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Historian’s Note

The main events of this story take place beginning in the year 2401 (CE), approximately three weeks after Admiral Jean-Luc Picard and his former command crew thwart a Borg plot to assimilate Starfleet and conquer the United Federation of Planets, and approximately one year before Captain Seven of Nine takes formal command of the newly rechristened U.S.S. Enterprise NCC-1701-G (Star Trek: Picard, “The Last Generation”).




Author’s Note

(It says the story begins there. Buckle up.)





“How shall I explain? Are you familiar with the intricacies of what is called here music?”

“Somewhat.”

“Such musical genius I saw in one of your ship’s libraries. One called Mozart, who as a small child wrote astonishing symphonies. A genius who made music not only to be heard, but seen and felt beyond the understanding, the ability of others. Wesley is such a person. Not with music, but with the equally lovely intricacies of time, energy, propulsion, and the instruments of this vessel which allow all that to be played. You’re right, I must hurry now. But you’re right in something else. He is just a boy for now. He should be encouraged, but told none of this.”

The Traveler, to Jean-Luc Picard,

Stardate 41263.3, Earth Year 2364

(Star Trek: The Next Generation,

“Where No One Has Gone Before”)








Prologue

U.S.S. Enterprise – NCC-1701-D

Stardate 47755.3, Earth Year 2370

There was nothing left to pack. Why was he stalling?

For the fifth time, Wesley Crusher considered the contents of his suitcase atop the bed in the suite that served as his assigned guest quarters. Clothes. A data padd loaded with course materials and study notes, technical journals, and a few titles for leisure reading. He had ignored those items in favor of a pair of actual books, which he had chosen at the last moment to accompany him while on leave. Both were gifts from Captain Picard when Wesley first departed the Enterprise for Starfleet Academy. At the time, Homer’s The Iliad and The Odyssey were appropriate, given Picard’s love of ancient human literature. While Wesley considered his current circumstances, the books seemed to have taken on new meaning and importance. Had he unconsciously decided to bring them along on this trip because he somehow knew he would not be returning to Earth?

No, of course, not, Wesley reminded himself, recalling his state of mind upon arriving aboard the Enterprise. Irritable, surly, and aloof, he had gone out of his way to annoy or offend everyone he had once considered not just friends but indeed family. He winced as he recalled the barbs aimed at Geordi La Forge, his mother, and even Captain Picard. That last incident in particular still stung, coming as it had in the aftermath of his disobeying Lieutenant Worf’s orders. Even resigning from the Academy and abandoning his Starfleet career seemed an inadequate apology for his conduct toward the man he respected above all others. Even though the captain and his mother now understood the reasons for his moodiness, it did not ease his shame. Wesley had already apologized to his mother, but there remained one important piece of unfinished business.

Closing his suitcase and lifting it from the bed, he took a last look around at his quarters. On their own, the rooms were unremarkable, but at the same time their comfortable, familiar lines reminded him that this ship, from his first day aboard, had felt more like home than any other place he and his mother had lived following the death of his father. That feeling of familiarity only strengthened as he made his way down the corridor before entering the nearest turbolift. Was this his subconscious, perhaps making one last attempt at convincing him to remain here?

No, Wesley told himself, feeling the turbolift car slowing. His destiny was not here. Whatever future he might have, he would only find it out there.

Still, he continued to ponder the notion until arriving at transporter room three, but the momentary reflection vanished as the compartment’s doors opened to reveal Jean-Luc Picard standing in the middle of the room.

“Mister Crusher,” he said, his face unreadable. As always, the captain’s uniform was immaculate, the epitome of a venerated Starfleet officer. It only made Wesley feel more self-conscious as he stood before him in his own informal civilian attire. The suitcase now feeling much heavier in his hand, he resisted the urge to shift it to his other hand or set it at his feet. Instead, he drew himself up and met Picard’s gaze.

“Captain. I didn’t expect to see you.”

His expression unchanging, Picard turned to face him. “It’s customary for a junior officer to take proper leave of his captain before departing their ship.” Only then did his features soften. “I couldn’t let a valued member of my crew leave without saying goodbye.”

Wesley tried to swallow the lump forming in his throat. “Thank you for coming, sir. I want to apologize for my earlier behavior.” He paused, using the act of setting his suitcase down on one of the transporter pads to collect himself. Turning back to Picard, Wesley glanced past him to the ensign standing behind the transporter console, who was doing his level best to appear invisible.

“It was inexcusable, sir,” he said, returning his attention to Picard. “Not just speaking as a cadet to a captain, but… to you. After everything you’ve done for me, after everything you taught me and the faith you showed in me. Other than my mom, you’re the one person I never wanted to disappoint. I’d rather die than do that, sir.”

Stepping closer, Picard said, “I know you’ve faced your share of challenges, Mister Crusher, and you’ve certainly struggled with your place not only on this ship but also at the Academy. However, I’ve never doubted that when the moment of truth presented itself, you would hold to the values and beliefs that have always guided you.” He paused, glancing around the transporter room before his eyes lingered on Wesley’s suitcase already in the alcove. “Though I must admit I never anticipated us parting ways like this.” He added a small smile, signaling his understanding of the journey on which Wesley was about to embark.

“For the first time, I feel like I’ve got some actual direction for my life.” Wesley drew himself up as he met the captain’s gaze. “I hope you know I’m not doing this because you somehow failed me. Since the day I came aboard the Enterprise, you’ve always encouraged me to seek out my own way. Without you, I’d never have found the courage to follow wherever this decision might take me. I’ll always be grateful for that, sir.”

Before Picard could respond, the transporter room’s doors parted to admit his mother. Seeing her son waiting for her, Beverly Crusher smiled.

“I guess we can’t put this off any longer, can we?” she asked. Behind her expression, Wesley could see uncertainty along with no small amount of sadness at what she knew was coming. Still, he thought he also detected more than a hint of pride, bittersweet though it might be just now. Before he could say anything else, she stepped forward and pulled him into a tight embrace, resting her head on his shoulder.

“Where will you go?” asked Picard as Wesley pulled back from the hug to face him.

