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Ship’s log, stardate 500146.3, First
Officer William T. Riker reporting . . .

Captain Picard remains missing, transported away
by Q, who alone knows when and if the captain will
return to the Enterprise. In his absence, I have
barely managed to preserve both the ship and the
crew, despite the best efforts of the gaseous life-form
known as the Calamarain.

Our situation remains grave. To escape the Cala-
marain, we have taken refuge within the outer
fringes of the galactic barrier. Although our shields,
modified to absorb psychokinetic energy from the
barrier itself, protect us from the worst of its effects,
we cannot remain immune to the destructive force of
the barrier indefinitely. Already the more telepathi-
cally sensitive members of the crew are experiencing
discomfort and even pain from the excess of psychic
energy composing the barrier and now surrounding
the ship.

Due to damage inflicted by both the Calamarain
and the barrier, our warp engines are inoperative,
and we have lost artificial gravity in large portions of
the saucer section, including the bridge. I can only
hope that we can complete the most needed repairs
before we are forced to exit the barrier and reenter
our galaxy, perhaps to face the Calamarain
again. . . .
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Prologue

LET THE ENDING BEGIN. Begin the end of eternity. . . .

It was finally happening. After endless, empty acons
of exile, his liberation was at hand. Balls were rolling.
Gears were turning. A shiny, silver key had inserted
itself into the eternal lock and now awaited only a
flick of the wrist to open wide the gate and let him
back into that vast array of suns and planets and
moons and swirling nebulae from which he had so
long been barred.

Turn the key. Set me free. Free me, me, me!

Time, too much time, had taken its toll on the
orderly procession of his thoughts, but not his infa-
mous ingenuity and enthusiasm. He could scarcely
wait to make his mark on the galaxy once more, teach
it the true meaning of terror and torment. He’d pick
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up right where he left off —before Q spoiled every-
thing.

All due to Q, and Q and Q, too.

Already a tiny portion of himself, the merest sliver
of his soul, had slipped into a crack in the wall,
merging with one of the crude and contemptible
creatures there, peering out through its obsolete ocu-
lar apparatus, while the rest of him snapped and
scratched impatiently at the primordial partition that
had defied him for longer than his scattered mind
could begin to encompass, but not for very much
longer. He is the key. The key is me. The key to set me
free. He had seen things through the primitive eyes of
his avatar within the wall, seen the child of Q and Q,
the child of the future.

My future. Mine! he roared at the silent wall, while
spider legs of extended thought capered and clawed
and craved release. Hear me Q? Hear me here . . . and
now. He probed for further cracks in the wall, shouted
into the flickering fissures.

Now the end has begun. Begin the end of Q. . . .




Chapter One

Ship’s log, stardate 500146.3, First Officer Wil-
liam T. Riker reporting.

Captain Picard remains missing, transported
away by Q, who alone knows when and if the
captain will return to the Enterprise. In his
absence, I have barely managed to preserve both
the ship and the crew, despite the best efforts of
the gaseous life-form known as the Calamarain.

Our situation remains grave. To escape the
Calamarain, we have taken refuge within the
outer fringes of the galactic barrier. Although our
shields, modified to absorb psychokinetic energy
Jrom the barrier itself, protect us from the worst of
its effects, we cannot remain immune to the
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destructive force of the barrier indefinitely. Al-
ready the more telepathically sensitive members
of the crew are experiencing discomfort and even
pain from the excess of psychic energy composing
the barrier and now surrounding the ship.

Due to damage inflicted by both the Cala-
marain and the barrier, our warp engines are
inoperative, and we have lost artificial gravity in
large portions of the saucer section, including the
bridge. I can only hope that we can complete the
most needed repairs before we are forced to exit
the barrier and reenter our galaxy, perhaps to
face the Calamarain again.

LIEUTENANT BAETA LEYORO’s pain-racked cry echoed
throughout the bridge. If not for the lack of gravity,
she would have surely collapsed to the hard duranium
floor; instead the stricken security officer levitated in
midair, her body doubled over in agony as the psychic
flux of the barrier set her synapses on fire. A plait of
black hair rose from her scalp, swaying like a cobra
about to strike. A heart-wrenching whimper escaped
her lips, squeezing out from between tightly clenched
teeth.

Riker blamed himself. I should have sent her to
sickbay immediately, the moment I realized that her
augmented nervous system made her uniquely vulnera-
ble to the barrier. Instead he had waited until it was
too late, with the result that she had succumbed to her
seizure halfway between her post and the turbolift.
But now was no time to second-guess himself. “Beam
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her directly to sickbay,” he ordered, then slapped the
comm badge on his chest. “Riker to Dr. Crusher.
Lieutenant Leyoro requires emergency care. Expect
her at once.”

Even as he warned Beverly of the incoming patient,
a shimmering silver glow enveloped the floating, fetal
form of Leyoro. Thank heavens the transporters are
still working, Riker thought, relieved that Leyoro
could benefit from that technology at least, even if
their jury-rigged deflectors, experimentally altered by
Lieutenant Barclay and Data, had not been enough to
protect her. The scintillating twinkle of the transport-
er effect shone even brighter amid the dimly lit bridge,
where only flashing red-alert signals provided any
illumination at all. Even the blue tracking lights that
routinely ran along the floor of the bridge had been
snuffed out by the abuse the Enterprise had sustained
over the last several hours.

