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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 pursued and 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)



AND NOW…






PART I TIME’S SCYTHE
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Like so many others he had seen in his travels, this was a dead world. Once, it teemed with life, but all of that ended uncounted millennia ago.

While much younger and learning to control his still burgeoning abilities, the Traveler had come to this planet to observe the civilization that called it home. Theirs was a society of peace, of arts and science, of wonder and awe. Using the same passion with which they scrutinized the stars above them, they also studied and learned about the world around them and—indeed—within each of them. He never discovered what ultimately had doomed this world, or even when that downfall had occurred. Like so much else about this planet, the final fate of its people remained shrouded in mystery, defying all efforts to draw the truth from darkness into the light.

Though the people were no more, long dead and gone, there was still life here. He could sense it—the faintest hints tugged at the very limit of his perceptions—but it existed. Life in its most basic, primeval form thrived. Perhaps over time, the simple amino acids struggling to survive long enough to form the first microscopic proteins would continue to evolve and advance toward other, higher-order forms of life. In another several billion years, a new civilization might well assert its dominance on this world. Then, the Traveler imagined, the cycle might even repeat itself all over again, just as it had on uncounted worlds throughout this universe and beyond.

Such was the nature of life, and of time.

Doing his best to battle the mounting fatigue weighing on him, he knew this was but a temporary respite. Sooner or later, his pursuers—whoever or whatever they were—would find him. Whatever rest he managed to collect here would be at best fleeting, before the fight resumed once again. Even now and in this place, the Traveler did not possess the luxury of time. In point of fact and in so many ways, time was the true enemy.

The ground on which he stood was the very picture of desolation, doubtless unchanged to any meaningful degree since the previous civilization had long ago died and gone to dust. He could see where millennia of wind-driven sand had smoothed rock formations and other outcroppings littering the landscape in all directions. Snowcapped mountains in the distance suggested water was still in abundance. Heightened senses detected the presence of a nearby underground spring. Adjusting the strap of his worn leather satchel—itself an unnecessary affectation, a tangible reminder of a past life—so that it rested higher on his right shoulder, the Traveler walked toward the sound.

Water filled a depression near the base of a large rock formation jutting from the soil. Kneeling next to the pool, he cupped his hands and collected some of the water, noting how cold it was as he brought it to his lips. He knew before he tasted it that it was safe to drink, and savored its refreshing effects. The last of the ripples he had created began to subside and he bent closer to examine his reflection in the pool’s surface. When had he last seen his own features?

Wesley Crusher stared at the deep lines in his face; at least, those portions of his face that were not covered by the full beard that was more gray than the brown he recalled from further in the past than he could easily remember. The same was true for his hair, which fell over his ears and forehead and rested atop the shoulders of his worn dark-leather jacket. Without thinking, he ran one hand through the thick locks, the pale color of which only served to make him appear far older than his actual age. Whatever that was anymore.

He had long ago quit bothering to keep track of such things, as they had ceased to have any real meaning with respect to his current existence. In one aspect, it had been over a quarter of a century since he began his travels. From another viewpoint, the years since leaving behind his life as a mere human mortal had passed within the blink of an eye. Both were true, along with the immutable fact that his journeys had traversed millions of years, both to the past and the future. No matter how keenly one might examine the span of his life or how small the unit of time used to measure it, he remembered its every aspect. He felt as young and full of hope and enthusiasm as he had at the beginning, while at the same time every particle of his being ached with the weight of time’s passage. With force of thought he could push away the latter sensations, but Wesley had become acutely conscious of how much effort it seemed to take.

Was time finally catching up with him? How much longer might his travels continue? There was no way to be certain, and now more than ever there were factors in play that cast even greater weight upon his questions. Despite the abilities he had honed over the course of his strange yet extraordinary life, the only insight into future events he possessed was what he acquired during his travels. As he knew from lessons taught to him by his mentor as well as the Starfleet Academy instructors from a life forsaken long ago, that knowledge was dangerous for countless reasons. Wesley had always taken care not to allow the lure of foresight to influence his decisions or actions. To do so was too great a risk on a scale almost too massive for him to comprehend. The rules of temporal travel that he had respected in his former life, though almost naïve as observed by beings wholly incapable of fully understanding the ramifications at stake, at least were guided by a desire to do no harm. An element of that reasoning carried forward into the guidelines by which he now moved through the universe.

Precious little of that sentiment seemed to matter.

Moving along the desolate terrain, Wesley noticed that the rock formations flanking him seemed to grow in size as well as proximity. Even though he knew where he was going, he could not help feeling as though the outcroppings to either side of him seemed to guide him in a particular direction. He recalled experiencing similar sensations during his previous visits to this world, wondering each time if it was more than simply a fluke of nature or the result of deliberate design. It was just another of the many questions about this place for which he had never been able to obtain an answer.

A gap appeared among the rocks ahead, and with every step Wesley became more aware of the low, teasing, and almost musical whine permeating the air. By the time he emerged into another expanse of flat terrain, the drone was impossible to ignore. Was it his imagination, or was it even more pervasive and intense than he remembered from his last visit?

