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The future has several names.

For the weak, it is impossible;

for the fainthearted, it is unknown;

but for the valiant, it is ideal.

—Victor Hugo

Les Misérables








PREVIOUSLY…

2376


	Captain Benjamin Sisko returns from his sojourn with the Bajoran Prophets, which began a year earlier following the conclusion of the Dominion War. (Star Trek: Deep Space Nine, “What You Leave Behind”)

	Bajor joins the United Federation of Planets. (Star Trek: Deep Space Nine novel Unity)



2377


	After being marooned in the Delta Quadrant seven years earlier, Captain Kathryn Janeway and the crew of the Starship Voyager complete their 70,000-light-year journey home to Earth. (Star Trek: Voyager, “Endgame”)



2378


	Wesley Crusher accompanies the Traveler, with whom he’s been learning to grow and focus his emerging abilities, to his mentor’s home planet, Tau Alpha C. There, he is “reborn” and becomes a Traveler. (Star Trek: The Next Generation novel A Time to Be Born)



2379


	Federation president Min Zife, guilty of selling to the independent world Tezwa illegal weapons that contribute to millions of deaths, is covertly removed from office by a group of Starfleet admirals with the assistance of Captain Jean-Luc Picard. Unknown to Picard, Zife is assassinated by Section 31. (Star Trek novels A Time to Kill and A Time to Heal)

	Shinzon, a cloned duplicate of Picard originally created to replace the captain as a Romulan spy within Starfleet, seizes control of the Romulan Star Empire following a coup d’état. He launches a bold plan to attack Earth and cripple the Federation, but Picard and the Enterprise defeat him. Diplomatic relations are renewed between the Federation and the Romulans. (Star Trek Nemesis)

	
Captain William Riker takes command of U.S.S. Titan. His wife, Commander Deanna Troi, accompanies him as ship’s counselor and first contact specialist. (Star Trek: Titan novel series)



2380


	Picard marries Beverly Crusher. (Star Trek: The Next Generation novel Greater Than the Sum)

	During an incursion by the Borg, Admiral Kathryn Janeway gives her life in defense of the Federation. (Star Trek: The Next Generation novel Before Dishonor)



2381


	The Borg launch a massive invasion of the Federation, laying waste to numerous planets and billions of lives before Starfleet achieves final victory, forever ending the Collective’s persistent threat. (Star Trek: Destiny novel trilogy)

	During the invasion, Ezri Dax, serving as U.S.S. Aventine’s second officer, takes command when her captain and first officer are killed.

	Riker and Troi have a daughter, Natasha Miana Riker-Troi, named in memory of deceased Enterprise crewmember and friend Natasha Yar, and the deceased sister of Aili Lavena, a member of the Titan’s crew. (Star Trek: Titan novel series)

	With the assistance of unlikely allies, Admiral Janeway’s death is reversed. She takes command of Project Full Circle, with U.S.S. Voyager and an entire fleet assigned to further explore the Delta Quadrant. (Star Trek: Voyager novel The Eternal Tide)

	Picard and Crusher have a son, René Jacques Robert François Picard. The boy is named for Picard’s nephew, René, and older brother, Robert, and for Crusher’s first husband, Jack Crusher. (Star Trek: Destiny–Lost Souls novel, Star Trek: Typhon Pact novel Paths of Disharmony)

	Following the Borg Invasion, Sisko assumes command of U.S.S. Robinson. (Star Trek: Typhon Pact novel Rough Beasts of Empire)



2382


	Admiral Janeway, along with the crew of U.S.S. Voyager, agrees to help an alien race, the Edrehmaia, on their long journey out of our galaxy. They depart the Delta Quadrant for parts unknown. (Star Trek: Voyager novel To Lose the Earth)

	Andor secedes from the Federation over issues related to the Andorians’ now-critical reproductive crisis. (Star Trek: Typhon Pact novel Paths of Disharmony)



2383


	Breen and Tzenkethi forces attack and destroy Federation station Deep Space 9. Over a thousand lives are lost. (Star Trek: Typhon Pact novel Raise the Dawn)



2384


	Years after sacrificing himself to save Picard, Data is “reincarnated” after his memories are removed from his brother, the android B-4, and transferred into the body of a new android created by Noonian Soong. His android daughter, Lal, is also repaired and reactivated. (Star Trek: Cold Equations novel trilogy)



2385


	Federation station Deep Space 9 (II) is declared operational, positioned like its predecessor near the Bajoran wormhole. At its commemoration, Federation President Nanietta Bacco is assassinated. Federation Council member Ishan Anjar of Bajor is appointed president pro tempore. (Star Trek: The Fall, Book I: Revelation and Dust)

	Julian Bashir defies Starfleet and President Pro Tempore Ishan to bring the Andorian people a cure for their reproductive crisis. He succeeds with help from Captain Dax. They are both imprisoned. (Star Trek: The Fall, Book III: A Ceremony of Losses)

	President Pro Tempore Ishan is exposed as a criminal. Andor rejoins the Federation. An Andorian wins the Federation’s presidential election and pardons Bashir and Dax. (Star Trek: The Fall, Book V: Peaceable Kingdoms)



2386


	Exploring the Odyssean Pass, Picard and the Enterprise encounter an immense weapon, reverse-engineered by an alien race from a prototype “planet killer” device and sent back in time from the late twenty-fifth century. Investigating the weapon’s onboard computer systems, Lieutenant Commander Taurik discovers information about future events he is not permitted to disclose. Taurik is debriefed by the Department of Temporal Investigations and sworn to secrecy in accordance with the Temporal Prime Directive. (Star Trek: The Next Generation novel Armageddon’s Arrow)

	Picard and the Enterprise discover a rogue planet locked into a series of random jumps across multiple dimensions and points in time. They meet an alternate version of U.S.S. Enterprise NCC-1701-D from a reality in which Picard did not survive his capture and assimilation by the Borg. (Star Trek: The Next Generation novel Headlong Flight)

	Journalist Ozla Graniv, with the assistance of Bashir and Data, exposes Section 31’s entire history and lengthy list of illegal activities spanning more than two centuries. All known Section 31 operatives are arrested, and Picard is implicated in the organization’s assassination of Federation president Min Zife in 2379. (Star Trek: Section 31 novel Control)



2387


	Exonerated from the fallout relating to the revelations about Section 31, Captain Picard prepares to return with the Enterprise to the Odyssean Pass to continue its exploration mission. (Star Trek: The Next Generation novel Collateral Damage)

	Wesley Crusher brings a warning to Picard: the Devidians, an old adversary, are attacking and collapsing entire timelines. Working with Captain Dax and the Aventine, Wesley and the Enterprise crew race to discover the truth behind this terrifying new offensive. With reality itself at stake, their investigation results in severe casualties for both ships, among them Taurik and Ezri Dax. (Star Trek: Coda, Book I: Moments Asunder)



AND NOW…






PART I ESCAPE
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U.S.S. Robinson NCC-71842

Benjamin Sisko fell into the void amid the tunnel of stars, feeling the velocity of interstellar space flashing around him, riding the giddy rush of it at the edges of his senses.

“Ten seconds out!” A voice at his right called the warning, but Sisko didn’t break his gaze from the streaks of starlight.

Other voices ahead and behind acknowledged the shout, but he paid them no mind, staying in the moment. He leaned forward in his chair, setting his shoulders as if he could compel his vessel to travel that bit faster.