“The Traveler said that my studies would begin with these people. He said that they’re aware of many things. I can learn a lot from them.” Feeling his confidence grow with each word, Wesley could not keep a small laugh from escaping. “That’s just what I need: more studying.”

When his mother smiled this time, it seemed far more genuine. “Somehow, I think you’ll manage.”

“Me too.” The inhabitants of Dorvan V, around which the Enterprise still orbited, had already proven to be most surprising. Thanks to them as well as the Traveler, Wesley had taken his first steps on the path he seemed destined to follow.

I guess there’s no turning back now.

Extending his right hand, Picard said, “Well, good luck, Mister—” As they shook hands, the captain seemed to catch himself, pausing for the briefest of moments before affecting an almost paternal manner. “Good luck, Wesley.”

“Thank you,” replied Wesley. “For a lot of things.” He felt a flurry of emotions welling up within him, and for a fleeting moment he wondered if he was making a mistake.

No, he decided. I have to do this. I have to know.

His mother came in for one final hug, gripping him even tighter than she had the first time. He felt her tremble as the finality of the moment took hold. When she pulled back, she held his face in her hands, forcing a brave smile.

“Now, you be sure and dress warmly on those other planes of existence.”

Wesley nodded. “I will. Bye, Mom.”

“Goodbye.” She held herself ramrod straight as he stepped onto the transporter platform. Turning back to face them, he held her gaze as he heard Picard give one last command.

“Energize.”

He smiled as the transporter beam rained down over his body, his last sight that of his mother’s eyes never leaving his face before everything disappeared.

When the beam faded, Wesley found himself surrounded by nothing but stark, unending whiteness. No sign of the Native American village or even Dorvan V itself, and this certainly wasn’t the Enterprise. Where had the transporter deposited him?

Mom? Captain Picard?

“Dad?”

The single word left his lips almost of its own volition, and of course there was no response. Wesley did note that his voice did not even echo as he imagined it would.

“I’m pretty sure I’m not dead.” Turning in a circle, he surveyed the unrelenting white void that offered no clue as to his location. He was alone, save for his suitcase. There remained one obvious explanation.

“Traveler?”

“Hello, Wesley.”

The reply came from behind him, and Wesley turned to see the tall, lean alien with his wide, inquisitive eyes regarding him. As always, the Traveler’s expression seemed to convey far more than anything he might say out loud. It was one of the alien’s many mysterious qualities.

“For a moment,” he said, “I wondered if you might change your mind.”

Wesley shook his head. “I did think about it, but I feel like this really might be the path for me.”

“I promise you won’t be walking it alone. There’s much for you to learn, Wesley Crusher, and there are many people from whom you’ll learn it, but the greatest discoveries you’ll make are those you find within yourself. You’ve already begun that journey, but there is still so far to travel. In many ways, I actually envy you because of everything you’ll see for the first time.”

The Traveler’s words reminded Wesley of something Captain Picard had told him on their final mission together before he departed the Enterprise for Starfleet Academy. Despite suffering injuries sustained during that mission, Picard’s concerns were for him and the future that lay ahead of him. The captain’s words once more rang in Wesley’s ears, and he could see the man’s weathered, proud countenance staring up at him through his own pain.

You’re just at the beginning of the adventure.

Looking around, Wesley asked, “What is this place? It’s not Dorvan V.”

He had been anticipating returning to the village of humans, descendants of Native Americans who had left Earth more than two hundred years previously, who had settled on the planet and made themselves a new home. With the newly established treaty between the Cardassians and the Federation, Dorvan V now fell within the boundaries of Cardassian territory. Rather than accepting relocation to another world, the settlers instead had convinced both interstellar powers to allow them to remain, albeit now under Cardassian jurisdiction. At the Traveler’s suggestion, Wesley anticipated spending time with such resilient people as part of his larger journey of discovery.

The Traveler said, “We’ll return there in time. Indeed, from the point of view of the colonists and your friends on the Enterprise, they’ll never know we were gone, or even for how long. Before we get to that, I thought it prudent to show you just one small aspect of your new life.” He extended his arms to indicate their surroundings. “Think of this as a thought space. Here, I can conjure whatever I need to assist in my understanding of each new aspect of our reality that catches my attention.” Smiling, he added, “I suppose it’s somewhat like your holodecks on the Enterprise, but only by the most rudimentary comparisons. It can be a laboratory, or a library, a sanctuary, or simply a window.”

“A window?” Wesley frowned. “To what?”

“To everything.”

As if on cue, the void surrounding them vanished, replaced by a rush of stars coming at them from all directions, exploding from nothingness to all but envelop them. Unable to resist looking at his feet, Wesley felt a momentary pang of vertigo as he realized he seemed to be moving through open space. Planets, stars, and nebulae, intertwined with a kaleidoscope of streaking colors, whipped past them. Despite the odd initial sensations, he realized he was already becoming accustomed to this ethereal journey through… what? The universe?

Standing next to him, that enigmatic smile once more gracing his features, was the Traveler, who seemed completely at home with the chaos unfolding around them.

“You’ve only just begun to comprehend the gifts and abilities you possess, Wesley, but you must also understand there are limits, along with rules we all pledge to follow. Directives, to borrow a term with which you’re already familiar. In time, you will learn those, as well.”

He tried to take it all in, but for Wesley these new sensations were almost overwhelming. What could he do? What abilities did he really have, or would one day acquire? What would he be expected to do with them, and for whose reasons? If there were limits and rules, that implied someone or something to enforce them. To whom would he be asked to pledge loyalty just as the Traveler apparently had done?

“Worry not, Wesley,” said the Traveler. “All your questions will be answered.”

Wesley smiled. “Maybe you can teach me to pronounce your actual name.”

“One can hope. We’ll certainly have plenty of time to try.”
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Elsewhere…

The child sat alone, seemingly suspended by nothing while surrounded by unending blackness. All around him, countless points of lights in myriad colors pierced the otherwise impenetrable veil, many of them connected by vibrant threads. Each filament acted as of its own volition in concert with the others, executing a choreography as intricate as it was beautiful to behold, working in collaboration with his gestures and—it seemed—his very thoughts to form a moving, perhaps even living web of energy.