Doing his best to ignore the now quite omnipresent hum, Wesley directed his gaze to the ruins of the dead city sprawling in all directions into the distance across the austere plain. His point of arrival had placed him near the center of this ancient, deserted metropolis, allowing him to marvel at the tantalizing blend of form and function, of technical skill and artistic boldness, that had contributed to the city’s construction. It never failed to amaze him that a people so skilled and capable of building such a thing of wonder had for reasons unknown allowed themselves to be swept from the face of this world. All that remained of their accomplishments was what had not yet succumbed to the elements as well as the relentless passage of time. Yet, what lingered here stood as mute testament to skill and beauty.

Then, there was the artifact.

Shrouded in a veil of mystery far more opaque than the fate suffered by this planet’s extinct inhabitants, the odd construct seemed at home neither here nor anywhere else Wesley had visited. Couched among the ruins near the center of the dead city, it sat alone. Remnants of ancient architecture stood guard around it, indicating the artifact was an object of attention, not admiration. An asymmetrical ellipsoid perched on its edge as it sat atop the arid, dead soil, it appeared to be carved from stone, though Wesley could not identify its exact composition even with the powers he commanded. Attempts to define its age had also met with resistance. Records from Starfleet’s initial encounter with the object indicated its construction or placement preceded the emergence of life on this world by billions of years. That meant it likely had been here long before life evolved on worlds throughout this galaxy, but all subsequent efforts to investigate and understand the artifact met with the same lack of progress. Standing before it, Wesley peered through its central opening, which for the moment allowed him to see more of the surrounding city ruins. Aside from Federation scientists and researchers using it to observe past events—and those even rarer occasions when someone had actually stepped through it to take advantage of its staggering abilities—it stood here, silent.

As it had for most of its entire existence, the Guardian of Forever awaited a question.

“Guardian,” said Wesley, his eyes narrowing as he regarded the time portal. “Can you hear me?”

In response to his simple query, the ellipsoid began to glow and pulse from within, the effect generated by minerals or other materials that defied all attempts to scan or classify them. Its aperture became blurred and indistinct, awash in a tumult of swirling colors. Now that it was active, Wesley sensed the distress that had drawn him here in the first place, along with an increase in the waves of temporal-displacement energy that accompanied the time portal’s activation.

“I am the Guardian,” said a deep, baritone voice that seemed to echo off the nearby ruins and rock formations. “I hear you, as I hear all.”

Wesley felt a new instability in the energy the artifact now generated. These were far more powerful than had been recorded by scientists studying its operation, and instinct told him they were in response to something it perceived as a threat. Outside stimuli, assaulting the Guardian from… elsewhere.

“You’re under attack.” It was a statement, rather than a question. Wesley could feel surges of power escalating as they pushed against the portal. “Do you know by whom? Or what?”

The Guardian replied, “By all that was. By all that will be.”

“Yeah, that’s helpful.”

Though drawn here by the immense energies generated by the ageless time portal, Wesley had come seeking answers of his own. He guessed the portal, being one of but a handful of known temporal-based phenomena scattered across the galaxy, might attract his still-unidentified pursuers. Would it provide protection from his mysterious enemy? There was no way to be certain, given that the limits of the Guardian’s powers remained a mystery even to him. At the very least he thought the temporal distortions caused by the artifact’s obvious distress might shield him from detection and give him time to figure out the nature of his adversary.

You can run, he reminded himself, but you can’t hide.

“Do you know how long you’ve been under attack?” he asked.

Its internal mechanisms still pulsing with power, the Guardian replied, “The assault has not yet begun. The assault has continued since time immemorial. The assault will never begin, and yet will continue for eternity.”

Gritting his teeth, Wesley shook his head in frustration. “What the hell does that mean? How am I supposed to understand you?” The Guardian’s penchant for speaking in conundrums was legendary, a practice that only lessened when asked direct questions about specific abilities it possessed. Why, then, did it persist with such obfuscation now? What was he missing? Perhaps the ancient portal simply did not know what menaced it. Considering this, Wesley groped for some query he could pose that might elicit more useful answers.

Wait, he thought. What is… No!

Something was different now. He sensed the sudden spike in energy cascading outward from the Guardian mere heartbeats before the colors swirling within the portal intensified in brightness, becoming a frenzy. This was far more extreme even than the outpouring of disruptions, as though the portal was now marshaling all of its power to fend off a new, even more vicious attack than it had ever experienced. The sheer force of the escalation washed over Wesley, as though he were caught in rushing floodwaters surging from different directions to converge on the Guardian. And him.

Not water! His mind screamed the realization. Time!

That was it. Relentless, unyielding streams of time, all massing here and driven by forces still unknown. Until now, Wesley had not faced his pursuers. They had offered no hint as to their identity or reasons for hounding him. Instead, they simply attacked as though driven by unfocused rage, but he knew better. He sensed the purpose as well as the determination, particularly now as battering rams of time itself charged toward him.

There was something more here. Wesley could feel it, coursing over and even through him as the torrential outpouring continued to increase. He understood a purpose, an intent in motion. Whatever it was did not simply want him. Wesley could not shake the perception—the absolute certainty—that his still unseen enemy wanted everything.