The shimmering glow seemed to grow beyond the wide viewscreen in front of him, reaching across the bridge of the starship to gather Sisko into its aurorae. He could not escape the premonition that something ominous was waiting on the far side of those warp-elongated stars; and then, with a sudden flash of deceleration, his prediction became a reality.

A shuddering whine of shed energy signaled the Starship Robinson’s drop from high warp as it fell back into synchrony with normal space. They had emerged on the edge of an uncharted system in the Dorvan Sector.

“Red alert! Shields and weapons!” Sisko’s executive officer, Commander Anxo Rogeiro, snapped out the orders even as the vessel was still settling.

Over the six years that Rogeiro had been Sisko’s second-in-command aboard the Galaxy-class starship, the younger man had had an uncanny ability to anticipate his captain’s intentions, and his relationship with Sisko had developed to the point where they could communicate intent to each other with little more than a glance or a nod of the head. Sisko didn’t need to tell the other man what needed to be done. Both of them fully understood the stakes at hand.

The Robinson arrived amid a shroud of debris and fire. Pieces of wreckage and drifts of metallic dust sparked off the starship’s shield membrane, briefly rendering patches of it visible as the vessel advanced. Sisko’s eyes narrowed and his jaw set in a hard line as he noted what could only have been bodies out there in the vacuum amid the remains. Whatever happened here, those poor souls had perished before they could hope to seek safety.

“Commander Plante”—Sisko shot a look at his second officer—“what do you hear?”

Plante held an audio relay module pressed to her right ear, listening directly to the urgent mayday message that had torn the Robinson away from its current mission, a parsec inside the border of the Cardassian Union. “Same message repeating on subspace, sir,” she replied with a frown. “There may not be anyone left to respond to our hails.”

“We have to hope otherwise,” Sisko rumbled. “Anything from the Cardassians?”

“We know they dispatched a ship. A light cruiser, I think.” Lieutenant Corallavellis sh’Vrane volunteered the information, the Andorian shen leaning back from her console at the science station. “But I’m not reading anything.”

“I am.” Uteln, the Robinson’s senior tactical officer, looked down at his captain from his station behind the command chair. The Deltan’s usually warm and open expression was uncharacteristically muted. He gestured at the debris on the viewer. “Sir, I think that’s what’s left of it.”

“Mãe de Deus…” Rogeiro uttered the curse softly in his native Portuguese. “But they could only have arrived here minutes before us…”

What destroyed them so utterly, so quickly? The question hung in the air, but Sisko refused to waste time dwelling on it. He ordered sh’Vrane to set about running scans for signs of survivors, and for answers.

The science officer’s antennae curved inward, a certain tell that the Andorian was frustrated by what she saw on her screen. “Readings are… unusual. The wreckage shows extremely advanced signs of molecular decay.”

“Something there,” Rogeiro went on, indicating a smoky shape in the distance, beyond the wreckage. “The station.”

As the Robinson pushed out past the dust and remains, Sisko saw the object clearly and the shape of it stirred old emotions in him. The station adrift in a long orbit around the system’s red giant star was of typical Cardassian design, resembling at a distance the curved form of a Nor-class space station, as familiar to him as the house where he had grown up.

A strange pang of emotion coursed through Sisko. He couldn’t look at the station without being reminded of the old Deep Space 9, the station that had once been Terok Nor, the place he had thought of as home for years.

The imperiled station that had sent the urgent cry for help was smaller than DS9, but it had the same distinctive curving dock pylons rising upward, forming the shape of an iron crown.

He was on his feet without realizing it. “Magnify,” he ordered, and the image on the main viewer leaped closer.

At better resolution, the similarity was less marked. The station was damaged, and at its core was a spherical operations module riddled with catastrophic damage. Whole decks were torn open and exposed to space. Clouds of outgassing plasma flickered with blue fire, and overload lightning crawled across the hull in wild, bright surges.

“No life signs,” said sh’Vrane. “But…” The Andorian’s pale blue features creased, and she trailed off.

Sisko turned back toward her. “Cora,” he began, sharpening his tone. “Spit it out.”

She nodded. “Captain, available data from the Cardassian space authority on this station describes it as a class-four scientific facility. Designated mission, warp-field technology research. But that does not correspond with the energy signature I’m seeing here.”

Commander Plante turned the monitor at her side so she could study sh’Vrane’s sensor readings. The human woman’s eyes widened. “I concur,” she began. “That station is leaking massive amounts of chronometric radiation, at a level we’d only see in the deliberately engineered formation of a temporal effect.”

“Temporal?” Rogeiro echoed the word, and he couldn’t keep the uncertainty from his tone. “As in time travel? You’re saying that’s what the Cardassians are messing with way out here?”

Sisko eyed his exec. For many of the captain’s contemporaries in Starfleet, the concept of travel back or forward through time was a theory on the outer edges of possibility, a wild notion spoken of in the same way ancient mariners would tell sea stories. But Sisko had lived the reality of it, on more than one occasion.

“I wouldn’t put it past Castellan Garak to hide the truth in plain sight,” he noted. “Temporal research is strictly regulated by treaty among all the galactic powers.”

He had more to say about that, but a ghost on the screen caught his attention and arrested Sisko’s train of thought. Amid the research station’s docking arms, a glassy, insubstantial phantom was briefly visible, then gone.

Sisko’s mind grasped for definition of what he thought he saw. Something large, swift, almost organic in its motion. Moving like… a serpent?

“You saw that too?” said Rogeiro.

“We all did,” noted Plante. “We’re not alone here.”

“Scanning for cloaked vessels.” Lieutenant sh’Vrane’s long, sky-blue fingers danced over her console. “Nothing. But I am detecting faint signals from within the wreckage field. Emergency beacons. Captain, I think there are escape pods in there.”

Sisko didn’t answer her. His gaze was locked on the research station, glaring into the void around it, almost daring the phantom-thing to show itself once more.

And to his dread, it did.

The apparition re-formed from out of the darkness, coiling around one of the undamaged docking pylons. This time, it gained mass and became substantial, growing solid until he could no longer see through it, taking on an actinic glow that cast sickly light over the damaged station. At one end of the serpentine form, a serrated maw big enough to swallow a runabout whole gaped wide beneath a smooth, flared head. The creature moved as if the void were its natural habitat, slipping effortlessly through the vacuum.

With a flicking twist that rippled along the length of its body, the serpent struck at the Cardassian station and tore into the superstructure with vicious abandon. Shards of tritanium hull exploded around it as the creature bored through the spherical core like a worm in an apple, bursting out the other side in a shower of energetic particles. In its wake, the station began to decay, as if the serpent carried with it a toxic, degenerative aura.

“Detecting another chronometric radiation release,” said Plante. “Whatever that thing is, it’s feeding off the chroniton flux.” She swallowed hard. “Captain, it’s warping the local temporal field of everything around it.”

“It’s a chronovore.” Sisko’s words fell into the silence that followed. The definition made a horrible kind of sense, explaining the unexpected deterioration of the Cardassian rescue ship and the effect the thing was having on the station. Like some monstrous ocean-dwelling beast out of old myth, the serpent savaged the doomed station, gathering its remains in its coils and crushing them to dust.

Sisko turned away, grim faced, and snapped out commands. “Transporters. Can we lock on to those escape pods and beam the survivors aboard?”