At least, that was how Likara chose to interpret it.

In many ways, the scene reminded her of an immense stellar cartography laboratory of the sort where she might have worked in a past life. That thought alone was enough to summon memories of many late nights working in such a facility, where she and her fellow students labored to complete the latest in a seemingly unending list of tasks and assignments doled out by their instructors.

Likara smiled at the memory, and others still farther back in her past, beginning with the nights she would lie out in the open field behind her family home, far enough for a respite from the light pollution of her house and other nearby domiciles. There, she stared up at the stars and sometimes the nearby planet Remus, the not-so-distant neighbor in the Romulan sky. She dreamed of sailing among those stars, traveling away from her homeworld and toward any of those distant points of light in the hope of finding something previously unknown or unseen. What might be out there, just waiting to be discovered? That idea, presented within the framework of science classes as well as the fictional narratives she read for pleasure, had burned in her mind for as long as Likara could remember.

Then came what she still called her “second life,” in which she learned to look at the stars, the distances between them, and even the time it took to traverse those expanses across myriad universes, not as obstacles but opportunities, limited only by the strength of her own thoughts and imagination.

“We both love looking at the stars,” she said, her words evoking a slight echo in this pocket of reality she had created to house the child now in her charge. She did not expect a response to her question, and he did not disappoint. Instead, he remained as silent as when she first brought him to this place. Indeed, he showed no reaction to her presence, let alone her words. Rather, he seemed content to study the shifting matrix he had created, sitting cross-legged with his feet tucked beneath the iridescent white robe he wore while hovering in midair. Light from the energy around him reflected off his stark white hair and pale skin. Though the various threads and points of illumination moved almost too fast for her eyes to follow, Likara still recognized discernible constellations and other patterns. Still, it was apparent that much more was represented here. She had no hope of deciphering it all, but she still comprehended that in his own way, the child was observing time itself, across multiple realities.

“Is it truly that easy for you?” she asked, and again received no reply. Every so often, the child reached out, pushing or pulling on this or that portion of the construct. He either moved it to combine with another strand, or else formed a new thread veering away from its origin point to join with another part of the immense virtual model. “Whatever you think, you conjure from nothingness and will it into reality?”

Likara was uncertain as to whether the child did not understand her or had instead chosen to refrain from responding. She suspected the latter. Given his lineage, his intelligence was not a matter for debate. What remained to be discovered were the limits of his comprehension along with his willingness to interact with anyone that many if not most among his own species would view as inferior. This only heightened her fascination, and Likara had never in her life been able to resist any challenge. Regardless of whatever else he might be thinking, the child seemed not at all alarmed by his having been brought here or by her presence. Despite this, Likara felt the need to offer some form of reassurance.

“I hope you can understand I have no desire to harm you,” she said. “Neither do I have any reason to do so. I’d like to think the feeling’s mutual.”

That last part was not just a simple attempt at communication and connection. Based on what she knew of his species, the child could very well kill her or banish her to simple nonexistence should the thought strike him. Was he even aware of such concepts? Likara preferred to think he carried within him a wisdom far beyond his apparent age, assuming his species even measured such things on a scale comprehensible to the likes of her. Whether he could escape this pocket of reality she had fashioned for him remained another unanswered question. In all her travels, she had never encountered any being—even those possessing godlike abilities—who could resist being removed from any of the various timestreams. That was what made zones like this so effective when it became necessary to contain an extant threat, to say nothing of the enemies and challenges faced during the Temporal Wars.

The wars that took everything from me, thought Likara. My reason for living. My reason for being. The reason I’m here. The reason I brought the child here.

She knew her last thought carried with it an untruth, or at best a partial truth. The child was not here of his own free will. Neither had he put forth any opposition to being taken, and Likara had actually found herself surprised by that. Given what she knew of his species, she would have expected at least some resistance. On the other hand, she sensed no fear from him. That made sense, as she again presumed from his lineage he likely was aware she could cause him no real harm. This was good, as she had been truthful in that regard. Even if she believed she possessed the physical ability to hurt him, she could never bring herself to commit such a heinous act. On the contrary, the child was here because Likara hoped he could help her.

Even if that was true, would he help her?

Still silent, the child remained immersed in his creation, and Likara watched as he gestured to various areas of the web. In response to his motions, disparate threads moved from their previous paths, splitting off from those sections of the construct and either joining with others or else continuing on to create yet another section of the virtual construct’s ever-evolving framework.

Then, with one hand raised while still manipulating the web, the child turned to look at her, a small, perhaps calculative smile gracing his young features. In that moment, as he regarded her with inquisitive jade-green eyes, Likara felt the abrupt sensation of another presence within her mind.

Do you see?

“Do I see what?” Likara frowned, studying the matrix. What was she missing?

This is not just imagination, said the new voice in her head. Envisioning a solution is but a prelude. It is the first, simplest step on a much more elaborate journey. Are you certain this is a voyage you wish to undertake?

It was not the speech of a mere child. She knew that despite his outward appearance, in objective terms Likara suspected he had already lived the equivalent of an extended Romulan lifespan. Now, here he was, not at all afraid of the position in which he had been put. Instead, he was showing her that his ability to observe time and space was not the limit of his gifts.

“You can influence them.” Likara did not even realize she had spoken the words aloud until she heard the faint echo. “Just as I thought.”

Just as she hoped. Such an ability had long been suspected of the child’s species, but determining the extent of that truth had proven all but impossible. Likara knew, based on all the information collected by her former overseers, that the powerful beings he represented were notoriously reclusive. Further, the few known instances of contact with them had shown them to be averse—or perhaps simply indifferent—to the prospect of interacting with more primitive species. That had been their stance when they had told one human it might be several thousand years, at least as those from Earth measured time, before any sort of lasting outreach might be considered. They promised to make contact when they felt such overtures would be constructive, but still had not done so even by the farthest point into the future Likara herself had visited.