Wesley felt the first hints of fear lurking around the edges of his consciousness. At this point of his remarkable life, after everything he had experienced, it was almost an alien sensation, and yet he could not deny it. What if he was unable to stop or even fight whatever was coming for him? What about…

For the first time in longer than he could remember, Wesley Crusher forgot everything about the tremendous being he had become as mind and emotions contracted on a single thought, a single person for whom he cared above all others, and whom he might be powerless to protect.

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

2387

“Wesley?”

The image of her son, or at least what she was certain had to be her son, flashed in Beverly Crusher’s vision. Then everything disappeared in a rush of dizziness and she felt her balance giving way. She reached out for something to steady herself, falling against the nearby patient bed.

“Doctor? Are you okay?”

The voice sounded faint and distant, unable to overcome the sudden ringing in her ears. Now leaning against the bed, Crusher felt a hand touching her forearm, and she realized it had to be her patient. Her vision was already starting to clear, and the vertigo was fading. Colorful blobs took on more distinct shapes, including the large one right in front of her. Seconds later it coalesced into a human male with blond hair, Lieutenant Bryan Regnis. The security officer, who until a moment ago had been undergoing her physical examination, stared at her with an expression of open concern.

“Doctor Crusher,” said another voice, and Crusher turned to see Tamala Harstad crossing the Enterprise’s sickbay toward her. She was wearing civilian attire and for an odd moment Crusher found herself wondering why the young doctor was even in sickbay during her off-duty hours. Behind her, Doctor Tropp emerged from the suite of offices designated for the ship’s medical staff. The Denobulan physician, who served as her assistant chief medical officer, caught up with Harstad just as both doctors reached Crusher. As was his habit, he wore over his Starfleet uniform a blue lab coat used by the sickbay team.

“What happened?” asked Harstad, speaking to Lieutenant Regnis, who now was sitting up and in the process of swinging his legs over the side of the patient bed.

Regnis cast a wary look to Crusher before replying, “I’m not sure. She was just running her scan over me and asking how I’d been feeling.” He tapped the bed next to his right leg. “The next thing I know she looks like she might faint.” His worried expression deepened as he regarded her. “Sure you’re all right, Doctor?”

Forcing a smile, Crusher nodded. “I think so, Lieutenant. Thank you.”

“Let me be the judge of that,” said Tropp.

Instructing Lieutenant Antoinette Mimouni, one of the nurses on duty in the sickbay, to see to Regnis, the Denobulan guided Crusher out of the patient area and to her office with Harstad following behind them. Once they were out of sight and earshot of subordinates and anyone else, Tropp indicated for Crusher to take a seat behind her desk, and she saw he was already pulling a medical tricorder from the pocket of his lab coat. She smiled, realizing Tropp had taken the extra step of removing her from the treatment room so as not to cause a further stir among her staff and patients in the event his scan revealed something that troubled him. As he worked, Harstad made her way around the desk, and Crusher once more took note that her clothing was very much not her regular Starfleet uniform. The brightly colored top and beige leggings played off the doctor’s dark skin and harmonized with the gold band she wore to keep her black hair away from her face. The outfit was enough to remind Crusher her colleague was not even supposed to be in sickbay at this hour.

“What are you even doing here, Tamala?” asked Crusher. “You’re supposed to be having an early dinner with Geordi before trying out some new holodeck program he found. Sunrise on Zeta Minor, or something like that?”

Harstad leaned against the desk. “So he said, but he’s still down in engineering tinkering with some regulator or flow sensor or whatever. I decided to wait for him while catching up on some reports I still need to finish.” Leaning closer, she added with an almost conspiratorial tone, “Word of advice: never get involved with a starship’s chief engineer.”

“And whatever you do,” said Crusher, “definitely don’t marry that ship’s captain.”

“We’re supposed to be heading for shore leave.” Harstad sighed. “I’m pretty sure I’m going to have to kidnap him to get him off the ship once we get there.”

Crusher replied, “Starbase 11 has some of the nicest beaches I’ve ever seen. One of the perks of being on a planet rather than a space station. They have these bungalows that sit on stilts out on the water. You can dive into the ocean right from your bedroom. There’s nothing like a moonlight swim, and your closest neighbors are a hundred meters away.”

“What are you saying, Doctor?” Harstad’s right eyebrow arched.

“I’m saying if you sell it right, you won’t need to kidnap him.”

Their moment of levity was enough to make Crusher feel better. Whatever had happened seemed to be over, leaving only the sorts of questions she knew her fellow doctors would now ask.

As Tropp waved his tricorder’s compact diagnostic scanner over Crusher’s head, Harstad asked, “Have you experienced anything like this before? Recently?”

Crusher shook her head. “No. Nothing.” She leaned back in her chair, her lingering feelings of unease now faded and leaving her with questions about what the image of Wesley might mean. “I wasn’t even thinking about him just then. At least, not consciously.” When the comment elicited looks from both her companions, she realized they likely had not heard her in the treatment area. “I’m sorry. For a brief moment, I was—” She paused, considering her word choice. “I was consumed by a vision of my son Wesley.”

“You think of him often, I assume?” asked Tropp. He deactivated the scanner, his right hand forming a fist around the device as he studied his tricorder readings. Crusher noted his features; like most Denobulans he was usually easy to read.