“Negative,” said Plante with a shake of the head. “Radiation levels are interfering with our sensors, and we risk exposure if we drop the shields to bring them in.”

“Tractor beam?” Rogeiro offered the option. “We use it to push the pods out of the debris and into open space, clear of the radiation zone.”

Sisko nodded. “Do it.”

As his first officer set to work, Sisko advanced on the main viewscreen, moving up to stand between the Robinson’s conn and ops stations. On the screen, the serpent writhed free of the remains of the Cardassian station, pausing as it devoured chunks of debris.

Is it sentient? he wondered. Some kind of cosmozoan life-form, attracted by whatever Garak’s people were doing here? Sisko tried to put aside the thought of how many lives had been lost in the creature’s attack, wondering if it might be possible to communicate with the serpent and prevent any further bloodshed.

The creature’s blank, expressionless head cast around as if it were sensing the void around it, and Sisko stiffened as it turned in the direction of the Robinson and paused.

“It sees us.” Sivadeki, the Tyrellian woman at the helm, whispered the thought aloud as the color drained from her face. “You think it is still hungry?”

The serpent drew in on itself and burst into flight, swimming clear of the destruction it had wrought, projecting its length onto an intercept path with the slow-moving starship. Folds of matter unrolled from the flanks of the creature, falling open to give the thing a serrated hood that trailed long lines of glistening cilia.

“Full power to deflectors,” snapped Sisko, his voice booming around the bridge. “Helm, back us off!”

Sivadeki obeyed, pivoting the Robinson up and away from the plane of the ecliptic with a burn from the impulse thrusters—but even as the starship moved, Sisko saw the creature become insubstantial again. It faded from view, and he held his breath.

“Did it… cloak?” Rogeiro asked the question that was on everyone’s mind. “Or is it gone?”

“Sensors register no trace of it,” said sh’Vrane. “Even the most complex aura cloak would leave some wake.”

Then in the next second, a shimmering wall of glowing, metallic flesh-matter filled the viewscreen from wall to wall as the creature reappeared right on top of them, close enough to interact with the Robinson’s shields.

Sivadeki let out a reflexive bark of fright and recoiled in her chair as the creature slammed its head into the deflector envelope. It was close enough for Sisko to make out fine details on the bony cowl across its skull, dotted with sensory pits and strange palp-like growths. Quivering, talon-like horns as big as shuttlecraft emerged at regular intervals along its body, and the wide abyss of the serpent’s maw was festooned with row after jagged row of spear-tip teeth, snapping angrily at the shield bubble as it tried to bite through it.

Sisko pointed toward the viewer. “Phasers, fire at will!”

At the tactical station, Uteln hit back with a broad-spectrum spread from the upper weapons ring, clearly hoping to wound the creature and drive it off, but Sisko watched in dismay as the orange-red beams passed through the body of the beast. Sections of the gargantuan serpent became insubstantial while other parts of it remained solid, rendering the energy weapons useless.

Even as Sivadeki fought to pull the Robinson away from the creature before it could latch on to the vessel, the glowing giant rammed its armored head through the forward shields with a shock of light. The beast’s flanks raked across the upper surface of the ship’s primary hull, carving gouges, sending splinters of metal into the darkness.

The serpent’s tail flexed toward the Robinson’s starboard warp nacelle, searching for somewhere to grasp in a stranglehold, while the monolithic head reared up, grazing the dome of the bridge.

Fire shocked through the deck and Sisko felt his ship take the hit—but this was different from other battles he had fought as captain. The strike wasn’t just reaching him through the echo of impact on metal and polymer.

He felt it in his nerves and bones, in the blood rushing through his veins. The poisoned temporal aura that sizzled around the creature’s bulk grazed the Robinson and Sisko cried out, feeling it as keenly as if the vessel’s spaceframe were an extension of his own body.

A terrible, dizzying pressure bloomed inside his skull, a whiteout blinding him, robbing him of his senses. He knew this sensation all too well.

From across untold distances, from beyond linear time itself, They were reaching out to him.

Not now! He wanted to bellow the words. Not now!

For an infinite moment, Benjamin Sisko became a conduit, cut loose from time itself, existing in a frozen forever. He was a prism, the lens through which a torrent of giddying images fell. Even as he struggled to reach back to the common, ordinary existence of his physical body, the part of him that was born from the beings known as the Prophets took control.

He could barely hold on to the visions racing through his mind.



Trillions upon trillions of suns going out; a galaxy of dead planets surrendered to entropy and devoid of all life; a landscape of ashes, borne on mournful winds; a familiar world of verdant green aging eons in seconds.

“No time,” said a woman’s voice, from across an impossible distance.

He saw Bajor, crumbling and collapsing, turned to death and dust. Above it, the bright swirl of the wormhole corrupting, vomiting emerald fire and imploding.

And amid every horror, the monstrous serpents turning and moving in the darkness.

“No time,” said the faraway voice.



“No!”

Sisko’s cry broke whatever influence had taken him, and he snapped back to the moment, feeling the Robinson’s deck trembling beneath his boots. For the captain, the vision had seemed like an eternity, but not a second had elapsed in linear time.

He lost his balance for a moment and staggered against the other console, just as Sivadeki reached out toward the captain, her eyes widening.

She didn’t see the talon that phased through the upper shell of the bridge dome, cutting across the corner of the deck, slicing clean through the edge of the main viewer. Sivadeki did not see the way the deck and the walls behind her decayed like rotting paper. She did not know she was about to perish until the talon passed and its atemporal aura enveloped her.

The Tyrellian woman was just beyond Sisko’s grasp, but still he reached into the fire, his flesh burning as he tried desperately to pull her to him. Sivadeki met his gaze and then she was gone; every part of her, flesh and blood, uniform and combadge, reduced to a heap of gray powder as she aged millions of years in a millisecond.

A wisp of the ash settled on Sisko’s hand and he found he couldn’t breathe. The shock of the young woman’s death robbed him of his voice.

“Phasers aren’t worth a damn against that thing!” Commander Rogeiro’s angry snarl reached him, and Sisko forced himself to shutter away the horror he had just witnessed. “Computer, damage report.”

“Hull breaches: decks one through eight,” the careful voice of the Robinson’s computer reeled off. “Multiple casualties. Plasma discharge in main engineering. Structural integrity field failing.”

The captain rose and dashed back across his bridge, the light from the alert panels casting the deck in burning crimson. Behind him, a force field had automatically erected itself to wall off the corner of the bridge that the serpent destroyed. Everything inside the shimmering field was rusted and decrepit, the life drained out of it, just like the luckless Sivadeki.

“We need to get this thing off us, before we end up like…” Commander Plante stumbled over her words. “Like the Cardassians.”

“Time,” growled Sisko as a thought formed in his mind. “It feeds on time.” He hauled himself up and over the edge of the upper control station at the rear of the bridge, advancing on Uteln. “Give me your station, now!”

“Sir?” Doubt crossed the Deltan’s face, but the tactical officer obeyed the order, stepping back to let Sisko take over his console.

“Work with me,” said the captain as the ship rocked under another collision with the beast. He gestured toward a vacant engineering station. “Program the guidance controls in the forward torpedo launchers for proximity detonation!”

Uteln paled. “What distance?”

“Point-blank.” Sisko attacked the tactical console, jabbing hard at the display as he transmitted commands to the automated loading mechanisms down in the torpedo bay. Swift robotic manipulators swapped out the matter/antimatter warhead of the photon torpedoes for a more exotic payload.