Riker’s own head throbbed in sympathy with
Leyoro; he suspected that his long-standing telepathic
bond with Deanna had increased his sensitivity as
well, weakening his brain’s defenses against the psy-
chic barrage. Swollen veins pounded beneath his
temples and brow, although the ache was not yet
fierce enough to make him abandon his post. My
brain will have to explode first, he vowed defiantly, his
jaw set squarely beneath his black beard. He nodded
grimly as Leyoro vanished in a cascade of sparks that
swiftly evaporated before his eyes.

“Got her,” Beverly’s voice confirmed via his comm
badge. “Crusher out.”
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Convinced that Leyoro’s fate now rested in the

capable hands of the ship’s medical officer, Riker
leaned forward in the captain’s chair and turned his
attention to other pressing matters. A brilliant violet
glow emanated from the forward viewscreen, catching
his eye. Overloaded by the immeasurable radiance of
the galactic barrier, the screen had initially gone dead
upon their entry into the mysterious wall of energy.
Now the screen flared back to life, but only to show a
brighter form of blankness, filled from top to bottom
by an undifferentiated display of pure luminosity.
The glare from the screen pierced his eyes. “Someone
dim the main viewer,” he instructed gruffly.

“Affirmative, Commander,” Data responded.
Seated at Ops, the gold-skinned android manipulated
the controls at his station. Scorch marks along the
console’s polished metal casing testified to the rigors
of their recent battle against the Calamarain, as did
numerous other scars all around the bridge. A frag-
ment of torn polyduranide sheeting drifted past Ri-
ker’s face, free from the downward pull of gravity, and
he batted it away with a wave of his hand. On the
screen, the phosphorescent effulgence of the galactic
barrier faded to a more subdued but equally uninfor-
mative gleam. “Is that acceptable, Commander?”
Data inquired calmly.

“That will do, Mr. Data,” Riker said. The sooner
they put the barrier behind them, the better. He
tapped his comm badge again. “Riker to La Forge.
What’s our warp status?”

Geordi’s voice answered him from Engineering,
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sounding more than a little harried. “We’ve patched
up the plasma-injection system, but the warp-field
coils in the starboard nacelle still need a lot of work.
We’re talking another hour at least.”

“Understood,” Riker acknowledged. There was no
need to urge La Forge to hurry; the engineering chief
knew full well how shaky their shields were compared
with the awesome power of the barrier. The devil of it
is, Riker thought, we don’t even know why the Cala-
marain attacked us in the first place, even though it
obviously had something to do with the barrier. Were
the gaseous entities still waiting for the Enterprise
outside the wall? Riker didn’t want to find out until
he knew the ship could make a quick escape at warp
speed. With any luck, the Calamarain will have given
us up for dead the moment we flew into the barrier.

“I certainly hope you’re not planning to sit here
forever,” said a voice to his left, belonging to a tall,
auburn-haired woman who had usurped Deanna’s
seat in the command area. Her tone could be de-
scribed as patronizing at best, contemptuous at worst.
“As impressive and mystifying as our surroundings
must appear to creatures of your ilk, I'm afraid I grew
accustomed to such spectacles several millennia ago.”
She raised an impeccably manicured hand to her
mouth in an only partially successful attempt to stifle
a yawn. “Can’t you do something just to liven things
up a bit?”

The woman in question, balancing a sleepy toddler
upon her knee, was reportedly Q’s wife and the
mother of his child, two propositions that frankly

#



Creg Cox

boggled Riker’s mind whenever he cared to think of
them, which definitely wasn’t now. “If we’re not
sufficiently entertaining for you, you’re more than
welcome to leave,” he informed her. Ever since she
had refused to use her Q-like omnipotence to rescue
the Enterprise from its current predicament, let alone
enlighten him as to what Q had done with Captain
Picard, he had resolved not to let either her or her
child distract him from his duty.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said haughtily. The pips
on the collar of her fake Starfleet uniform identified
her (inaccurately) as a five-star admiral. Typical, Riker
thought; from what he had seen so far, the female Q’s
ego was easily a match for her husband’s. ““I told you
before, I intend to find out what precisely my es-
teemed spouse and partner finds so intriguing about
this primitive vessel, no matter how excruciatingly
tedious that task proves to be. Besides,” she added,
smiling indulgently at her small son, clad in equally
counterfeit Starfleet attire, “little q enjoys your abo-
riginal antics.”

“Ant-ticks!” q burbled happily. He waved a pudgy
little hand, and a parade of tiny insects suddenly
appeared on the floor of the command area, marching
single file past the elevated captain’s chair and across
the top of Riker’s gravity boots. Despite his determi-
nation to ignore Q’s visiting relations as much as
possible, the first officer had to suppress a shudder at
this reminder of the seemingly harmless infant’s abili-
ties. Such amazing power in the hands of a child was
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enough to send a chill down a Vulcan’s spine. Like the
original Q isn’t immature enough, he thought.

Naturally, q’s mother was charmed by her off-
spring’s naive misunderstanding. “Oh, isn’t that ador-
able?” she said. Propelled by the motion of their
miniature limbs, the insects began to lift off from the
floor, adding to the ash and debris in the air. Fortu-
nately, the female Q scooped up the floating bugs with
a net she materialized from nowhere, then consigned
both the net and its chittering contents to oblivion.
“I'm sorry, dearest,” she explained to the child,
patting him on the head, “but our present surround-
ings are barbaric enough without any additional infes-
tations.”

Baby q objected strenuously to the sudden disap-
pearance of his playthings. He scrunched up his face
and let out an earsplitting squall while simultaneously
kicking his little legs. His tantrum shook the entire
bridge, which lurched from side to side, nearly throw-
ing Riker out of his chair. Behind him, he heard
Ensign Sondra Berglund, who had replaced Leyoro at
tactical, stumble awkwardly in her heavy magnetic
boots. “That’s enough,” he barked at the female Q.
“He’s your child. Do something about him.”