If this child’s apparent abilities were any indication, his people’s stance would not only be logical but possibly conscientious and maybe even necessary. Indeed, what if he possessed such ability to influence reality itself, but no means of understanding the responsibilities inherent with that power? It was a concept Likara’s masters and teachers had drilled into her and her fellow students, and it was one she was now flouting just by entertaining the idea of enlisting the child’s assistance for her own ends.

We travel, and we watch. The words from the Traveler rang in her ears. We observe, but we can also guide and, when necessary, protect. What we don’t do is interfere to suit our own ends. That can never be tolerated.

Wise words, she knew, and spoken with the noblest of intentions, and yet she almost sneered at recalling that last bit of the mantra. It was an obligation that she had agreed to honor upon joining the Travelers and their masters, the Aegis, occurring so long ago that it felt like several lifetimes. Now it seemed hollow and useless in the face of everything she had endured; after what she had been forced to endure, to say nothing of all that had occurred while she was powerless to help.

Now, perhaps with this child’s assistance, Likara might be able to find a way to repair the damage inflicted upon her and her people. Surely the universe had not intended a once-great civilization to fall in such an ignominious manner, with its survivors left to find their way while forced to rely on the charity of allies and even former adversaries in the hopes of securing a shadow of the future they once envisioned for themselves. Could fate truly be such a cruel master? Likara refused to accept that as fact; not without exploring every conceivable means of rectifying such a horrific reality.

The question she now faced was how much control could the child exert, and how much could she persuade him to do. Even as she considered this notion, she knew there would be risks, many involving actions expressly forbidden by her former masters.

The beauty of the universe, of time and space and reality itself, is immeasurable, one of her teachers had told her, repeating the sentiments once expressed to him by his own mentors. It’s also very fragile, and must be treated with great care.

Was it genuine concern for the universe and the countless life-forms inhabiting it, or a fear of the unknown repercussions of exerting such influence on it? Likara suspected it was a bit of both, but she could not concern herself with such real or imagined limitations if she hoped to restore what had been taken not just from her but from all Romulans who had survived the calamity, to say nothing of those as yet unborn.

And those that we—that I—lost.

That work began here and now, with the Metron child now looking at Likara with his same quiet, discerning smile.

“Very well,” she said, as much to herself as to him. “Let us begin.”
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Agua Dulce, California

Stardate 78248.5, Earth Year 2401

“Morning, Captain.”

Her eyes still closed, Seven of Nine smelled the welcome, familiar aroma of fresh coffee. Not replicated, as her companion had told her in no uncertain terms on their first morning spent together here in what she considered something of a hideaway. It was the real thing, Seven now understood with far more detail than she would ever have wanted, prepared from coffee beans acquired from a market in the nearby town, ground by hand, and brewed to exacting standards.

Feeling the weight of another person on her side of the bed, Seven rolled over and opened her eyes to see Raffaela Musiker perched at the edge of the mattress, holding a maroon ceramic mug from which escaped a wisp of steam. Her hair still damp from a recent shower, she wore a jade silk robe as she smiled at Seven, who also noted the lingering aroma of lavender soap.

“Okay, it’s not really morning anymore,” said Musiker, holding on to the mug as Seven pushed herself from the bed and donned the robe she had tossed across a nearby chair hours earlier. “In fact, I was starting to think about lunch before we head up. It’ll be busy today.”

Seven glanced at a chronometer on the bedside table, realizing just how long she had slept uninterrupted. She could not remember how long it had been since she had been able to indulge in such simple pleasure. “We’ve got time.” They still had a couple of hours before the first item on her day’s official schedule, and she planned to continue enjoying this peaceful respite for as long as she could.

Each now dressed well enough for lounging around the house, and with coffee in hand, both women moved outside to the covered deck affixed to the modular cabin Musiker called home. Settling into one of the chairs positioned beneath the deck’s canopy, Seven took in the bright blue sky framing the rock formations and other surrounding terrain features. She listened for signs of activity from the park’s other inhabitants but heard nothing save for the rustling of plants and the melodic reports of wind chimes hanging from the canopy and swaying in the warm, gentle breeze. The cabin’s orientation was such that none of the other thirty-six homes she knew to be scattered around the park were visible. Not that it mattered, as the closest neighbor was at least a hundred meters away, on the far side of the large, angled rock formation that served as a backdrop for the cabin’s opposite side.

“How did you sleep?” asked Musiker from where she sat in a nearby chair, legs tucked beneath her as she cradled her own mug in both hands.

Seven smiled. “Like the dead. You know I always sleep better out here.”

“I’m telling you, give up that apartment in San Francisco and move out here with me.” Musiker gestured toward the cabin. “We may need to add another module to fit that regeneration alcove you insist on keeping, but that’s easy.” She paused, eyeing her home. “I’ve been living alone for a long time, so this place is big enough for me. Never thought about sharing it with anyone, but we can build out as much room as you think you might need.”

While she did keep an apartment within walking distance of the Starfleet Headquarters campus, for Seven it had never felt like a home. She had seldom used it in more than a perfunctory fashion. As the second anniversary of her living there approached, the apartment remained little more than an address of record, as impersonal and sterile as the day she had moved in.

In stark contrast to her own living arrangements, every millimeter of Musiker’s cabin reflected a career Starfleet officer with too many engrained habits to adopt anything resembling a slovenly lifestyle. Despite the troubles she had endured in the years following the attack on Mars, the subsequent failure of the emergency Romulan evacuation mission, and her own eventual resignation from Starfleet, just one of the things Raffi Musiker had done to avoid going completely over the edge was to keep a clean, inviting home. Every item inside the cabin was in its proper, assigned place, at least as she saw it. “No gear adrift,” as any officer conducting a morning inspection might say. Even the sheets on the beds in the two sleeping areas, when not occupied, of course, were as tight as the bunk in a Starfleet Academy cadet’s dormitory room.

“I don’t know,” Seven said after a moment. “Seems kind of cozy to me.”

Pausing to sip from her mug, Musiker replied, “Okay, but the alcove thing stays outside. We’ll build a shed for it, or something.”