“Captain…” Sisko didn’t look up as Rogeiro came to him. He knew that tone of voice, knew the concern in it. “Ben…?”

Anxo Rogeiro was not a man given to flights of fancy—indeed, he was one of the most skeptical people Sisko had ever known, hard-pressed to trust anything that he couldn’t see or touch. Despite his earlier outburst, the first officer’s belief in the numinous and preternatural was practically nonexistent, so it was with difficulty that the captain trusted him with the spiritual certainties that were part of his personal truth.

“I know what I’m doing,” Sisko told him. If he laid it out in full, if he told Rogeiro that he had just had a vision, and that had given him a sudden, unexpected insight. What could he say? “There’s no time for debate,” he added, “I need you to have faith.”

“I do,” Rogeiro said quietly. “We all do, sir, but…”

“No time!” Sisko retorted, completing his work.

“Anti-tachyon generator modules loaded,” reported the computer. “Torpedoes loaded and ready to deploy.”

“Guidance set,” said Uteln. “Sir, at point-blank range, the detonations will—”

“I know,” said the captain, cutting him off with a terse nod. “Divert all power to deflectors, on my mark.” Sisko looked up and met the eyes of his bridge crew. “Brace yourselves.” He reached for the console and tapped the firing key. “Mark!”

Orbs of blue-white light shot from the Robinson’s torpedo launcher array and tracked the short distance to the shimmering flank of the creature—but they did not make contact with the serpent’s body, instead detonating in a chain of blinding fire inside the insubstantial mass of the writhing giant.

The standard warhead of a photon torpedo would have been pure annihilation, a tiny sun born and dying as matter and antimatter wiped each other out in a flash of destruction; but the warheads Sisko had launched drenched the void and the subspace domains closest to it in a torrent of powerful anti-tachyons, the exotic inversion of particles generated by temporal anomalies.

If the serpent creature consumed the energy of time itself, then the anti-tachyons would be poison to it, but the only way to saturate the monster in their aura was to risk the destruction of the Robinson.

In the silence of the void, the wash of punishing radiation engulfed the predatory chronovore and it disintegrated, but the detonations were just as lethal to the starship as they were to the beast.

Sisko’s crew were ready for them, and they turned into the blow. A long, drawn-out moan of shuddering metal resonated through the Robinson’s spaceframe and the ship was knocked aside by the torpedo blast. The captain felt himself leave the deck and collide with Uteln as the two of them crashed into the consoles at the rear of the bridge. Smoke and flame swept through the air and blackness swallowed up the captain as his head struck an illuminated panel.

The transition seemed immediate: one moment he was falling, and the next he was looking into Plante’s eyes as she scanned him with a tricorder.

“Gwendolyn.” He blinked slowly as a wash of discomfort came over him. “Did it… work?”

“Hold still,” said Plante, then at length she gave a weary nod. “Aye, sir, it did. But we took a beating along the way.”

“How long was I out?”

“A few minutes.” She scowled at the tricorder’s readout. “You need to get to sickbay, have Doctor Kosciuszko check you over.”

“Soon enough.” Sisko stood up, covering a wince of pain. He felt light in his boots—a sure sign that the ship’s gravity generators were working at reduced capacity—and made his way over to where Rogeiro and sh’Vrane stood around the science station.

The bridge was gloomy, running on low-level emergency power, and the glow of the viewscreen gave everything around it a ghostly cast.

“Report,” said Sisko, his voice husky with effort.

“Quick thinking with the anti-tachyon burst, sir,” said the Andorian. “We caught the creature by surprise. It discorporated, leaving no physical traces behind. I think its mass may have been absorbed into subspace.”

“Let’s hope we’ve seen the last of it.” Rogeiro ran a hand over his brow. “We’ve stabilized the ship and damage control parties have been deployed. Structural harm is severe, casualty reports still coming in…” He sighed. “We’ve lost some good people.”

Sisko couldn’t stop himself from glancing over to the ruin of Lieutenant Commander Sivadeki’s station. He looked away. “What about those escape pods?”

Rogeiro and sh’Vrane exchanged glances. “We beamed them into a cargo bay as soon as we could,” said the science officer, but her bleak expression told the rest of the story before she uttered it. “Inside every one… there was nothing but dust.”

The commander stared at the viewscreen, through the broken and static-choked image toward the drifts of time-ravaged wreckage in the near distance. “What the hell was that thing? I’ve never seen the like. And where did it come from? It damn near killed us all!”

No time. The voice echoed in the depths of Sisko’s thoughts. He knew it, remembering its soft tones from his childhood. It was the voice that had lulled him to sleep as a boy, while his father worked amid the clatter of pots and pans in a kitchen downstairs. The voice that still came to him in dreams, if he listened hard enough.

“Captain?”

Sisko blinked, the brief reverie fading as he realized that sh’Vrane had been speaking to him.

“Your orders, sir?”

“The Robinson needs to make port,” he replied, after a moment. “Can we go to warp?”

“Gingerly,” said Rogeiro. “The nearest Starfleet outpost is Starbase 310. We can make it there in four days, if you give the word.”

Sisko nodded. “The word is given.” He pushed past the other man, moving down the bridge. “Tell Commander Plante to contact the Cardassians as soon as we are able, give them our logs and sensor readings, and let them know what we encountered out here.”

“Maybe they can tell us what that creature was,” said sh’Vrane.

Sisko could not escape the sense that the chronovore—and whatever had drawn it here, from whatever place or time—was the harbinger of something far worse. Something vast and terrible, beyond his human ability to grasp.

He stood by the edge of the force field holding back the vacuum of space, put out his hand, and touched the side of Sivadeki’s chair. The layer of fine ash coating it filmed his fingertips and his bleak mood grew darker still.

No time, said his mother’s voice, and now he was certain.

What Sisko had seen in that frozen moment was not some subjective vision or metaphorical dream state induced by the Prophets.

It was a warning.
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U.S.S. Aventine NCC-82602

Jean-Luc Picard placed a hand on the wide expanse of the viewing gallery’s port and stared out through it. Beyond the transparent barrier, the rushing aurorae of interstellar space sped past him, the glow of suns and nebulae transformed into a path of light along which the U.S.S. Aventine raced. Off the port quarter, Picard’s own command kept pace with the ship, the U.S.S. Enterprise-E cutting gracefully through warp space, paralleling the Aventine’s course toward Sector 001, and Earth.

Seeing his own ship from this perspective gave him a profound, troubling sense of dislocation, a feeling only exaggerated by the proceedings he had experienced over the past few days.

Days. Had it really only been that long? Picard felt as if the events of their mission had aged him by decades.

He reached for the recollection of how this had all begun, weighing it in his thoughts; on the beach on Starbase 11, where he, Beverly, and their young son, René, had walked along the sands, their futures stretching out before them. That felt like a lifetime ago, and his emotions in that moment seemed foolish and naïve in retrospect.

One perfect instant of hope, abruptly torn asunder when a dying man literally fell from the skies to land at their feet.

But not just any man. Beverly Crusher’s son Wesley—or at the very least, some future incarnation of him at the end of his existence.

With Wesley’s arrival—and then his death—everything Jean-Luc Picard had looked to, every bright future and better tomorrow, was thrown into jeopardy.