To his surprise, the woman actually looked
abashed, as if she feared the child’s behavior reflected
poorly on her parenting skills. “Now, now,” she
cooed to q in a soothing tone, ‘““you can play with your
funny arthropods another time.” Accompanied by a
brief flash of white light, an enticing jumja treat
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appeared in q’s balled-up fist. Not surprisingly, the
delectable glop-on-a-stick successfully distracted q,
who abandoned his uproar in favor of sucking ener-
getically on the sugary confection. “There,” his moth-
er said approvingly. “Isn’t that better?”

Although the candy calmed the child, it also made
something of a mess. Riker already spotted sticky
handprints all over Troi’s customary seat. Deanna
herself was currently in sickbay, under the care of Dr.
Crusher. He allowed himself a moment of concern
regarding Deanna’s safety, praying that the doctor’s
efforts had protected Deanna, with her empathic
sensitivity, from the barrier. Be well, imzadi, he
thought.

Deanna’s Betazoid gifts rendered her unusually
susceptible to the concentrated psionic energy sur-
rounding the ship, as were their civilian passengers:
Professor Lem Faal of Betazed, and his two children.
As full telepaths, the Faal family were probably more
at risk than anyone else aboard the Enterprise. For
that reason, he had ordered all three Betazoids, along
with Deanna, to sickbay before they even entered the
barrier. He’d hoped that precaution would be enough
to keep their guests safe, but, insanely, Faal had
caused a disturbance in sickbay, attacking Deanna
and escaping with his son. Even now, security was
searching for the missing patients.

I knew Faal was upset about his experiment being
called off due to the unexpected attack of the Cala-
marain, but I never expected him to resort to violence.
Thank heavens, Deanna wasn'’t seriously harmed,

10
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Riker thought, or I'd be tempted to beam him to the
Calamarain myself.

At tactical, Ensign Berglund had regained her foot-
ing. “Shield strength is fluctuating, Commander,” she
reported, “by variances of twenty percent and more.”
Her eyes never left the display panel. “I’'m doing my
best to stabilize the deflectors, but it’s not working.”

Riker glanced quickly at Lieutenant Reginald Bar-
clay, now positioned at the secondary aft science
station. It had been Barclay’s idea to divert telekinetic
energy from the barrier to the ship’s shields by way of
the organic bio-neural gel packs in the Enterprise’s
computer system, a hastily improvised tactic that had
proven successful . . . so far.

“The gel packs are still absorbing energy from the
barrier,” Barclay assured Riker, gulping nervously,
“but it’s hard to quantify. I had to reroute the
monitoring program to science two after the engineer-
ing station exploded.” He cast a wary look at the
charred remains of the main engineering console,
only a few stations away. “The gel packs were never
intended to serve as batteries for psychic energy, so
there are no established parameters to judge their
efficiency.”

“This is correct, Commander,” Data confirmed. He
had carefully evaluated Barclay’s preliminary findings
earlier, as had Geordi La Forge. “Prolonged exposure
to the barrier is causing a significant percentage of
bio-neural circuitry to incinerate. At present, energy
absorption exceeds extinction by a rate of approxi-
mately forty-seven-point-three-four percent, averaged
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over the duration of our stay in the barrier, but at any
given moment the quantity of energy available to the
deflector array can vary dramatically, just as Ensign
Berglund reports.”

Riker nodded. “Let me know the instant the scale
tips the other way. Ensign Clarze,” he instructed the
young Deltan crewman at the conn, “set a course that
takes us straight out of the barrier in the shortest
possible time. When we go, I want to leave here in a
hurry.”

“Yes, sir,” Clarze said. Riker had been impressed
by the way the inexperienced ensign had kept his cool
during this crisis, coping with both the hostile activi-
ties of the Calamarain as well as the always unsettling
caprices of Q and his kin. He resolved to make a note
of this the next time he and Deanna completed their
personnel evaluation reports, assuming any of them
came out of this alive. He gazed at the lambent glow
of the main viewer. Somewhere beyond that incan-
descent haze, the Milky Way waited for them, as did,
perhaps, an angry and homicidal mass of sentient
plasma.

Where are the Calamarain? Riker brooded. And,
Jjust as importantly, where is Captain Picard?
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Chapter Two

- Six hundred thousand years ago:

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE??”

The booming voice came without warning, rever-
berating through space-time and startling five celestial
figures, in addition to two more who looked on
anonymously from a slightly different phase of reality.
Jean-Luc Picard, late of the Starship Enterprise, stood
amid the starry vastness of space, accompanied by Q,
his self-appointed guide on this forced excursion
through galactic prehistory, and watched, as through
a one-way mirror, as Q’s younger self faced the
consequences of his fateful alliance with the mali-
cious cosmic entity who called himself 0, as well as
with 0’s trio of malevolent cronies.

Like 0 and the others, Picard presently existed on a
sublimely magnified scale, such that stars and planets

13



Greg Cox

were no more than ball-sized spheres of matter and
burning gas in comparison. His gaze encompassed
parsecs of open space, and yet that stern and unforgiv-
ing voice seemed even larger than himself. Picard cast
a speculative glance at Q, then lifted his eyes heaven-
ward. “The Q Continuum, I presume?”’

“Just so,” Q affirmed. Clad in the latest Starfleet
uniform, he gestured toward his younger self, stand-
ing a few light-years away. More than a hint of
melancholy tinged his ordinarily sarcastic voice. “In
truth, I wasn’t too surprised, even then. I could hardly
expect the Continuum to overlook the small matter of
a premature supernova, not to mention the total
destruction of a major spacefaring civilization.”