While it was true Seven still made infrequent use of the regeneration alcove that had served her aboard the U.S.S. Voyager during its journey across the Delta Quadrant, her human metabolism had long ago relearned how to function on its own and without the benefit of the Collective during her years as a simple Borg drone. These days, the alcove came in handy as a tool to assist with what she had discovered were the positive effects of meditation. The practice allowed her mind to pause from the constant processing of information collected by her remaining Borg implants, including the neural interface embedded in her spinal column. As for those components, they required only sporadic evaluation and adjustments, to which she entrusted the Doctor, Voyager’s former Emergency Medical Hologram, who had seen to her physical and psychological health following her separation from the Collective.

“A cabin for two, in the middle of the desert,” she said, casting a sidelong look at Musiker. “All alone except for a few dozen ex-Starfleet types and others looking for some peace and quiet away from the cities. Paradise comes in some pretty strange forms.” She adjusted herself to a more comfortable position in her chair. Sitting here, enjoying this small pocket of serenity Musiker seemed to have found, Seven realized this was a habit she could acquire with little effort.

Musiker chuckled. “Isn’t it great? My nearest neighbor is on the other side of the hill and he doesn’t want to talk to me, either.”

In truth, Seven knew that the members of this small community, which had sprung up in and around the park and its picturesque assortment of irregular rock formations and other geological wonders, got along with one another for the most part. Musiker had told her of infrequent gatherings—campfires, cookouts, perhaps a game of volleyball interspersed with just sitting around and socializing—in between which most everyone kept to themselves. It was something of an unwritten rule that everyone minded their own business but was also available whenever assistance might be necessary.

“Notice there’s no children here?” asked Musiker. “It’s not that they’re not allowed, but just that everyone here’s past the average parenting age. From what I’ve picked up, a common thread is escaping a life or career they no longer found fulfilling, or had damaged them in some way.” She grunted. “I know the feeling.”

Seven herself had sought her own version of such peace, for a time finding it far from Earth with the Fenris Rangers, the unsanctioned law-enforcement entity doing its best to uphold justice on the edges of Federation space during the tumultuous period following the supernova that had all but shattered the Romulan Empire. While it was not an easy existence, it seemed to succeed at giving her life some sort of meaning, at least for a time. Then, her unlikely encounter with retired Starfleet Admiral Jean-Luc Picard two years ago changed the course of her life.

Talk about your understatements, she mused. What’s that outfit hanging in your closet, again? This is all your fault, Picard.

No, that was not true, and neither was it fair to the admiral. Her decision to accept a Starfleet commission, albeit with Picard’s assistance and recommendation, was her own, as had also been true with respect to her earlier unsuccessful attempt to join the august organization. That humbling occasion had given her no small portion of shame. It did not matter that her rejection by Starfleet had everything to do with her past as a Borg drone and no actual fault on her part, but the experience still left her feeling she had failed and even embarrassed her former commanding officer and mentor, Kathryn Janeway. What might have happened to Seven if she had not heeded the advice offered by Janeway, Picard, and even Musiker herself?

“I know that look,” said Musiker, intruding on Seven’s momentary reverie. “Where did you go?”

Seven shook her head. “Just thinking. Paths traveled, roads not taken. You know, the usual.”

Drinking what appeared to be the last of her coffee, Musiker said, “Enjoy it while you can. Before you know it, you’ll have all kinds of new roads and paths to travel.”

Now there was an understatement, Seven decided. Her ears still rang from the words of her friend and fellow Voyager shipmate Tuvok, telling her she had been recommended for promotion and starship command by Liam Shaw, formerly the captain of the U.S.S. Titan and her nemesis for most of her time spent aboard that ship serving as his first officer. He had resented her past life as a Borg drone, owing to deep-seated, unresolved trauma he carried as a survivor of the Collective’s first invasion of Federation space thirty-five years earlier. Refusing to acknowledge her status as someone liberated from the Borg and yet holding on to those parts of her past that helped define her, Shaw instead made a point of addressing Seven by her given name, Annika Hansen.

The only person Shaw had held in greater contempt was Picard and the role he believed the admiral had played in the destruction of thirty-nine vessels and the deaths of more than eleven thousand Starfleet and civilian personnel at the pivotal Battle of Wolf 359. Despite Picard having been assimilated by the Borg and forced to act against his own will, Shaw carried that anger with him all through the ensuing decades, right up to their first face-to-face meeting aboard the Titan just three weeks earlier. Only after being mortally wounded while battling the Borg’s final, insidious infiltration of Starfleet did Shaw come to see Seven as someone who in her own way upheld the service’s highest ideals. Seven recalled his last moments, the light in his eyes fading as he entrusted her with the care of the Titan and its crew.

It’s not my ship anymore. It’s yours. You have the conn, Seven of Nine.

Shaw’s final words echoed in her mind, forcing her back to the present. Shifting in her chair for a moment, Seven gave up and rose to her feet. She turned to Musiker, noting how her friend and lover regarded her with a concerned expression.

“You all right?”

Nodding, Seven cleared her throat. “Sorry. Just thinking about—” She left the rest of the sentence unspoken. “Just thinking.”

As if understanding, Musiker offered a sympathetic smile. “I get it. You ready to go to work? There’s a whole crew up there, just waiting for you to order them around.” Then she frowned. “Okay, maybe not a whole crew, but enough to keep you busy for today, at least.”

Seven could not help a glance toward the bright blue sky as she imagined what awaited her and Musiker beyond the confines of Earth. The orders and appointments had been transmitted, the ceremonies and other celebrations were behind her. All that remained was the actual job. Was she up to it?

There’s only one way to find out.
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Los Angeles, Earth

Guinan preferred the lunch crowd.

It was a more relaxed, even sedate clientele who frequented her establishment during daylight hours. Not that patrons who preferred evening visits tended to be problematic. She had strict rules about conduct in her place, enforced by her staff and even herself when circumstances required direct action. 10 Forward, as it had come to be known by its revolving cast of regulars, had long ago earned its reputation as one of the city’s more welcoming destinations for those looking to eschew replicators, computer entertainment libraries, and even holodecks in favor of a real drink, an actual cooked meal, and live music. Most visitors knew about the bar’s long life at this location dating back nearly five hundred years, but only a select few were privy to the full truth about its history, let alone its El-Aurian proprietor.