The traumatic event was only the harbinger for something far worse. A forgotten threat from their past, the rapacious atemporal beings known as the Devidians, had returned and brought with them a menace graver than Picard could ever have imagined.

Even now, as he tried to hold the idea of it in his mind, his thoughts rebelled against the gargantuan horror the Devidians were perpetrating. It repelled him on a level he could barely put into words, and he was a man not given to speechlessness.

Over and over, Picard tried to frame the enormity of the danger, as if naming it would somehow make it easier to face. But no attempt seemed to capture it. Soon he would be called upon to bring the truth of what he witnessed to his superiors in Starfleet Command. He wondered how best to convey it, so that there would be no equivocation, no misunderstanding.

The Devidians are murdering the future.

What other way was there to describe the danger? A parasitic, opportunistic species, they had evolved to subsist on the neural energy of other life-forms. In his first confrontation with them, Picard and the crew of the Enterprise NCC-1701-D had fought the Devidians not just in the present, but in the deep past of Earth’s early industrial age.

We thought we had dispatched them forever. Picard chided himself, shaking his head, frowning bitterly. How wrong we were.

Their sustenance denied to them on Earth, the insidious predators had simply withdrawn, and rather than be cowed, they had grown their ambitions far beyond a handful of worlds and civilizations. Picard now understood that the Devidians were preying on immeasurably more than planets, star systems, even galaxies. Whole realities were their targets, the countless alternate timelines that branched off from every instant, and every choice.

Existing outside of the normal flow of time, the Devidians had found a way to feast on the energy of trillions upon trillions of dying minds as they forcibly collapsed the branch growths of these other realities. They carved them away to nourish a bottomless greed that would continue to grow out of control if left unchecked.

It seemed an impossibility. It was an act of violence so vast it was nearly inconceivable. But Picard had seen it with his own eyes—they all had, after modifying the Aventine’s advanced quantum slipstream drive to take them to a distant, dead future where the predators held sway. And a blood cost had been paid for the knowledge torn from that bleak tomorrow.

He closed his eyes, fighting off the black mood that threatened to engulf him. Jean-Luc Picard knew horror, and he knew desolation. He had faced both more than once, on the field of battle against ruthless enemies like the Dominion, in his heart and soul against the Borg, or in conflict with existential threats that defied any conventional challenge. But the truth he now feared to look at head-on was beyond those.

In all his life, he had never felt so old, so powerless and forsaken, as he did today, and he knew full well the reason why.

It is because I have so much to lose, he told himself, studying his own reflection in the port. My ship and my crew, my wife and son. Everything we have achieved. Every sacrifice we have made. All the good we have done… The very history we have made together is in jeopardy.

“Captain Picard?” The words reached him, and he snapped out of his dark musings, drawing back from the viewport. Across the empty observation gallery, Samaritan Bowers stood in the doorway, his hands clasped. The Aventine’s former first officer, now her acting commander, forced a rueful smile. “I thought I might find you here.”

“Is it time?” Picard’s voice sounded husky and withdrawn.

“Soon, sir. We have a few moments before…” He trailed off, reluctant to finish the sentence. The man had a youthful cast to him that made him seem too young for the position he held, but even that could not hide the distance in his gaze. Like Picard, Bowers had seen that terrible, ashen future, and he too had been forever changed by the experience. He spoke again. “Can I just say, I appreciate you returning to the Aventine for our ceremony. Your guidance… Your presence is deeply valued.”

Picard gave a slow nod, glancing back toward the Enterprise. “We must say our farewells to the lost.”

“Aye, sir.” Bowers blinked and looked away.

“The thousand-yard stare.” Picard looked at his reflection and said the words without thinking, the phrase rising up unbidden from the depths of his thoughts.

“Sir?”

“You’re unfamiliar with the term?” He took a breath. “It’s drawn from a painting, a work created centuries ago by an artist during the era of Earth’s Second World War. It depicts an American Marine during the conflict in the Pacific, and his face…” Picard gestured to himself, then to Bowers. “The look in his eyes. It’s a very powerful image. It conveys the full effect of the horror he has seen.”

“Ah.” Bowers understood immediately. “I know that look. I saw it in the mirror today.”

“As did I.”

The other man’s face twisted in a scowl. “How do we explain it to anyone who wasn’t there, sir? What we saw in the future… How will we make them understand?”

“That is our burden,” admitted Picard. “I share your sentiments. But we cannot allow despair to overwhelm us. We have a chance to stem the tide of that destruction, here in the present, before it can fully take root.”

“You really believe we can stop the Devidians?”

“We have to try,” he replied. “We are charged with a dire warning and it is imperative we bring it to bear.”

“Well, Fate knows we paid a high enough price to bring that warning home.” For a moment, Bowers seemed to be carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.

“We rarely get to choose the circumstances that test us,” Picard noted. “We do our duty.”

“Aye,” said Bowers. “That we do.” He gave a shaky sigh. “I just hope I can live up to the standard she set.”

In his mind’s eye, Picard saw Ezri Dax, recalling the bold smile on her face and the daring glint that danced in her eyes. He had been charmed by the joined Trill, enjoying her infectious energy—the part of her that was undoubtedly the personality of the host, Ezri Tigan—and the wry, good-natured spirit that stemmed from the Dax symbiont that lived within her body.

It saddened him immensely that the Aventine’s captain had lost her life during their mission through time. The death of Dax, indeed of any Trill symbiont, was always a great tragedy, as so much was lost. So many lives lived, so much experience and knowledge wiped away, as if a great library had burned to the ground.

But equally he found himself mourning the potential lost by the host Ezri’s untimely end. Well regarded by her crew and her contemporaries, she would be deeply missed. Picard knew her from their interactions during the Borg Invasion, and his first officer, Commander Worf, had considered Ezri a close friend, and loved the symbiont’s previous host, Jadzia. The stoic Klingon would not have given his heart and loyalty to anyone who was not worthy.

He had offered his Number One the opportunity to transfer to the Aventine for the duration, but Worf had quietly refused, and Picard did not press him further on the matter. The warrior would mourn in his own way and in his own time.

“We should begin,” said Picard, steeling himself.

Bowers gestured toward the door. “This way, sir.”

The empty corridors they followed to the Aventine’s main shuttlebay gave the vessel the feel of a ghost ship, and Picard made no attempt to break the uneasy silence, instead marshaling his thoughts for the words he would soon be called upon to speak.

Then they reached the bay doors, which opened to reveal almost the entire complement of the Vesta-class ship’s crew standing at attention in precise, parade-ground rows. Of the Enterprise’s officer corps, the sole representatives were Picard and his chief engineer, Commander Geordi La Forge; their presence was bolstered by Wesley Crusher, who gave his former captain a somber nod as he passed.

Picard found it hard to meet the other man’s gaze and didn’t linger on it. He had witnessed an aged version of his stepson dying before him, an incarnation ravaged by the centuries, lifetimes older than Picard himself. Each time he looked at Wesley, he saw that death replayed and remembered the pain it brought Beverly.

But this Wesley, this aspect of him, was a man from another era. Still alive, still vital, yet to become the aged wanderer Picard had seen perish. He carried himself with a wary confidence that was so unlike the bright young boy he had been during his time aboard the Enterprise-D. Wesley had opened Picard’s eyes to the danger faced by their reality, if not all of existence.