Crusher replied, “Of course I do.” She waved one hand as though to dismiss her answer. “I mean, I don’t think about him every waking moment, but he’s my son. I think about him all the time. You’re a parent, Doctor. You know how it is.”

When he smiled, Tropp’s face seemed to stretch with no effort made to conceal his obvious pride. “Indeed I am. Eight children, thirty-four grandchildren, and three great-grandchildren.” He stopped himself, directing his gaze to a point somewhere behind Crusher before holding up a finger. “Thirty-five grandchildren. The newest one I’ve not yet met, and the older I get, it’s sometimes difficult to keep track of everyone.”

“Listening to all of that just makes me tired,” said Harstad.

The comment elicited smiles and laughter from all three doctors before Tropp closed his tricorder and returned it to the pocket of his lab coat. He kept his hand there, mimicking the action with his other hand in the garment’s other pocket. His smile was gone, replaced once more by an expression of professional concern.

“When was the last time you saw your son?” he asked.

Crusher replied, “Not since that business with Data and the Machine planet at the center of the galaxy.”

Wesley and his mentor, the Traveler, had sought help from the Enterprise after observing the mammoth construct annihilating entire star systems. Other Travelers, fearing the Machine’s power, had withdrawn, leaving Wesley to summon aid from the people he trusted most. Working together, he and Data along with Picard had persuaded the Machine to give up its goal of destroying subspace along with faster-than-light travel and communications, setting the stage for it to eliminate all living beings in the galaxy. Following the conclusion of that crisis, Wesley had returned to traveling the cosmos that now were his home. Without a means to communicate with him, Crusher had no way of knowing what he was doing or how he might be feeling; she could only hope one day he might return.

“Been having any dreams where he pops up?” asked Harstad.

Releasing a small sigh, Crusher shook her head. “Not that I recall. Whatever it was, I’ve never felt anything like it. I don’t even know how to describe it except to say it was very intense. Like a momentary lapse into daydreaming but much stronger, while at the same time vague and undefined.” She closed her eyes, reaching up to rub the bridge of her nose. “Maybe I’m just tired. It’s been… well, it’s been a long year. Hasn’t it?”

Harstad tapped the desk. “Well, she’s back to asking rhetorical questions. That has to be a good sign. Right?”

“My scans did not detect any abnormalities,” said Tropp before pursing his lips. After a moment, he added, “I would like to run a full exam, just to be on the safe side.” As though anticipating her protest, he pulled his right hand from his pocket and held it up. “We can do it after we’ve discharged the patients we have. There’s no one who’s here for anything serious and sickbay will be empty within thirty minutes. It might even boost the crew’s morale. Let them see the chief medical officer being subjected to the same medical tortures we inflict upon them.” His broad grin returned, reassuring Crusher he was being facetious.

“They get enough of that when I make the captain undergo his physicals.”

Crusher knew there was no point arguing against Tropp, who was just as formidable a physician as she was and would not take no for an answer when it came to something like this. Tempted as she was to simply let the matter drop, common sense insisted she allow the doctor to conduct the examination. If nothing else, it would rule out any obvious physiological or neurological possibilities.

“You win,” she said, holding up her hands in mock surrender. “I submit myself to your tender mercies, Doctor.”

Appearing satisfied with this response, Tropp nodded. “Very well. I will see to our remaining patients. I would prefer you pass that time here in your office. Just in case there’s another… occurrence?”

“I can help with that,” said Harstad. “I’ve still got a bit of time to kill, and if Geordi comes looking for me, he can park it while we finish up.” She exchanged knowing glances with Crusher. “Serves him right for keeping a lady waiting.”

Crusher replied, “Absolutely.” She rose from her chair, reaching for a padd on the corner of her desk. There were records of her own she could see to updating while waiting for Tropp. “Please apologize to Lieutenant Regnis for me.”

“I certainly will,” replied Tropp. “Though, I suspect he won’t—”

The sound of the ship’s intercom interrupted the doctor, followed by the voice of Hailan Casmir, the Enterprise’s lead civilian educator and supervisor for the ship’s childcare center.

“Education center to Doctor Crusher.”

Crusher’s first instinct was to glance at the chronometer display on her desktop computer interface. Had she lost track of time and forgotten to pick up her son René from school? The chronometer assured her this was not the case, which only served to ignite an all-new anxiety. She tapped the communicator badge affixed to her uniform tunic.

“This is Doctor Crusher. What is it, Mister Casmir?”

The Argelian’s tone was one of worry as he replied, “I’m terribly sorry to bother you, Doctor, but it’s René. He started crying a moment ago and we’ve tried to calm him, but he seems quite inconsolable. Would you mind—”

“On my way.”
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Another wave of temporal distortions spat forth from the Guardian’s central opening, which was now a vortex of pulsing, iridescent light. The sound of the barely restrained frenzy was loud enough that Wesley winced in mounting discomfort. Was it his imagination, or was the ancient time portal actually trembling from the force of the onslaught?

“Guardian!” he shouted, barely able to hear his own voice over the growing din. “What’s happening?”

“A battle begins,” replied the artifact. “A battle ends. A battle is averted. A battle begins yet again.”