Guinan preferred that as well. Still, there were clues as to the establishment’s actual age. For example, when a band was not in the house, patrons could avail themselves of the jukebox near the kitchen entrance, which had occupied different spaces in the bar dating back farther than most—but not all—of her regular visitors had been alive. While its exterior was genuine vintage twentieth-century design, its innards consisted of optical cabling and the computer data core Guinan had rescued from the ruins of the Ten Forward lounge aboard the wrecked U.S.S. Enterprise-D following its crash landing on the planet Veridian III thirty years earlier.

You can look pretty on the outside, but it’s what’s on the inside that counts, she thought. Much like myself.

“Hello, Jason,” she said as she maneuvered around the bar to the man sitting on a stool near the door. He was an older human male, approaching his one hundredth birthday as Guinan recalled, yet still retaining a sharp awareness in his eyes and posture that identified him as a retired Starfleet officer.

“Afternoon, Guinan,” he said, tapping a finger to the corner of his forehead in an informal salute. “If you don’t mind an old man’s opinion, I think purple is your color.”

Glancing down at her flowing dress, Guinan touched one hand to the wide brim of the garment’s matching hat. “This old thing?” Even after all these years, she still preferred this simple yet elegant mode of dress when working behind her bar. It was a habit she had picked up well before joining her old friend Jean-Luc Picard aboard his new command nearly four decades earlier, but her tenure with the Enterprise-D had seen fit to cement the fashion choice, if not for all time, then very likely until most of the people currently patronizing 10 Forward had shuffled off this mortal coil.

Eyeing the pilsner glass before Jason, she noted it was less than half full of the dark brown ale that was his preferred beverage. “Ready for another one?”

The old man lifted his glass in salute. “You know me too well, my friend.”

“All too well.” Like many of her regulars, Guinan knew he also accepted no replicated substitutes but insisted on the real thing, and to that end Guinan made sure to keep an ample supply of the stout along with several other favorite brands on tap.

Gesturing to one of her bartenders, a young human woman with brilliant blue hair styled in a pixie cut and who was already heading in their direction, Guinan said, “Christa will take good care of you.”

“Count on it, Admiral,” Christa said, flashing Jason a dazzling smile as she reached for a clean glass and pulled the tap on his beer of choice. “Now, go easy on this stuff. You promised to take me dancing later.”

Jason frowned. “I did?” Then, as Christa slid the glass across the bar to him, he nodded. “If the lady says I did, then so I did.”

“You always give up that easy?” asked Guinan.

Holding up the fresh glass, Jason replied, “I never give up.”

“Fine.” Guinan shrugged. “Straight to surrender, then.”

Jason’s eyes narrowed and he offered a somewhat conspiratorial grin in reply. “I never surrender, either,” he said before taking a long pull from the dark stout. “Dancing it is, my dear.”

It was a variation on the same banter exchanged between the three of them whenever they all were present together at the bar. Christa’s demeanor with the patrons was one of 10 Forward’s hallmarks, after all, and Jason was nothing more than a charming gentleman who took the teasing with aplomb. In all the years Guinan had known him, he had never once overindulged on drink, let alone become unpleasant from the effects of intoxication. He came in no less than twice a week, ate a hearty meal with his two or three beers, and never once uttered an unkind word to anyone. Not that it mattered. Even if he or anyone else exhibited such conduct, Christa was more than capable of showing the offender the error of their ways.

Such people never seemed to show up during the lunch rush, for which Guinan was thankful.

As was normal for this time of day, the bar was just over half full, with tables as well as stools at the bar occupied by a nice mix of regulars and new faces, all enjoying their midday meal before returning to their own places of employment. In the case of three young individuals, that meant taking their lunch break while on liberty from Starfleet Academy. The cadet uniforms stood out from the rest of the patrons, but they were not out of place, as the bar was a destination favored by many Starfleet personnel. Though their uniforms were familiar, their faces were new. Their collar insignia identified them as first-year cadets, so they likely were here after learning about the bar from other, more seasoned cadets or perhaps even one of their instructors.

They seem to get younger all the time, she mused, watching as one of the cadets, a tall, trim human male with dark hair, took his turn with the dartboard mounted near the bar’s far corner while his companions looked on. He had already thrown two darts, each of which had hit the inner double bullseye at the board’s center, as his friends, an Andorian man and a human woman, looked on. Guinan watched him toss the third dart toward the board. It struck just inside the single, outer bullseye, much to his disappointment and his friends’ elation.

“Three darts, three kills,” said the young woman. “That’s what you said, right?”

Pointing to the board, the man said, “Come on, Jaime. That’s three in the bullseye.”

“One’s in the outer ring,” replied the Andorian. “That is not ‘dead center,’ as you suggested you could hit with all three darts.”

The human cadet replied, “We’re talking about a few millimeters at most, Tha’Vek.”

“Life’s all about the details, Kyle,” said Jaime, making no effort to hide her smile. “A bet’s a bet. Next round’s on you.”

With what Guinan perceived as a final albeit good-humored attempt to salvage his perceived victory, the man, Kyle, said, “Okay, fine. How about double or nothing?”

“We are due back at the Academy within the hour,” said Tha’Vek.

Moving to the dartboard, Kyle extracted the trio of darts before resuming his place at the throw line marked on the floor. “So we play now, and collect winnings next time.”

Jaime replied, “You want to dig a deeper hole? Be my guest, but all three need to hit the inner bullseye.” For the first time, she noticed Guinan observing the proceedings from her seat behind the corner of the bar. “Isn’t that right?”

“It is in my house.” Guinan smiled. “If you can’t hit dead center, why are you even bothering?”

“That sounds like a challenge.” Kyle grinned. “How about if I hit three dead center and you clear my tab?”

Guinan offered a mock sigh. “That might be fun for you, but what’s in it for me?”

Holding out the darts to her, the cadet replied, “How about you hit three dead center and I double the credits I owe.”