Still saddened by the tragedy, Picard looked back
over his shoulder at the lifeless void that was all that
remained of the mighty Tkon Empire, destroyed by 0
in a fit of pique after his underlings failed to subvert
its civilization. Where once a sophisticated and admi-
rable people, numbering in the trillions, had spread
their culture throughout their solar system and be-
yond, achieving heights of technological wizardry
exceeding those of the Federation, the detonation of
their sun, brought on abruptly by 0’s supernatural
puissance, had extinguished nearly every trace of
their existence, leaving only a few scattered ruins on
distant outposts to mark their passing. Picard could
still feel the relentless tug of the black hole the Tkon’s
sun had become. Invisible to his naked eye, even in
this transfigured state, the dense gravitational vortex
pulled on him like an undertow, so that Picard found
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~ himself leaning forward to counter its attractive force.
What was done to the Tkon, he mused, was a crime of
interplanetary proportions. r

Now, it seemed, as detective Dixon Hill might put
it, the time had come to face the music. . . .

“I’m s-sorry,” the younger Q stammered, staring up
at the source of the bodiless voice. His fine attire,
which had resembled that of an eighteenth-century
European dandy, several hundred millennia ahead of
its time, transformed at once into a coarse and
. uncomfortable sackcloth robe. “I never meant for this
J to happen.”

\ In fact, Picard recalled, the young Q had played

 little part in the annihilation of the Tkon, had even
‘ ~ attempted to stop 0 once he realized what the other

[

|

was up to, but to no avail. At worst, he had been only
an unwilling accessory to genocide, not that this
seemed to have spared Q’s conscience much. After all,
if not for Q’s recklessness and gullibility, 0 and his
unholy associates would have never gained entry to
this reality in the first place. Q had promised to take
responsibility for 0 when he rescued the mysterious
wayfarer from some extradimensional wasteland. 0 in
turn had welcomed three lesser entities into Q’s
reality, making Q responsible by extension for the
depredations of these sinister beings, who now faced
judgment beside Q and their ruthless sponsor. Picard
wondered how much the other Q would hold the
young Q to his original promise.

~ “WHAT HAS BEEN DONE CANNOT BE UN-
DONE.”
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Young Q flinched beneath every syllable, just as his
older counterpart winced in sympathy. The mature Q
was clearly troubled by this peek at his ignominious
youth, but made no effort to intervene in what
transpired. Even the Q, Picard observed with a cer-
tain relief, drew the line when it came to tampering
with the past; not even the gods could erase yesterday,
no matter how much they might want to. Q obviously

survived this occasion, he inferred, or else he would

have never been able to torment me in the future. He
shook his head. Lucky me.

“It all started out as a game,” young Q tried to
explain, pleading for understanding with outstretched
hands, “a simple test of their resourcefulness. . . .”

“That’s enough, boy,” 0 interrupted harshly. Un-
like Q, he saw no need to discard his anachronistic
finery. His stylish velvet suit, olive green in hue,
looked even more elegant and ostentatious next to Q’s
penitent gray robe. The buckles on his polished black
shoes shone like silver, while one ruffled sleeve, Pi-
card noted, was scorched from when he had thrust his
merciless hand into the heart of the Tkon’s murdered
sun. “We’ve no need to justify ourselves to their sort.”

“But it’s the Continuum,” Q pointed out, while his
older self mouthed the very same words. This inci-
dent was obviously imprinted deeply in the later Q’s
memory. “They’ve come for us. They know what
we’ve done.”

“Stiffen your spine, I say, and shut your mouth.” 0
limped across the vacuum and rested a meaty hand
upon Q’s shoulder. His three henchmen, whom Q
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knew as Gorgan, (*), and The One, clustered behind
him, letting their leader face the judgment of the
Continuum. “We’re all in this together, Q. There’s no
backing out now.”

“YOU,” the stentorian voice targeted 0, sounding
not unlike Picard’s own resonant timbre. “YOU AND
YOUR FAMILIARS DO NOT BELONG HERE.
YOU MUST BE CAST OUT FOR ALL TIME.”

“I’ve heard that before,” O said with a chuckle,
then glared at the sky with icy blue eyes. He placed
his hands on his hips and thrust out his wide chin.
His raspy voice held not a note of regret or repen-
tance. “How dare you judge any of us, you pontificat-
ing pests? What do you know of the noble art of
testing developing species, forcing them to prove
their potential and worthiness to survive? Of the
guile and glory of pushing lesser life-forms to their
ultimate limits and beyond? What have you ever
done that can match what we have accomplished,
you cautious Continuum? We’re better than the lot
of you!”

“0!” young Q whispered frantically to his former
role model and mentor. Once 0’s insolent disregard
for the authority of the Continuum had thrilled and
delighted the callow superbeing, but that was before 0
had gotten him into real trouble. Before Tkon. Picard
could only imagine how tempted the elder Q must
have been to warn his younger self of impending
events.

“Don’t hide behind these sonorous sound effects,”
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0 challenged the bodiless voice. “Face us in person,

preternatural deity to preternatural deity, if you’ve
got the guts and gumption.”

“YOU ARE NOT WORTHY TO LOOK UPON
THE Q. YOU SHALL BE BANISHED FROM THIS
REALM.”