Wesley shook his head at the Guardian’s formidable ability to remain enigmatic. It was particularly vexing at this precise moment. How was he to understand what the portal was enduring, let alone help it fight whatever attacked it, if the ageless construct could only spout riddles?

Maybe that’s the key.

Could the Guardian be trying to offer him some kind of clue or information in the hopes of eliciting his help? Perhaps the attack to which it was being subjected prevented it from answering in a more comprehensive manner. Was it possible the portal was directing all of its resources to defend against the assault, leaving little with which to communicate or even ask for assistance? That, at least, made sense on some level, Wesley decided. But what could he do?

Focus, he told himself. Focus on the Guardian.

Directing his consciousness inward, Wesley gathered his thoughts and forged them into a single, simple line of interaction he could direct toward what he recognized as the Guardian, a lone point of stability within an ever-increasing storm of chaos and fury. He pushed forward, reaching deeper into the tempest and extending himself to where he was sure he could almost touch whatever it was that passed for the island of awareness that was the time portal’s own sense of self.

I am the Guardian of Forever.

The statement thundered in Wesley’s mind, pushing aside all other thoughts and perceptions. He was there. He had made it. Contact, and perhaps understanding, was in his grasp.

I am Wesley Crusher.

You are a Traveler.

And I have traveled here because I sensed you are in distress. I feel the assault you’re experiencing. Who’s responsible?

I do not know.

How can I help? Tell me what to do.

There is nothing for you to do, Wesley Crusher. At least, not for me. I am but a tool. Some see me as a weapon. Others see me as salvation. Many such journeys are possible, but it is not for me to decide which are worthy. I can only serve—

Wesley flinched as the Guardian’s central opening flashed brilliant white light, pulling him back to the here and now before… something exploded from the portal. A blurred mass, dark and rippling, followed by three more ominous silhouettes, emerging with such power that he saw the Guardian tremble as if struck by a physical blow. Feeling himself lose his balance, Wesley raised his arms, flailing to keep his feet.

Guardian!

Once more he reached out with his thoughts, but now he neither heard nor felt anything. It was as if the Guardian had gone dormant. There was no time to ascertain what if any damage the portal may have sustained, as Wesley’s attention focused on the new arrivals.

After sailing clear of the Guardian, each of the blurred masses, easily four meters in length, solidified into large, writhing snakelike creatures. Their pale bodies, sinewy and muscled and tapering to lithe tails as they hung in the air, possessed the faintest hint of green coloring. Each serpent’s head was large, with a pair of symmetrical bone spikes beginning at the crown of its skull and proceeding down its back. It was the first time his adversaries had chosen to manifest themselves as physical beings, but even now he sensed how they seemed to phase in and out of existence. They occupied space on this plane, but also somewhere else. A place Wesley had never seen and could not know.

Not really all that important right now, he reminded himself.

There was something else he was coming to understand. With each moment, the Guardian was putting out ever increasing levels of temporal disruption; doing its damnedest with whatever bizarre abilities it harbored to mount a resistance against the new arrivals. The ground trembled beneath his feet, the reverberations pushing deep beneath the surface into the bedrock. To Wesley it felt as though the Guardian might be calling upon the very planet itself to augment its defenses.

Rather than being intimidated by this, it appeared as though the serpents were feeding on this new, increasing outpouring of energy. He sensed the creatures drawing strength from it even as the Guardian seemed to pull back in on itself as if fighting to keep the serpents from exploiting it. The artifact’s struggle was palpable, and Wesley recognized the shift in energy as it turned inward, feeding a barrier he now understood to be forming around the Guardian.

Then the creatures turned their attentions to him.

At first their attack resembled little more than a pack of wild animals driven by simple bloodlust as they launched themselves at him, swimming through the air as eels might navigate water. It took Wesley an instant to comprehend this was something more. The serpents separated, coming at him from different directions and forcing him to continue moving in order to keep track of their individual lines of advance. Spreading out as they crossed the desolate ground, they were attempting to hem him in, driving him toward one of the nearby rock formations so that he’d be trapped and vulnerable.

“Nice try.” Glaring at his assailants, Wesley spread his fingers as he raised his hands. “But I don’t think so.”

Summoning the abilities he had honed during many years spent wandering—no, traveling—the universe, Wesley directed that power at his attackers. The response was immediate, with each of the four serpents halting in midair, frozen as though stuck in time. It was an ability Wesley had refined in the decades since discovering his true place in the universe and his capacity to move through it unlike any mere human or other mortal. His first experience with the power had come by accident, fueled by fear and anguish and resulting in the pausing of everything and everyone around him. Only then had he begun to truly comprehend his place in the universe, thanks to the mysterious alien he had only known as “the Traveler.” With his unlikely mentor’s help, Wesley had seen his life as a normal human end that day, only to begin an all-new journey toward higher planes of existence and understanding.

The powers he had not even known he possessed during that moment of transition had been nurtured to the point that they acted at will. The strain he once felt as he struggled for control was long gone, replaced with the easy confidence of one at total peace with their own existence, abilities, and limits. The serpents, locked in stasis as they hung in the air before him, were his to control.