Bowers led him to the front of the waiting crew, to an area that had been cleared of auxiliary craft directly in front of the shuttlebay’s main doors. Atop a low podium, a lectern had been set up, bearing the crest of the United Federation of Planets and the Aventine ship’s pennant. Resting on the deck before it was a simple funeral wreath.

Bowers took the podium first and called the crew to attention. Picard could sense the other man struggling to hold his emotions in check, to keep his voice level and project the aura of strength that he was now called upon to exhibit. He felt a deep sympathy for Bowers. In moments like this, the loneliness of command could be a great burden indeed.

Bowers began by reciting a list of the junior officers and crew who had been lost in the mission to the hollow future, and with each one, he talked a little about them. He described a Tellarite ensign who loved to ski, a warrant officer who sang opera, an engineer with a brood-clutch still waiting to hatch back on their home asteroid. It was not just the repetition of dry data culled from their personnel files. Bowers knew each and every one of them, and felt their losses keenly.

A stifled sob drew Picard’s attention to a woman in the front row, in a dark, nondescript tunic that didn’t quite resemble a uniform. In a rare display of emotion, Agent Teresa Garcia wiped tears away from the corner of her eye. One of the operatives of the Department of Temporal Investigations, who had been dispatched with them on their fateful voyage, Garcia had made it back to the present with the rest of them, but her partner and fellow agent Meyo Ranjea had been lost along with the others. Garcia stiffened as Ranjea’s name was mentioned, bowing her head as her colleague’s passing was marked.

“T’Ryssa Chen, Lieutenant, Starship Enterprise.” Bowers said the next name and it snapped Picard’s gaze back to the podium.

As Bowers spoke, he pictured Chen in his mind’s eye. The young Vulcan-human woman had been a valued member of his crew, and Picard had taken quiet pride in the maturation of her over the years under his command, but she too had perished before they could return to the present. Her death opened up the memory of old wounds, of other souls lost before their time in days past.

Picard thought of Jack Crusher and Tasha Yar, and of being where Bowers stood now, trying to bring some meaning to the death of friends and shipmates torn away by cruel events.

“Ezri Dax.” Reaching the last name on his list, Bowers kept his voice from breaking, but only through great effort. “Captain. Starship Aventine.” He swallowed hard and bowed his head. “We remember them. We cherish them. We carry on in their names.”

“In their names.” The response seemed to well up without conscious thought from the assembled mourners, and Picard found himself speaking it in echo of Dax’s crew all around him.

When he looked up, Bowers was staring right at him, a question in his eyes. Picard gave the slightest of nods, and the other man returned it. “Captain Picard, on behalf of the ship’s company, I ask if you would conclude the tribute.”

“Captain Bowers, it would be my honor.” The younger man stepped away from the podium and Picard took his place, putting his hands on the lectern.

This would be the third eulogy he had given in less than a week and the second memorial in as many days, after the service aboard the Enterprise the evening before. He began as he had to, speaking from his heart. “We have gathered here to make our farewells to our comrades-in-arms.” He took in the faces of the Aventine’s crewmembers with an earnest nod. “To mark their passing from the world to whatever may lay beyond. Still, their presence remains among us. Their memory is a gift, and we are richer for having known them.” His gaze passed over Bowers, La Forge, and Garcia, ending with Wesley, and he briefly changed tack. “Before I came here, I confess I spent a few hours in the observation gallery, striving to gather the right words for this moment. A pithy quote, perhaps, or some elegant poetry. But I have to confess, now the moment has come, everything I considered seems hollow and inadequate. So I look to the truth, and it is this: our friends gave their lives so that we could make it home, so that we could complete our mission. That was their duty, and it remains ours.”

He saw his own fears and doubts mirrored in the faces arrayed before him—that thousand-yard stare of which he had spoken to Bowers repeated over and over. They looked to him, the senior man, the veteran commander, seeking some kind of assurance that there was a path through the trial unfolding before them.

Part of him felt like a charlatan. Was it wrong to give these people hope, when he found it so hard to seek it out in himself? Confronted by the bleak menace of the Devidian onslaught, any comforting lie would taste bitter in his mouth.

But he knew that to submit to the fear of it would be worse still, and Picard refused to give in to fatalism. As long as there was life, as long as there was still a chance to turn the helm of history toward a different course, he could not shirk the burden.

“On this voyage we have been tested,” he went on. “We have looked into the face of annihilation, and that cost us our dearest blood. We cannot turn away. Like Cassandra, from the mythology of Ancient Earth, we are burdened with a vision of the future that we must impart to the present. We do this in the name of our oath… not just to Starfleet, but to our absent friends. In their names.” He repeated the words that Bowers had spoken earlier, and once more the assembled mourners echoed them across the cavernous hangar.

Picard looked and found a junior lieutenant off to one side at a control console, and gave him a nod. The stocky, bearded Mazarite wiped tears from his braided beard and worked his station.

Across the shuttlebay, a membrane of energy flickered into being and beyond it the main hatch dropped into the deck. The swirling, magical light of warp space filled the hangar, flooding in from outside.

A glittering thread of light—a tractor beam issuing from a hidden emitter in the ceiling—gathered up the simple wreath and carried it silently toward the force field. With a gentle push, the wreath passed through the barrier and into the space beyond.

Picard watched it shrink, coming apart to dissipate harmlessly into the Aventine’s warp wake.

Diminishing, fading; then gone.

No one spoke, and the silence seemed to go on forever. Then, without warning, the shimmering glow of warped stars visible through the open bay door shifted back to glittering, diamond-bright pinpoints, and the familiar rings of Saturn were visible off to starboard. They had arrived in the Sol system.

As the gathering began to break up, Wesley approached Picard as he stepped away from the podium. “You’ll pardon me for saying so, Captain, but I wonder if Cassandra was the best myth to evoke. Wasn’t she cursed by the gods so her warnings would never be believed?”

“True,” admitted Picard. He’d made the comparison in the moment, not considering the rest of the ancient tale. “But if I am certain of anything, it is that our mission is to change the story being laid out for us.”


U.S.S. Enterprise NCC-1701-E

Beverly Crusher stared at the text on the padd in front of her, but the words became an incoherent blur, losing all definition and meaning. She was supposed to be signing off on the crew fitness reports for this quarter, a simple, if time-consuming, matter that should have been easy to complete, but her focus was absent.

Her colleague Doctor Tropp, with that unerring Denobulan ability to see pain even if one was hiding it, had smoothly maneuvered her into taking on the task. He suggested she do the work in her quarters rather than sickbay, but they both knew the real reason behind it. Crusher accepted gratefully, leaving Tropp to deal with the Enterprise’s medical requirements, and hurried back to the family quarters on the starship’s upper decks.

What Tropp had really been doing was giving Crusher an out, so she could be close to her son René when he awoke. She looked up from the padd toward his room, where the door was half open. She could make out a sleeping form beneath a blanket on René’s bed, and when she held her breath, she could hear the faint whisper of her boy’s breathing.

Her boy.

A cruel chill ran through her, the thought almost mocking her. He’s not a boy anymore, she told herself, and sudden tears prickled at the corners of her eyes.

She rose suddenly, as if she could back away from the anxiety that swirled in the half-light. Crusher tore her gaze away from René’s room and stared out of the ports, toward the blue-white curve of Earth dominating the view from the Enterprise.