“Do your worst,” 0 dared the Continuum. Taking a
deep breath, he seemed to call upon his full strength,
just as he had when he froze the Coulalakritous into a
solid mass. A flickering aura formed around his
humanoid guise, along with a vague impression of
another, less substantial form superimposed upon his
anthropomorphic persona.

Once before, another half a million years in the
past, Picard had beheld this shadowy other aspect of
0. As then, the images were indistinct and almost
subliminal in nature, and all the more ominous for
their tantalizing and suggestive elusiveness. Try
though he did to discern the actual shape of 0’s alter
ego, Picard caught only transitory glimpses of whip-
ping tendrils that extended beyond the boundaries of
0’s human form like the unfurled wings of some alien
raptor. That which is only half-seen is all the more
troubling to the imagination, he reflected; although
Picard had often conversed comfortably with alien
beings who varied dramatically from the humanoid
model, what he spied of 0’s other form sent a chill

through his body. Or maybe it is just the implication of

deliberate deception that is so unnerving. What other
secrets might 0 be hiding?
Whatever his shape or origins, 0 remained a force
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to be reckoned with. Even separated from the scene
by one degree of existence, Picard felt the power
radiating from 0, stinging his exposed face and hands
like a freezing wind. “Stand fast,” he called out to Q
and the others, his gravelly voice rising to a thunder-
ous roar. “These censorious charlatans don’t know
whom they’re dealing with! If we stick together, we
can withstand any foe.”

But the cumulative force of the Continuum struck
like disruptor fire from a Romulan warbird, dispers-
ing 0’s ectoplasmic tentacles and sending him stagger-
ing backward into Gorgan and The One. Gorgan’s
voluminous robes and flowing white locks, suffused as
ever by a faint greenish aura, flapped like hung
laundry in a hurricane while The One’s gleaming
metal armor protected him only slightly better. His
stern and bearded visage blinked in the face of the
attack, the flesh of his face pulled tightly against the
skull beneath. Hovering above their heads, the glow-
ing crimson sphere that was (*) was stretched into a
faint, translucent oval by the concussive force di-
rected against them. “Do your worst!” 0 bellowed,
ribbons of smoke rising from his seared garments.
“T’ll not surrender, never again!” Pressing forward,
dragging his lame left leg behind him, he clenched his
fists and hurled blasts of pyrotechnic energy at his
unseen foes. Blazing fireballs arced like meteors
across the heavens, exploding into scarlet bursts of
light and heat so bright that Picard was forced to look
away.

“Here,” the Q beside him said, thrusting a tinted

19



Greg Cox

eyepiece, similar in style to Geordi La Forge’s old
VISOR, into Picard’s open hand. “I wouldn’t want
you to miss anything.”

Picard took the lenses without comment. Not ior
the first time, he wondered what Q’s purpose was in
showing all this to him. What have these fantastically
ancient events to do with my own life and times?

If 0’s fiery assault had any effect on the Continuum,
Picard saw no sign of it. 0 was powerful, no doubt, but
he was only one where the Continuum represented
the collective might of who knew how many. Of his
lackeys, only The One rose to his defense. “Bow not
to false gods!” He declared, flinging one thunderbolt
after another after 0’s fireballs. His austere, patriar-
chal features could’ve been carved from the hardest
Cardassian granite; even His long, forbidding beard
was stiff and unyielding. “Feel the sting of My Righ-
teous Fury.”

Despite the aid of The One, 0 began to lose ground.
Battered by the irresistible force of the Continuum,
the murderer of the Tkon Empire was forced to
retreat once more, spewing a trail of blinding confla-
grations behind him. Young Q felt the wrath of the
Continuum as well. He tumbled head over heels,
nearly rolling away from O and the others before 0
reached out and grabbed on to Q’s forearm, digging
his fingers into Q’s metaphysical flesh. “I'll never
yield, never I say,” the stranger gasped, squinting his
eyes against the impact of the Continuum’s offensive,
“but even the most courageous combatant knows
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when to retreat. Time to flee to fight again, Q. Get us
away from here!”

“What?” The beleaguered young godling looked
uncertain. Wringing his hands nervously, he looked
back and forth between 0 and the direction from
which the Q’s attack emerged. Can he see his fellow Q?
Picard wondered. Does he know too well how angry
they must be? The Continuum had punished Q before,
he recalled, for follies far less consequential than this.
“I don’t know what to do,” the youth said. “I’'m not
sure.”

“Don’t run, you fool,” the later Q whispered to his
young self, who, alas, could not hear the voice of
experience speaking. ‘“You’re only making it worse.”

“Run!” 0 urged him. He tossed away his stylish
brown wig, exposing his own reddish hair, tied in the
back. His black silk cravat had come undone, dan-
gling loosely around his neck. “We have to flee, Q,
now. Or are you prepared to take the blame for what
happened to the late, lamented Tkon Empire?” His
crippled leg dragged behind him, reminding Picard
that 0 was unable to travel faster than light without
Q’s assistance. ““Are you ready to pay for my crimes?”

“But it wasn’t my fault,” Q whimpered. His face
was contorted by fear and distress. Tears leaked from
his eyes. “Not all of it, not really.”

“Are you so sure of that?”’ 0 asked, showing him no
mercy. “Are you certain that the high-and-mighty Q
Continuum will see things the same way? From what
I’ve seen so far, they’re not the forgiving type.” A
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devilish grin stretched across his broad, ruddy face.
“They’ll deal with you most harshly of all, I'll wager.”

“YOU CANNOT OVERCOME US;,” the voice of
the Continuum intoned. “SUBMIT TO BANISH-
MENT OR RISK DESTRUCTION.”

“Don’t do it,” the older Q said, shaking his head
mournfully.