Wesley’s first thought was that he should destroy them, for they would surely kill him given the chance. The better option would be to attempt sending them back from whence they had come. Maybe he could track them to their point of origin and learn who had dispatched them and for what purpose. Surely there was more to this than him? In the vast reality that was the cosmos, he had to believe he was insignificant. Without realizing it, did he pose a threat to someone or something? Why? There were too many questions, and he now held before him the clues to finding answers.

You have nothing.

The words hammered Wesley’s ears, echoed in his mind, and resonated across the forsaken landscape around him. At the same time, he saw another figure emerging from the Guardian. The new arrival was a humanoid, cloaked in dark, flowing robes that concealed most of its body. Wesley was still able to make out an oversized head that was partially covered by a hood pulled low across the figure’s brow. Standing on the ground near the Guardian, the humanoid placed one hand on the portal’s stone edifice and Wesley winced at the abrupt increase in the waves of temporal energy being generated by the artifact.

“What are you doing?” Wesley took a step toward the stranger only to realize the serpents were beginning to overcome the hold he had on them. He felt them shifting in and out of phase. They were manipulating their bodies in and around spacetime like someone attempting to dodge raindrops at the beginning of a storm, only the creatures were having greater success. Within seconds they extracted themselves from the makeshift prison in which he had trapped them and once more set their sights on him.

“Whoever you are,” Wesley said, “you’re not giving me much choice here.”

Turning his attention to the nearest serpent, Wesley clenched his fists and punched the air. Bursts of crimson energy spat forth from his hands, crossing the space between him and the creature and striking it head-on. The serpent released a pain-racked shriek as its body disintegrated from the force of the dual blast. Its three companions halted their advance, at least for the moment wary of this new threat. Taking advantage of their hesitation, Wesley pivoted to face another of the creatures, drawing strength for another strike. He stopped as the humanoid raised a hand, and the remaining serpents broke off their attack. Retreating, they moved past their apparent master, who still stood with one hand resting on the Guardian, disappearing into the vortex of energy emanating from the portal. Once they were gone, the lone figure turned as though staring at Wesley, its features cloaked in the shadow of its robes.

“What the hell is this?” Pointing to the stranger, Wesley started walking toward it. “Who are you? What do you want?”

You know nothing. Even as the words seemed to pummel Wesley’s very consciousness, the humanoid raised a hand to point at him.

You are… nothing.

Turning to the Guardian, the figure disappeared through the portal. In the same instant, Wesley shivered as new waves of energy burst forth, flowing without restraint from the very core of the ancient construct.

“I am my own beginning.” The words roared from the artifact. “I am my own ending.”

Then the Guardian came apart, its stone halo disappearing in a fresh onslaught of unhindered temporal distortions. Wesley gasped at the raw power announcing the ageless portal’s demise. All of its secrets and knowledge, the questions it harbored and the answers it defended, lost forever as it crumbled to dust before his eyes. The resulting shockwave spread outward from where the portal had stood, gaining strength and speed as it washed across the ground and through the air.

Wesley held up his hands, able to slow the advance but not stop it. Sheer will met sheer force and the force was winning. He felt it already starting to overtake him. There were only seconds remaining in which to act, and but a single thing he could do. He fled.

Wesley threw himself into the void between moments, separating himself from this point in spacetime. From his detached point of view, he observed monstrous fissures crisscrossing across the Guardian planet’s surface. Mountain ranges and other terrain features disappeared into widening chasms as the planet collapsed in on itself. It disappeared in a torrent of light and energy that surged outward, radiating away from what had been the world’s core. Wesley felt the waves of temporal distortions rushing across and between points in time, fractures and splinters erupting all around him not just in this reality, but in so many others he sensed at the edges of his consciousness. He allowed himself to be pushed along with them, seizing the opportunity to regain some of his own depleted strength.

Where the hell did you go?

The question echoed in his mind as he absorbed the magnitude of what had just happened. The Guardian was gone. Also lost was the promise—and the threat—to anyone willing to undertake the journeys it offered, journeys that were no longer possible. While there were those who might breathe easier knowing it could no longer be exploited for nefarious reasons, Wesley could not help thinking it was a line of defense now forever beyond reach.

There’s no time for this, he chastised himself, recognizing the irony even in that simple thought. Forcing his mind to focus on the matter at hand, Wesley extended his senses. He almost missed it amid the chaos, but there it was: a faint trail, left behind by the mysterious humanoid as it disappeared through the Guardian. Who was the stranger, and where was it going? What did all of this mean?

As he reached across time and space, searching for this enigmatic adversary, he was all but overcome by the sensation that had earlier taunted him: fear. It was so palpable it was as though Wesley could sense someone—no, some thing—dying. The dread extended far beyond the confines of any individual, stretching to the ends of his perceptions and perhaps even reality itself. Faces, billions of them and all lacking discernible features, flashed in his consciousness, then faded just as quickly. Stars born, burned, and died in the blink of his eye. Was he feeling the death throes of… everything?

No, he decided. It was more targeted than that, but he could not define or describe it even to himself, or see a way toward an explanation. Driven by sudden apprehension, Wesley pushed himself from this plane of existence. He sailed through the folds between realities, dodging the visions of death and destruction as his senses hunted for those who held the answers to his questions. As he traveled, two faces emerged from the indistinct blur of everything and nothing, staring at him from the edges of oblivion. These he recognized: his mother and a young boy he barely knew and yet had known forever; a tangible, precious link to a life he had left behind and still treasured.