There’s always one, thought Guinan. While she had acquired a reputation among her regulars for being a skilled darts player, there was always a newcomer. As often as not, they were cocky first-year cadets looking past the months and even years of study and lectures and tests. Instead, their heads were filled with visions of themselves on the bridge of a starship at the bleeding edge of the “final frontier,” as Starfleet had called it since taking its first bold steps into the vast unknown that was the galaxy beyond this one little world. Riding high after reading or learning about the adventures of famous figures who had made their indelible mark on the annals of exploration, said self-assured young cadets often imagined their own names spoken in the same breath with those heroes of years and centuries past.

In her experience, not one of them could play a game of darts worth a damn.

“It’s a trap,” said Jason from where he still sat at the bar, and Guinan noticed most of his second beer was now gone. “I mean for you, Cadet.” He smirked at the three young Starfleet hopefuls while pointing to her. “Run while you still can. She’s an ace, that one. A real dragon slayer.”

Guinan shook her head. “It was only one dragon, and it was a small one.”

“That’s not the way I heard it,” said Christa from the other end of the bar, adding fuel to the proverbial fire. “They’ve been telling that story on Berengaria VII since I was a kid.”

The young woman cadet, Jaime, asked, “For real?”

Pointing to the booths near the bar’s front windows, Christa said, “Where do you think the leather on those seats came from?”

Everyone within earshot laughed at the question, and even Jaime smiled before nudging Kyle’s arm. “You might be in trouble.”

“It’s worth it to find out.” Kyle again offered the darts to Guinan. “You game?”

Guinan moved from behind the bar. Holding out her hand, she accepted the darts from the smiling cadet before stepping to the throw line. It had been a while since she had last partaken of the game, but she was confident her old skills would return.

“I’m getting a little old for this sort of thing.” Her comment elicited knowing chuckles from Christa, Jason, and a few of the bar’s other longtime regulars.

“Do you need some warm-up throws?” asked Kyle.

Instead of replying, Guinan tossed the first dart while looking at him instead of the board.

Reactions from various onlookers along with the expression on Kyle’s face told her she had hit her mark. His smile vanished, replaced by obvious concern.

“You hustled me,” he said.

Guinan shook her head. “No. I warned you.” She held up the second dart, closing her eyes before throwing it. She heard it strike the board, a sound drowned out by cheers from patrons around the bar.

Just before she opened her eyes, she sensed… something. A presence? An energy field? It was faint, almost indiscernible, as though hovering at the very edges of her own consciousness. Whatever it was, it teased her senses, already more keen than those of many humanoid species and forever augmented thanks to her untimely encounter with the Nexus, a pocket of space-time in which she had found herself more than a century ago.

On those rare occasions when such feelings bid for her attention, they gave Guinan cause for concern.

“Guinan? You okay?” It was Christa, and when Guinan turned toward the voice it was to see her bartender eyeing her with worry. “You just sort of faded out there for a second.”

The sensation, whatever it was, seemed to have vanished, and Guinan frowned. “I’m not sure. It was just for a moment, but I don’t know how to describe it. I almost felt like—”

Her next words died in her throat as an intense white-blue light exploded from the front door, bathing the entire bar in its brilliance. Guinan threw her free hand up to shield her eyes, and she was in time to see the outline of a lone figure standing at the entrance. It was a humanoid, she thought, with long dark hair. A woman?

That was her last thought before the light washed away everything.
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McKinley Station, Earth

“U.S.S. Titan, arriving.”

Despite the last fading whine of the transporter beam ringing in Seven’s ears, she caught the familiar sound of the bosun’s whistle along with the formal announcement of her beaming aboard. She knew from past experience the declaration was being transmitted throughout the ship, a throwback tradition to the naval vessels of old Earth and instituted by Captain Shaw. While Seven herself had little use for such pomp and circumstance, the loss of the Titan’s former commanding officer was still a fresh wound for the ship’s surviving crew. Allowing a few of Shaw’s personal preferences to continue, at least for the time being, seemed a logical and compassionate choice.

With the bosun’s call over, only the omnipresent hum of the ship’s power systems remained as it resonated across and through every surface. To Seven, it was a few steps in the direction of returning to normalcy. Her years aboard Voyager and other vessels, Starfleet and otherwise, had given her an appreciation for the comforting sound that represented the very heartbeat of any ship. Looking to the room’s far end, she noted the trim Vulcan male with close-cropped black hair standing behind the transporter console. He wore a commander’s rank insignia on the collar of his impeccable uniform, which bore the gold highlights of Starfleet’s operations division. His hands clasped behind his back, he offered a formal nod in greeting.

“Captain Seven of Nine. Commander Musiker. Welcome aboard. I am Commander Solev, temporarily assigned as Titan’s chief engineer while the ship undergoes its forthcoming repairs and refit.”

Stepping down from the pad, Seven said, “Thank you, Commander. I haven’t yet had an opportunity to consider permanent assignments for certain key positions, including the chief engineer.” Replacing those crewmembers lost during the ship’s previous, ill-fated mission, including senior staff, would be as daunting a task as it was sobering to contemplate. She glanced around the transporter room. “How much experience do you have with Constitution III ships?”

“I was on the original design team for this class of vessel, Captain, serving as a warp propulsion specialist.” Stepping around the console, Solev approached Seven and Musiker. “I later served for a year as chief engineer aboard the Endeavour during its shakedown cruise.”

Moving to stand beside Seven, Musiker asked, “Between design work and practical experience, how would you rank yourself in comparison to other engineers qualified to serve as chief engineer aboard this design of starship?”

Solev’s left eyebrow cocked, as though the Vulcan was intrigued by the question. “Given the casualties sustained as part of the recent Borg infiltration attempt, which included several members of the Constitution III development team, I would rank myself first within the parameters you specified.”

“That’s how I’d rank you, too,” said Seven. “To be fair, I already knew the answer because we both reviewed your personnel file. Unless you have an objection or another commitment, I’d like to formalize your posting to the Titan as my chief engineer.”