“Now’s the time,” 0 spat through clenched teeth. *“I
can’t hold them off any longer.”

He’s going to panic, Picard realized, only a heart-
beat before the young Q let out an inarticulate howl
and swept he, 0, and the rest of their infamous party
away in a flash of white light. Picard found himself
alone in deep space except for the continuing pres-
ence of the Q he was accustomed to. The rest of the
Continuum remained invisible to his senses.

“You don’t need to say anything, Picard,” his
companion said. “I know when I've made an ass of
myself.”

“Got a fine young maid,
Her dowry’s paid,

My fortunes made,

My plans are laid,

I'll sit awhile in shade. . . .”

Young Q shook his head in disbelief. 0 sounded
altogether too pleased with himself for someone who
had called down the judgment of the Continuum
upon them all. How could he sing at a time like this?
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I'm a fugitive, he realized, and an immortal one. My
life is over and it won’t ever end.

Dejected, he sat upon the ground, his knees drawn
up beneath his chin. The ground itself consisted of
solid dilithium, its crystalline surface worn smooth by
the ceaseless passage of the dense metallic liquid that
enveloped Q and his partners in crime. The metallic
sea, which covered the entire surface of the polished,
planet-sized mass of dilithium, extended for hun-
dreds of thousands of kilometers overhead before
eventually segueing into an even vaster expanse of
swirling helium and hydrogen vapors blown by
hurricane-force winds exceeding five hundred kilome-
ters an hour. The buried core of this gas giant, upon
which they now resided, located in what would some-
day be called the Detrian system, had been one of his
favorite hiding places when he was a child; it was like
being on the yolk of an enormous eye, shielded from
prying eyes by several layers of liquid and gaseous
shell. He had told no one about it, not even 0, but
never had he dreamed that he would someday use it to
hide out from justice. This isn’t the way it was
supposed to happen, he grieved.

“Maybe we should turn ourselves in,” he suggested,
looking up from the polished surface of the core. He
could no longer bear to stare at his own guilty
reflection. “Perhaps the Continuum will show mercy
if we surrender freely.”

0 did not respond to his suggestion, but instead
kept on skating and singing, missing only a beat or
two in the melody, as the lyrics took a peculiar turn:
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“Woe to those who are afraid, I
I've never looked kindly upon being betrayed. . ..”

Why is he looking at me? Q thought nervously. 0
was just singing, that’s all. “You don’t know the
Continuum like I do,” he insisted. “They can actually
be quite reasonable on occasion. I'm sure if we
explain ourselves, show them how matters simply got
out of hand, we could expect some leniency.”

“I venture I'd be quite dismayed. . . .”

Several meters away, skating blithely over the slick
crystal plane, 0 laughed out loud at the end of his
song. He retied his unfurled cravat as he coasted over
the solid dilithium. *“You’ve a lot to learn about being
a rebel, my naive young friend. Rule Number One:
Never surrender. Isn’t that right, fellows?”’

The other entities clustered nearby. The One had
formed Himself an impressive-looking dilithium
throne in which He sat rather too regally, Q thought, -
for One who had so recently been forced to flee for
His liberty. Gorgan looked significantly more agi-
tated, pacing back and forth behind The One’s
throne, the hem of his amethyst robe brushing the
ground. His immaterial form shimmered, looking
slightly less solid than a hologram. Silent as ever, (*)
hovered in the flowing currents of the metal sea, =
casting a bloodred radiance over the entire scene.

“Isn’t that right?” O repeated loudly, a dangerous
edge in his voice. Bubbles streamed from his lips,
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ascending toward the gaseous atmosphere far, far
above.

“Oh yes, certainly,” Gorgan piped up unctuously.
As always, his voice had a peculiarly unnatural echo,
as if it was generated artificially by a being whose lips
and lungs were merely simulcra of the real things.
“No surrender at all,” he insisted.

The One sat immobile upon His throne, His upper
limbs resting upon sculpted armrests. His golden
plate armor, medieval in style, showed no sign of rust
or corrosion, despite the liquid nature of this under-
sea hiding place. “The final battle is not yet fought.
My Might will endure unto the last.”

“That’s more like it,” 0 said gruffly, sliding toward
0. “An occasional reversal is to be expected when
you’re living boldly. I warned you there’d be danger,
Q. That’s the price you pay for taking chances.”

They were not entirely alone. Eyeless, segmented,
cylindrical life-forms, evolved to survive the incredi-
ble pressure of the gas giant’s lower depths, swam
through the molten dilithium, instinctively giving 0
and the others a wide berth. They’re smarter than I
was, Q thought, envying the primitive creatures. “Is
that what we’re doing?” he asked. “Living boldly?
Being rebels?”” He stared glumly at the horizon, where
the solid dilithium met the aqueous sky, refusing to
look at 0. “So why do I feel like some wretched
criminal on the run?”’

0 glared down at him. “‘All right then, let’s have this
out here and now. What are you so morose about?
The Tkon? Ephemeral creatures whom the universe

25



Greg Cox

will never miss. A million years from now? They’ll be
completely forgotten, while we go on forever. They
should be thankful they attracted our attention. At
least we’ll remember the fine sport they provided.
That’s a better legacy than most such mortals can
expect.”

“Sport?” Q jumped to his feet, practically shouting
in 0’s face. Blind eels, their sinuous bodies covered by
iridescent scales, swam away in alarm. “They didn’t
stand a chance. It wasn’t fair.”