He did not understand how or why, but with every atom of his being Wesley Crusher knew that everyone and everything stood on the precipice of annihilation.

It was, he realized, simply a matter of time.
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Leaving Tropp and Harstad to mind sickbay in her absence, Beverly Crusher was almost at a full run by the time she reached the entrance to the ship’s education center. No sooner did she enter the room than her eyes were searching for René, but he was nowhere to be seen. It was the time of day when the few preschool-aged children were gone, having been picked up by a parent. The handful of older students also were gone, their lessons for the day imparted along with homework from their teacher. Indeed, a glance to the doorway leading to a classroom just off this foyer told her the room beyond was dark, its lights and desktop computer interfaces deactivated for the day.

So, where was her son?

“René?” she called out, moving away from the entrance and deeper into the facility. She knew that the short passage just outside the classroom led to the offices used by Hailan Casmir and Hegol Den, the ship’s counselor. Additional workspace was assigned to two young civilians, a human male and a Vulcan female whose names Crusher could not remember. The pair worked as assistants to both Casmir and Hegol as well as the Enterprise’s library and archive section, which was co-located with the education center.

Casmir emerged from the office corridor, wearing a loose-fitting brilliant-jade tunic with a high collar over black trousers. His long blond hair was worn in a ponytail not all that different from Commander Worf’s, while his beard was trimmed to an exacting precision even William Riker could appreciate. To Crusher’s relief, Casmir did not seem agitated as he had over the intercom, and even extended his hands in greeting as he approached her with a warm smile.

“Doctor, thank you for coming so quickly. I regret alarming you. You know I would only reach out to you in case of a true emergency, and René has never engaged in such alarming behavior. I decided prudence was best.”

Not sure how to react to the teacher’s comments, Crusher looked past him in search of René. “No, I’m glad you called. Where is he?”

Gesturing for her to follow him, Casmir turned and headed back the way he had come. Though she listened for crying or other signs of distress, she heard nothing. They continued down the short passage to Casmir’s office. On the sofa positioned just inside the door and opposite the Argelian’s curved desk was her son René Jacques Robert François Picard.

With a head of thick auburn hair that landed somewhere on the color spectrum between her own locks and those the boy’s father had sported a lifetime earlier, he sat quietly with his attention focused on the book in his lap. Rather than employing a padd, René had established a preference for reading physical books, a habit he came by in an honest fashion thanks to his father’s own predilection. He read at a level well above what might be expected from even a precocious six-year-old child. She did not recognize the book that so engrossed the boy just now, guessing it was an adventure story of the sort he loved listening to her husband read to him at bedtime. Hearing her arrive in the doorway, René looked up from the tome and his face stretched into a wide, toothy grin.

“Mommy!”

He set the book beside him on the sofa, and she almost laughed as she watched him taking care not to crease the volume’s spine or any of the pages before pushing himself to his feet and crossing the room to her. Well on his way to seven Standard years, René was already taller than her waist, which he embraced as he came within reach. Though she noticed the redness of his eyes indicating he had been crying, there seemed to be no other sign of the earlier episode. Unprepared for this reaction, Crusher looked with uncertainty to Casmir, who responded by shrugging and holding out his hands in supplication.

“When I called you he was very upset,” explained the teacher. “One moment, he’s engrossed in his history lesson, the next he started whimpering and looking around as though something was frightening him.” He gestured to the sofa. “I took him out of the classroom and brought him here, hoping I might help him calm down. Once we were away from the other children, he started muttering things I couldn’t understand, except for a single word.”

Her attention divided as she knelt in front of René and let him hug her, Crusher took an extra moment before realizing Casmir had hesitated. Looking over her son’s head at the teacher, she regarded him with narrowing eyes.

“Hailan,” she prompted. “What is it?”

His expression softening, Casmir replied, “He said, ‘Wesley.’ So far as I know, it’s the first time he’s referred to his brother by name, at least here at school. I know René hasn’t seen very much of him, and I have no idea what sort of bond they share. Without more information, it does seem a bit unusual for him to call out for Wesley as opposed to you or Captain Picard.”

It was true René knew very little of his older brother. Wesley’s last visit, driven as it was by the nature of the emergency that had prompted him to seek out her husband and the Enterprise for assistance, had left little time for a personal moment. His meeting with his younger sibling had been short yet emotional, all too brief due to Wesley needing to see to the aftermath of the Machine planet crisis and make sure the agreement they had reached with it was upheld. The magnitude of Wesley’s life as a Traveler were as significant as they were astounding. His journey from innocent child to precocious teenager to disillusioned Starfleet Academy cadet to a being with almost limitless potential passed seemingly in the blink of an eye.

Where had all that time gone? For Wesley, time had little meaning, at least in the way a normal human might perceive it, but to Crusher it felt as though a part of her life had swept by in a blur, come and gone before she even had time to register its passing. Thanks to his abilities, Wesley could even—if he chose to do so—travel back to some point before today and visit her as though none of that time were lost. Did the fact that she had no memories of such a visit mean it had never occurred, or that Wesley had done something to negate introducing some anomaly into time itself, of the sort her temporal mechanics instructors had bemoaned during one lecture or another during her time at Starfleet Academy? Her mind boggled at the notion, much as it had during many of those same classes.

