contemplating their strategies.

But as Picard had known it would, the Enterprise’s attack immediately drew the enemy’s fire away from the crippled warship. The Borg in turn unleashed a retaliatory barrage—one that, the captain noted with pride, the new ship absorbed with the faintest of shudders. She had not yet been tested in an actual battle; but thus far, Picard was already impressed.

Riker glanced up from his station, slightly lower than and flanking the captain’s. “The Defiant’s losing life support.”

Without pause, Picard spoke to the comm, returning his gaze to the viewscreen. “Bridge to transporter room three. Beam the Defiant survivors aboard.”

Riker’s voice again, this time pitched ever so slightly higher: “Captain, the flagship’s been destroyed.”

Picard did not look at his second-in-command as another blast caused the chair under him to vibrate, but instead kept his eyes focused on the screen. “What’s the status on the Borg cube?”

The question was addressed to Data, whose voice relayed an undercurrent of excitement. “It has sustained heavy damage on its outer hull. I am reading fluctuations in their power grid.”

In the millisecond before the android replied, Picard realized that he inexplicably knew—knew—the information he had requested, for his question had already been answered by a whisper in his own head—a voice that was one, yet many; a voice that evoked the ghost of a half-remembered feminine face.

Without thinking, he rose, entranced, and moved toward the viewscreen where the image of the massive and unlovely vessel hung. They were there; he could sense them, hear them speak. For an instant, he felt as though he had only to reach toward the screen, and he would touch them.

The whisper of the one and the multitude grew briefly louder.

…critical damage to shields at power sector one-one-one. All drones coordinate repair immediately.…

The mental whisper died abruptly, as if the speakers had realized he was listening. But it was too late; he had already experienced a revelation beyond the mere words he had detected.

They were wounded. They were vulnerable, and he knew beyond all reason the precise spot.

He wheeled toward Riker. “Number One, open a channel to the other Starfleet vessels.”

Riker complied, but Picard caught the fleeting expression of curiosity on his first officer’s face and on the faces of those surrounding him. The awe he felt at his revelation must have been clear, but he did not, could not, take the time to explain. The window of the Borg’s vulnerability would soon close.

He moved swiftly to Data’s console and fingered the weapons control while the android watched in frank amazement.

By then, the channel to the remaining warships was open, and he spoke without delay. “This is Captain Picard of the Enterprise. I’m taking command of the fleet. Target every weapon you have on the following coordinates… and fire on my command.”

Data stared down at the coordinates Picard had just entered, then looked up at him with a worried frown. “Captain, the coordinates you have indicated do not appear to be a vital system.”

“Trust me, Data.” He stared straight ahead at the viewscreen, already seeing in his mind’s eye the Borg’s dazzling fate and experiencing a decidedly unaltruistic sensation at the image.

“The fleet’s ready,” Riker reported behind him, and as he uttered the last word, Picard was already giving the order to the remaining starships.
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