“What does fair have to do with it?” 0 held his
ground. “Of course the outcome is always the same.
They’re just animals after all. Crude, corporeal crea-
tions fit only to provide us with a bit of diversion. It’s
the style with which such savage species are dis-
patched that matters, Q. You have to learn to appreci-
ate the elegance of extinction, the deft and delicate
dance of destruction.”

“You blew up their sun! You call that delicate?”” The
angry words came gushing out of him in a flood of
bubbles. He couldn’t have held the accusations back if
he wanted to. “I saw you, 0. I was there. You weren’t
concerned with style. You were just angry at the Tkon
because they beat Gorgan and the others at their own
morbid little games. They beat you—and you killed
them for it.”

“They were creatures!” 0 spat angrily. “Why can’t
you understand that? Creatures like that can’t beat
beings like us. It’s impossible by definition.” He
sneered scornfully at Q. “Don’t waste my time crying
over the poor, unfortunate Tkon. I know what your
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real problem is. You’re afraid. For the first time in
your puerile, immature existence, you’ve stepped
outside the boundaries set by that hidebound Contin-
uum of yours, and now you want to go scurrying back
in search of forgiveness.” He made a clucking sound
with his tongue. “I thought you were braver than that,
but maybe you’re just another timid little Q after all.”

“That’s not true,” Q shot back, but with less
certainty than with which he had spoken for the
Tkon.

“Isn’t it?” 0 asked. “Where’s the Q who pulled me
through the Guardian of Forever, and the devil with
the consequences? I thought you wanted to be differ-
ent from your conservative brethren. I thought you
wanted to make your mark on the multiverse, maybe
even give the rest of the Continuum a much-needed
jolt or two. I thought you wanted adventure and
excitement and glory.”

“Idid. Ido.I...I...” He didn’t know what he
wanted anymore.

“That’s not what it looks like to me. One little
scolding from the other Q and suddenly all your
revolutionary zeal and ambition collapses like a
chronal wave in a transtemporal field.” Without
warning, 0 shoved Q hard enough to knock the
younger entity off his feet. Q landed with a bump onto
the ground, his flailing limbs churning up the viscous
fluid surrounding him, creating short-lived eddies in
the flowing dilithium. “See,” his assailant taunted, “a
little pressure and you fall right over. You can’t even
stand up for your own convictions.”
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Is that true? Q wondered, sprawled upon the glossy
surface of the core. Am I merely afraid of getting
caught? He was afraid of what the Continuum might
do certainly, and with good reason, but was that all he
felt at this moment? Maybe 0 was right and wrong at
the same time, at least where Q was concerned. This is
absurd, he thought angrily, too disgusted by himself
and this entire situation to even bother climbing to
his feet again. I'm a Q. I know all there is to know. So
how come I can’t even figure myself out? '

“What I didn’t realize, in the greenness of my
youth,” the later Q said from a few meters (and one
plane of reality) away, “was that I had far more
options than simply 0 or the Continuum. There were
an infinite number of ways I could amuse myself, and
scandalize my fellow Q, without throwing my lot in
with 0 and his motley band.” A deep-dwelling eel,
taking a long detour around the five fugitives, passed
through the older Q’s torso as though he wasn’t there.
“As you must have noticed, mon capitaine, T've
hardly required assistance to make your humdrum
life more interesting.”

Picard decided to let that remark pass. He’d ex-
changed enough repartee with Q to last him a life-
time. He was rather more interested in finding out
what happened next to the younger version of Q, who
seemed to be digging himself a deeper and deeper
hole with each new development. Although there was
little love lost between himself and the usual Q,
Picard could not help sympathizing with the star-
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crossed youth at 0’s feet. He knew too well how easily
an inexperienced, impetuous novice could get in over
his head, wincing inwardly as he recalled that long
ago incident at the Academy when his headstrong
folly had nearly cost him his Starfleet career before it
had truly begun. Too bad there’s no Boothby to counsel
young Q at this crucial crossroads, he reflected, only 0
and his unsavory compatriots.

“You’re looking unusually pensive, Jean-Luc, even
for you.” Q plucked a couple of unsuspecting eels
from the adjacent reality and began tying them into
knots, much like a traditional children’s performer
turning balloons into animals. An instant later, he
presented Picard with a tangle of alien organisms
twisted into a miniature replica of the Enterprise.
“Hit a nerve, have we?”’

Picard scowled, unhappy to be reminded that his
ship was facing danger without him. The Calamarain
had only just come within range of Data’s sensors
when Q snatched him away from the bridge. Although
he had complete confidence in Will Riker to com-
mand the Enterprise in his absence, he found it deeply
disturbing not to know how his ship was faring several
hundred thousand years from now. “Are you quite
sure that you are the more mature Q?” he said acidly
as he took the quivering memento from his guide. As
gently as possible, Picard tried to extricate the abused
eels from their forced contortions. It was like trying to
untangle a plate of writhing gagh.

“Touché, Jean-Luc,” Q said, looking pleased to
have provoked a response from Picard, “but do not
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confuse adult whimsy and irreverence with juvenile
misbehavior.” He gestured toward his younger incar-
nation, awash in difficulties and confusion. “J would
never get into such an embarrassing fix.”

“Except you did,” Picard pointed out. Successfully
liberating the knotted eels from each other, he re-
leased them to swim away as quickly as their long,
segmented bodies could carry them. He wondered if
they would ever find their way to back to their own
phase of existence. “That troubled boy is you.”

“Please!” Q rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Is an
oak tree the same as an acorn? Is a silicon nodule no
different than a Mother Horta? He is then. I am now.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “Granted, at the moment
now is then, but that’s another matter altogether.”