Crusher became aware of a new presence at the entrance to Casmir’s office and looked up to see her husband, Jean-Luc Picard, standing in the doorway. Dressed in his normal duty uniform, he was as always the very epitome of a Starfleet officer. She doubted Casmir could even tell the captain was only slightly flustered from what she guessed was a hurried transit from the bridge.

“I’m sorry, Hailan,” said Hegol Den as he moved from the corridor to stand beside Picard. “I contacted the captain before realizing the situation was already under control.”

“Quite all right, Doctor Hegol,” said Picard, holding up a hand. “I appreciate your diligence.” He spoke with his usual composed demeanor and level tone, though Crusher noted the faintest hint of concern as his gaze fell to René. Despite this, she was glad to see him. Though he was and would forever remain a creature of duty, there was precious little in this universe that could keep him from his son if he sensed danger or distress.

“How is he?” he asked, stepping into the office and dropping to one knee as René extricated himself from his mother’s arms and moved to him.

Crusher replied, “Apparently, he’s fine. Whatever upset him seems to be over.” This was neither the time nor the place, she decided, for her to tell him about her own incident in sickbay.

After offering René a loving embrace, Picard held his son at arm’s length and gave him a quick appraisal. “René, is something the matter? Something you want to talk about?”

“No,” the boy replied, shrugging his right shoulder.

“What,” said Crusher, “my medical opinion not good enough for you?” She smiled to take some of the sting out of her gentle ribbing.

Picard smiled. “I never doubted you.” His attention still on René, he asked, “Can you tell us what made you upset?”

For his part, René seemed to consider the question for a moment before answering, “I was scared, but I don’t remember why.”

“But you’re not scared now?”

René shook his head. “Not anymore. He helped me to stop feeling scared.”

Her eyes narrowing as she took this in, Crusher asked, “Who helped you?”

“Wesley.” There was no hesitation, and no uncertainty in the boy’s answer, and it was sufficient to draw skeptical looks from Crusher and Picard as well as Casmir and Hegol. All four adults looked at one another, each doubtless wondering what the others were thinking.

“René,” Picard said, his voice gentle, “are you saying you saw Wesley?”

The boy nodded, his eyes widening. “He told me I didn’t have to be afraid. He told me he’d come to see me again soon.”

Picard looked to Crusher. Though he said nothing she saw the question in his face, and she shook her head.

“I haven’t seen or heard from him.” Once more she considered telling him about the sensations she had experienced in sickbay, but opted against it. She would wait until they were alone.

Releasing René and allowing his son to return to Crusher, Picard turned to Hegol and Casmir. “Has he said or done anything else either of you would consider out of character for him?”

Casmir replied, “No, Captain. I’ve never had any issue with him so far as personal behavior. He’s a model student.”

“I agree,” added Hegol. “René has always acted very mature for his age and has never mentioned feeling out of sorts about anything.”

Now holding René’s hand, Crusher said, “I’d like to take him to sickbay. Just to make sure everything’s all right.”

Nodding in agreement, Picard said, “Of course.” He then smiled at René. “You go with your mother. I’ll be along shortly.”

As she exited the education center with René in hand, Crusher’s mind raced. This could not be coincidental, could it? There had to be a connection between what René described and her own experience in sickbay. Nothing else made sense, but what did it mean?

And what did Wesley have to do with any of this?
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Leaning with crossed arms against the threshold leading into René’s room, Jean-Luc Picard watched and listened to his sleeping son. So far as he could tell, the boy was deep in slumber’s embrace, the events of the day forgotten. For that, Picard was thankful despite the questions he harbored.

Throughout his young life, René had never been a fussy child. As a baby he had rarely cried, and had begun sleeping through the night within the first month after his birth. He had never required a pacifier or some other distraction to keep him from becoming upset. Progress reports from Hailan Casmir, first from the Enterprise’s childcare facility and later the education center once he was old enough to attend school, described a student with unlimited potential coupled with an innate ability and desire to embrace new knowledge. To Picard’s continual gratification, René’s love of reading was an extension of his own passion for the written word in all its forms. He eagerly anticipated the days ahead when they might discuss at length some shared favorite book. Those and so many other things done together awaited him.

Look at you, Picard chided himself. Remember when you feared the very idea of being around any child, let alone one of your own? If only Robert could see you now.

There was a time when such an errant thought might have made him feel despondent for his brother, killed long ago along with his own son for whom René was named. A fire at the Picard family vineyard on Earth had taken them, leaving Picard stricken upon hearing the news. After decades of being at odds, the two brothers had finally reconciled their differences and established a bond that had been far greater than the one that linked them during childhood. As for his nephew, Picard had mourned the loss not only of such a precious, innocent life, but one ended far too early. While their deaths had not consciously pushed Picard toward the idea of parenthood, he could not deny their influence. Robert and René had shown him how such a role, though he had never considered it necessary or a requirement in order to live a full life, could add a rewarding dimension. Such thoughts had begun during his time as captain of the Enterprise’s predecessor starship, which carried far more civilians and families than his current command.
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