Appearing to take her response in stride—for a Vulcan, at least—Solev replied, “If I may beg the captain’s pardon, why would you and Commander Musiker ask your questions if you were already familiar with my record and had apparently made your decision prior to your arrival?”

“I just wanted to see how you’d answer,” replied Seven. “We don’t know each other, Commander, but I learned a long time ago that a captain needs to have a close, trusting relationship with their senior officers. That includes the individual tasked with maintaining the ship’s performance, because that responsibility absolutely means the lives of everyone aboard are in that person’s hands.” She raised her hand and offered a traditional Vulcan salute. “Peace and long life, Commander Solev.”

Though she did not think it was possible, Solev’s eyebrow seemed to rise even higher. “Admiral Janeway and Captain Tuvok taught you well.” He returned the salute. “Live long and prosper, Captain Seven of Nine.” He then surprised her by extending his hand, which Seven shook.

“I think ‘Seven’ is sufficient going forward. What’s your assessment of the Titan’s repair and refit schedule?”

Returning his hands behind his back, Solev replied, “The damage sustained from the Borg attack as well as the events you endured before that battle is considerable, but it is repairable. Starfleet has authorized several upgrades throughout the ship originally intended for the complement of Constitution III starships currently being constructed. At the completion of these repairs and upgrades, the Titan and the other vessels in its class will be among the most advanced ships in the fleet.”

“I’ve been staying updated on the design specs and revisions,” said Musiker. “The commander is absolutely right; we’re going to have ourselves one hell of a muscle car when we roll out of Spacedock.”

Though Solev’s expression remained fixed, Seven was certain she saw a minuscule quiver in the right corner of the Vulcan’s mouth. It was his sole emotional response to Musiker’s comment, vanishing as quickly as it had appeared.

“Colloquially expressed, Commander, but still an astute observation.” Turning his attention back to Seven, he asked, “I know you are quite familiar with the ship and its systems, Captain, but I am at your disposal should you desire an escort while conducting your tour and inspections.”

Seven raised a hand. “I’m sure you have more important matters demanding your attention, Mister Solev. I won’t keep you from your duties any longer.”

With a slight bow of his head, the engineer replied, “As you wish.” Then, after a noticeable pause, he added, “It is my understanding that you both are accomplished practitioners of kal-toh. I also find the game stimulating and would welcome the challenge. Perhaps after a meal one evening when our respective duties permit?”

“I’d enjoy that.” Seven had first played the Vulcan strategy game many years earlier while aboard Voyager, and she knew Musiker had developed her own talent for it along with a working knowledge of games and other recreational activities from a number of cultures. As Musiker had described it, she regarded such things as soft skills that came in handy during her time working as a deep-cover agent for Starfleet Intelligence.

“Be careful, Solev,” said Musiker. “I still have scars from our last game.”

Solev’s eyebrow lifted again. “I will take your warning under advisement, Commander.”

They all exited the transporter room, with the Vulcan making his way down the curving corridor to their left before disappearing from sight and leaving Seven and Musiker alone.

“Only a skeleton crew aboard,” said Musiker as she and Seven made their way to a nearby turbolift and Seven directed it to the ship’s bridge. “Department heads and some support personnel making final preparations before the ship’s moved to the Copernicus shipyards.”

Seven knew the journey to Luna, Earth’s moon, would be short, after which the Titan would spend the better part of the next year there while undergoing the bulk of its rehabilitation before returning to Spacedock for final outfitting. As the ship’s captain, Seven would have little in the way of official duties on board during the evolution, instead devoting her time to familiarizing herself with the vessel’s new and upgraded systems while reviewing personnel files in order to build out the Titan’s crew complement. She would also undertake the various courses of advanced study Starfleet demanded of newly promoted starship commanders. Musiker’s schedule would resemble hers in a great many ways, including her own remedial studies as she reacclimated herself to line-officer duty after years spent in the intelligence community. It had been nearly twenty years since she last served as a first officer, aboard the U.S.S. Verity under Admiral Picard’s command during their role in the ultimately futile Romulan evacuation effort.

The turbolift slowed to a halt and the doors opened, flooding the car with the familiar sounds of the Titan’s bridge in full operation. Stepping out of the lift, Seven quickly scanned the compartment from left to right, noting the status of each workstation. Only two officers, a female human and a male who at least looked human, were present, both lieutenants who snapped to prompt attention upon noticing the new arrivals.

“Captain on the bridge,” announced Sidney La Forge, the new pip on her collar identifying her recent promotion to lieutenant, junior grade. The formal acknowledgment over, the younger woman’s bearing relaxed and she offered a wide smile. “Welcome back, Captain.” There was no hiding the emphasis on Seven’s own new rank. “It’s nice to see you, too, Commander Musiker.”

Seven turned to the male officer still standing at attention, whose uniform identified him as a member of the ship’s operations division. “As you were, Lieutenant.” She managed to hold back the smile that almost escaped. “Let’s not pull any muscles on the first day.” Noting his rank as that of a full lieutenant, she asked, “You’re the senior officer on duty?”

Relaxing, the younger officer replied, “Yes, Captain. Lieutenant Amaron Vandis. I’m—” He paused, his expression turning somber. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’m one of the recent crew replacements.”

“There’s no need to apologize, Lieutenant,” said Musiker, sharing a knowing look with Seven. “We’re happy to have you aboard. I recall your name from the updated crew roster I received this morning. You’re from Betazed, yes?”

Vandis nodded. “That’s correct, Commander.”

“Excellent. I’ll be setting up interviews with all the new personnel, beginning with those of you lucky enough to already be here. What’s your normal duty posting?”

“Engineering,” replied the lieutenant. “But with just a skeleton crew aboard, Commander Solev has us all rotating through bridge duty.”

Seven asked, “You know the commander?”

“Yes, ma’am. My first tour after the Academy was aboard the Gloucester, but for the past year I’ve been assigned to the Copernicus fleet yards. After… after everything that happened, my department head knew they’d be pulling people from everywhere to recrew ships, so I requested a transfer to the Titan. Commander Solev added me to the refit team so I could spend the next year getting acquainted with all the new systems.”

“There are days when
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