Under a layer of hazy cloud, she could pick out part of the African continent, and above, the slow-moving shapes of high-altitude weather-modification platforms. She traced the trajectory of a cargo lighter as it broke atmosphere and pulled up and away. Other ships floated sedately in the Earthlight, shining like perfectly machined sculptures—Starfleet vessels of smaller tonnage like Nova- or California-class craft, and ships of alien origin such as claw-shaped Ferengi traders or the ring-and-spar design of Vulcan cutters. All lined up at anchor on the approaches to the great spindle of Spacedock. The Enterprise was heading for the giant station’s upper port, where the prime vessels of the fleet put in, and she looked for and found the Aventine. The other ship was on a different course, moving away toward another, higher orbit where McKinley Station was waiting, ready to tend to her repairs.

Jean-Luc was on that ship, and for an instant, more than anything Beverly wanted him here, now, with her. Alone, she was lost and adrift. She suddenly felt reluctant to look in the direction of René’s room. On any other day, their son would have delighted in watching the complex ballet of these ships, but she feared she would never see such things again.

A soft chime sounded from her combadge and she sighed, pushing the thought to one side. “Crusher here,” she said, after tapping the device with a finger.

“Beverly.” In just the utterance of his wife’s name, Jean-Luc conveyed a dozen impressions. She heard his fatigue, his worry, his determination, and his love. “How is he?”

“Still sleeping,” she replied, automatically slipping into her role as chief medical officer. “Physiologically, René is well.”

“And beyond that?”

“I honestly don’t know. We’ll have to take it day by day. Hour by hour, if need be.”

“Yes. Of course.” Her husband was silent for a moment. “I should be there with you.”

She bit down on the impulse to agree. As much as they were loving parents to their son, they both had other duties and responsibilities, and it would have been unfair to suggest otherwise. “I can manage… But just don’t be away too long. René is afraid and confused, and he’ll need us both close at hand to give him stability.”

“I know.” He sighed. “But this may take some time. I’m about to disembark from the Aventine. I’m beaming directly to Starfleet Command. Will’s waiting for me down there. As we speak, Admiral Akaar is assembling an emergency meeting of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Federation Council to discuss our… findings.”

Picard’s former first officer William Riker had been promoted to the Admiralty in the wake of the Bacco assassination some time ago, and Crusher knew that most of his time was spent acting as sector commander out on the Federation frontier. That Riker had put all that aside to go back to Earth at a moment’s notice and stand beside her husband spoke volumes as to the other man’s loyalty to his ex-captain.

Crusher had no doubt that her husband would be able to communicate the gravity of Wesley’s warning to the powers that be, and she told him so.

“Your faith uplifts me,” he replied. “I only hope my words will be enough.”

“They’ll have to be.” She reached for her combadge to close the channel, but he spoke again, this time sensing her thoughts across the distance, just as she had done with his moments before.

“Beverly… whatever happens to him, René has not changed. He’s still our son.”

“I know.” Her voice thickened with emotion. “But I’m afraid, Jean-Luc. I’m afraid that when I look at him, I’ll only see what was stolen from us.”

“You won’t,” he insisted. “You only see the good. That’s one of the reasons why I love you.”

“I love you too.” She tapped the communicator and the silence returned in the wake of her farewell. Crusher stood there for long minutes, uncertain of what to do next.

Then she heard René stir in his sleep, giving off a weak moan. Her instinct took over, and she crossed to the threshold of his bedroom in a few quick steps. But her momentum ebbed at the door.

The bed was sized for a youth, but the person lying in it was closer to a young man, awkward and gangly and too big to fit. To see him there might have looked ridiculous to someone who had no framework for what René Picard had endured. Through his mother’s eyes, it was nothing less than tragic.

The moment her son had been rushed into sickbay was seared into Beverly Crusher’s mind. She had a memory for faces, and she knew almost all of the Enterprise’s crew complement by sight, but the young man who appeared on the stretcher before her had first seemed to be a stranger… except for something in his eyes and the curve of his mouth, in the way he looked at her and she saw echoes of her husband and her firstborn son. And then she knew.

René. What had happened to her perfect little boy?

During their assault on the Enterprise at Devidia II, the monstrous creatures in thrall to the Devidians had tried to destroy the starship and everyone aboard it with their toxic, time-active attacks, and poor René had been too close to their deadly aura, if only for a fraction of a second. The child he had been, not even out of his first decade, was lashed by a temporal distortion that aged him years in the blink of an eye. According to sensor scans, René Picard’s body was now approximately nineteen Standard years old. But his mind belonged to a terrified boy of six, unable to comprehend the transformation forced upon him.

Crusher’s heart filled with sorrow as she counted the cost. She couldn’t stop thinking about all that René had been robbed of—a childhood still unfolding, the flowering of adolescence, and the first steps toward becoming an adult. Those experiences and those vital years were gone forever.

René moaned again and turned in the little bed. She couldn’t bear to see him in pain, and she crouched by his side, reaching up to stroke his head.

I can’t dwell on what is gone, she told herself. For his sake as much as ours. René would know it if she did, he would sense her distance, and Beverly Crusher refused to let herself become a stranger to her son.

She took a deep breath and forced herself to reframe her thoughts. If she could not put her misgivings aside, then the Devidians would have taken more from René than just time. They would have stolen his future as well.

Everyone on board, not just Crusher and her husband, understood the magnitude of the threat they had uncovered. She would not be the only one holding her loved ones close tonight, sobered by the grim reminder of how fragile their worlds were. Crusher thought of those Enterprise crewmembers lost to the attack and aged to dust, people like Dina Elfiki, Taurik, and Rennan Konya, whose families would not even have their remains to inter.

We still have our son, no matter what has happened.

“It’s all right, René,” she whispered, soothing him. “I’m here. Mom’s here.”

He blinked awake and focused on her. “I have bad dreams,” he said, his voice broken and confused. “Mom, what’s wrong with me?”

René gestured weakly toward a shelf, atop which stood a toy sailing ship from Earth’s Napoleonic era. The masts were snapped and the tiny sails hung in disarray; the toy was one of René’s favorites, a birthday gift from his father.

“Why did it break? I picked it up and it just broke… I broke it!” René stared at his hands as if they belonged to someone else. “I feel so strange…”

“I know,” she told him, drawing her son into a comforting embrace. “We’ll help you. Your father and me, your brother. Together we’ll look for an answer. A way to make things better.”

As Crusher said the words aloud, a possibility formed in her mind. A hope. She recalled a log entry she had seen at Starfleet Medical, during the year she had been off the Enterprise-D, something her colleague Doctor Pulaski had experienced. If anyone could help, Kate could.

Federation Embassy, First City, Qo’noS

“The Gorn envoy has postponed your meeting,” said B’Enn, and she showed her teeth as she said it, the heavy ridges of her brow becoming deep furrows. “This is the fourth occasion.”

“What’s her excuse this time?” Alexander Rozhenko walked to a dark cabinet of crimson wood in the corner of his chambers and helped himself to a measure of bloodwine from a flask inside. A cool night breeze was flowing into the room through the open window, out from the edges of the First City and across the towers of the Klingon capital, and he felt the need for something to warm him.

His adjutant gestured with the padd in her long fingers. “She did not give one, Ambassador.”

Alexander smiled and sipped his drink. “B’Enn, it’s just you and me here. You don’t have to use my title.”

“Forgive me,” she said tersely, “I become more formal when I am irritated.”

“I know.” His smile widened. “It’s quite alluring.”

Despite his attempt to lighten the mood, the woman didn’t respond. There was a little reticence in their relationship, which had only recently graduated from the professional to the romantic, and both Alexander and B’Enn were still navigating the shoals.

He went on. “Reschedule, then. As we always do.” He shook his head. “If it takes me a hundred years, I’ll have the Gorn Hegemony and the Empire sitting across a table from one another with their blades sheathed.”

“A laudable goal, if doomed to failure,” said the woman, glancing up at the banners hanging behind Alexander’s desk. To the right, the blue and silver of the United Federation of Planets, the state to which Rozhenko served as ambassador to Qo’noS, and to the left, the crimson and gold of the Klingon trefoil. The latter was symbolic of Alexander’s birthright, as the son of Worf of the House of Martok and K’Ehleyr of the House of Galann. “There may not be open war between our species, but there will never be peace.”

“No.” Alexander raised a finger and poured a second cup of wine. “I won’t have such words spoken here.” He handed her the other cup. “A human of my acquaintance once told me of a maxim that I have never forgotten. Politics is the art of the impossible, made possible. This is what we do, B’Enn. We make things possible.”

She smiled a little then, warming to him, and saluted with the cup. “To the possible, then.” After taking a drink, B’Enn shook her head. “Am I a fool for getting myself involved with an idealist?”

Alexander touched her arm. “Well, we’re not betrothed yet…”

She made a face of false shock. “Think of the scandal. An ambassador and his adjutant in a relationship. What will the scions of the Great Houses say?”

“Old warriors are the worst gossips of them all. It gives them something to talk about when they’re not posturing or sharpening their bat’leths.”

B’Enn gave a brief chuckle, amused by the image, but her humor quickly faded. “But the matter with the Gorn still concerns me. She has done more than simply postpone your planned meeting. She departed the system this afternoon.”

“Oh?” Alexander gave her a questioning look. This was news to him. “Back to the Hegemony?”

“Indeed. And my contacts in the City Guard tell me that most of the Gorn living in the embassy compound went with her. Only a skeleton staff remains.” Her frown returned. “The Gorn are a stolid people, rarely given to such rapid reactions to anything. I cannot help but wonder what motivated them.”

“I have an inkling,” admitted Alexander. “There have been reports from Federation monitors of garbled communications from deep inside Gorn space. Suggestions of a disaster of some kind, a catastrophe that is drawing heavily on their resources. The envoy’s sudden departure might be connected to that.”

“They’ve been attacked by someone?” B’Enn wondered aloud.

“Or something.” Alexander was musing on that possibility when a low buzzing tone sounded from the adjutant’s padd. She peered at the device and he saw her expression shift. “What is it?”

“An incoming subspace message. Long range, using Federation Starfleet channels.” She hesitated. “Ambassador, it is the Enterprise. From your father.”

Alexander was momentarily robbed of a reply. He and Worf had settled into a stiffly formal routine of communication over the years, dictating letters to each other every season and meeting in person when the circumstances allowed it. But neither man was in the habit of reaching out unexpectedly, not without good cause. As much as father and son loved each other, there would always be a distance between them that they could never truly bridge.

B’Enn was a perceptive sort, and she knew enough of the family’s history to know when to excuse herself. “I will be in the anteroom if you require me.”

He put down the bloodwine and opened the channel. Immediately a holographic projection suite concealed in the stone walls of the ambassadorial chambers activated, and in a flicker of digital light, a three-dimensional representation of Worf came into being.

“Father.” Alexander inclined his head. He would have liked to be delighted by this surprise communication, but past experience told him to be wary. “This is unexpected. But welcomed.”

“Son.” Across the interstellar distance, Worf gave a slow nod. He wore the uniform of a Starfleet commander, but his baldric was missing, as if he had begun to disrobe and then thought better of it. “You are well?”

“I am.” Alexander had not told his father of his burgeoning relationship with B’Enn, or much else for that matter in recent months. He felt a pang of guilt as he realized that he was overdue with his regular letter. Is that why he has contacted me? Alexander wondered how great the energy cost had to be to push a real-time subspace signal all the way to the heart of the Klingon Empire.

“Good.” Worf nodded to himself. He seemed distracted, and reluctant to say the next words. “You may think me foolish, but I wanted to hear the sound of your voice. It came to me today that it has been too long since I heard it. I wanted to be sure you are safe and whole.”

Alexander opened his arms. “I am,” he repeated. “The work keeps me busy… You know how it goes.”

“Better than most.” Worf nodded again, with a brief smile. Alexander’s role as the Federation’s ambassador to the Empire had, for a time, been his father’s responsibility. His son had stepped into the role after Worf had decided to return to active duty with Starfleet, and both men agreed that the son had the better temperament for diplomacy. “You are spoken of well by your opposite number on Earth. You make me proud.”

Alexander paused, weighing his next words. It would have been easy to skim over the surface of this conversation, to say the right things and conclude it quickly. But he could not escape the sense that there was more going on beneath the surface, and if only his father’s stoic manner could bend a little, he might reveal it.

He took the direct approach. “You didn’t just contact me to hear me speak.” He met his father’s gaze across the light-years. “Tell me what troubles you.”

Worf shook his head. “You’re as sharp as your mother. She saw my weaknesses as clear as daylight.”

“It’s not weakness to be troubled,” said Alexander. “Let me help.”

After a long moment, Worf spoke again. “Ezri Dax is dead. She was killed on a secret mission a few days ago. Host and symbiont, both lost forever.”

Alexander felt a knife of regret twist in his belly. “Oh, Father. I am so sorry.”

The death of the Trill symbiont meant not only the ending of all its life experiences, but also those of the beings who had hosted it, including Alexander’s stepmother, Jadzia.

Jadzia Dax was one of the few women, along with Alexander’s biological mother and the late Jasminder Choudhury, to whom Worf had ever freely given his heart. Now with Ezri Dax’s passing, whatever remained of Jadzia was truly gone from the universe, and for his father, it had to feel like losing her all over again.

Abruptly, the reasoning behind his father’s need to seek a moment of connection with his son was all too clear. “How did it happen?”

Worf gave him a sharp look, as if he was about to say more but caught himself. When he spoke again, he was clearly skirting around a truth he did not want to reveal over subspace. “An insidious enemy we had thought dispatched.” Worf halted, scowling at nothing. “The threat is a grave one. I need you to be watchful.”

“Always.” Alexander sensed Worf’s reticence to say more and pressed the point. “This is a secured hyper channel,” he noted. “You may speak freely.”

“I am not certain that I can,” Worf said darkly, and he half turned from the holo-pickup at his end of the conversation. Alexander knew the tell: his father was closing himself off once more, raising his shields.

Alexander asked the next question before he was even aware of it leaving his mouth. “What is it that you are afraid of, Father?”

Worf’s dark eyes flashed, and Alexander knew immediately that he was correct. Worf was a courageous Klingon warrior of the kind that songs were written of, but he was not invincible. Dax’s death had wounded him deeply, but that wasn’t the only thing. There was more at hand here.

He knows something terrible, Alexander realized, and his instinct is to protect me from it.

“I must go,” said Worf. “Guard yourself, my son. There are shadows everywhere.”

“Father—” Alexander reached out a hand to the holograph, but it was already too late.

Worf’s image froze and then dissipated into the night air, leaving his son with the deep sense that something was very, very wrong.
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