Picard endured a familiar frustration. Why do I
even try conversing with him? He contemplated the
younger Q once more. If anything, Q had gotten even
more vexing and impossible to deal with over the
intervening aeons.

Intent upon their own ongoing drama, neither
young Q, nor the bad company into which he had
fallen, had noticed the abrupt disappearance of two
eels from the murky ocean enclosing the planet’s solid
core. Instead 0 focused all his formidable personality
upon the fallen form of Q. “Well?” he demanded.
“What’s it going to be? Are you going sit there,
stewing in childish self-pity and remorse, or are you
ready to take on the Continuum and anyone else who
tries to stop you from fulfilling your true potential?
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Think carefully, Q. Your destiny depends on what you
do next.” »

Before the young entity could answer, an intense
white flare illuminated the metal sea, overpowering
(*)’s incarnadine glow. For an instant, the nocturnal
depths of the gas giant were suffused with the bright-
ness of a sunny afternoon. “It’s the Continuum!” Q
shouted, his voice torn between alarm and relief.
“They’ve found us!”
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Chapter Three

THE READINGS ON HER MEDICAL TRICORDER shocked Dr.
Beverly Crusher. As she scanned Lieutenant Leyoro’s
brain with the handheld peripheral sensor, the display
screen on the tricorder reported alarming levels of
bio-neural energy. The stricken security officer’s cere-
bral cortex was being drowned in neurotransmitters,
accelerating her synaptic activity at a dangerous rate.
She can’t survive much more of this, Crusher realized.

Leyoro’s unconscious body had been beamed di-
rectly onto the primary biobed from the bridge. A
surgical support frame was clamped over her torso to
provide cardiovascular support and even emergency
defibrillation if necessary. Crusher kept a close eyeon
her patient’s vital signs and basic metabolic func-
tions, as reported on the monitor mounted above the
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bed. To her distress, the heightened electrical activity
within Leyoro’s brain was causing inflammation and
spasms all along her artificially augmented nervous

- system. Leyoro’s limbs twitched uncontrollably until

Crusher programmed the SSF to provide a steady
intravenous infusion of benzocyatzine to inhibit the
muscular contractions. Thankfully, the equipment
did not require gravity to function effectively. The
muscular relaxant merely took care of one symptom,
though; treating the root cause of her condition was
going to be a lot trickier.

I'm dealing with too many unknowns here, Crusher
thought, frustrated. There was little reliable docu-
mentation on the telepathic shock sometimes induced
by the galactic barrier, primarily because all attempts
to cross the barrier had been explicitly banned for
close to a century because of that very danger. Fur-
thermore, there was too much she didn’t know about
the specific neurological modifications the Angosian
military scientists had performed on Leyoro during
the Tarsian War. Leyoro’s medical records were on
file, as were the examinations Crusher had performed
years ago on Roga Danar, another victim of Angosian
biochemical tampering, but that hardly prepared her
to treat this unexpected interaction between the bar-
rier’s psychic energies and Leyoro’s heightened neu-
rology. This was a one-of-a-kind medical emergency.

Fortunately, sickbay had calmed some now that the
battle with the Calamarain was over for the time
being. Most of the casualties from that conflict had
been treated and discharged already, except for a few
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of the more serious cases which were currently under
the watchful care of the EMH. Crusher shook her
head in disbelief; she never thought she’d be grateful
for having that supercilious hologram around. Maybe
he had his uses after all, even if his bedside manner
still left a lot to be desired. Too bad, though, that Selar
had transferred to the Excalibur. Vulcans were sup-
posed to be immune to the barrier’s effects.

She glanced over quickly at the adjacent biobed,
where Deanna Troi rested in an artificially induced
coma, a set of cortical stimulators blinking upon the
Betazoid officer’s forehead. Crusher had placed Troi
in a coma herself, lowering her brain activity, in hopes
of protecting the empathic counselor from the same
telepathic overload that was killing Leyoro. So far,
judging from the display above Troi’s biobed, it
seemed to be working; Deanna’s synaptic levels were
well within the acceptable range for an adult Betazoid
of her age and telepathic ability, even though her
metabolism was only gradually recovering from the
overdose of polyadrenaline she had received from
Lem Faal’s hypospray. ‘

I'm still shocked by what he did, she thought,
remembering the scientist’s startling attack on Dean-
na. I knew he was agitated about his experiment, not
to mention his terminal disease, but I never thought
he’d go so far as to assault a crew member rather than
abandon his project. She had not seen Faal since he
fled the sickbay after injecting Troi with the poly-
adrenaline, nor did she know what had happened to
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Faal’s young son, Milo, who had taken off after his
father. As Betazoids and full telepaths, both Faal and
the boy were also in severe danger from the psychic

_effects of the barrier. She had sent a security officer in
- search of them, and informed the bridge of the

disturbance, but so far security had not returned
either Lem Faal or Milo. For all I know, they could be
worse off than Leyoro right now.

The security chief’s neurotransmitters continued to
rise. An agonized moan escaped her lips. Crusher
knew she had to try something—anything—before
Leyoro suffered permanent brain damage or worse. It
was too late to use a cortical stimulator to induce a
coma the way she had with Deanna; Leyoro’s condi-
tion had to be stabilized before Crusher could even
attempt to shut her brain down in that fashion.
Tapping on the touch-sensitive controls of the surgical
clamshell, she added four hundred milligrams of
triclenidil to the intravenous infusion. It was a dan-
gerous ploy; the triclenidil would enhance Leyoro’s
natural defenses, but might also enhance the psionic
sensitivity that had rendered her vulnerable in the
first place. She wished she could risk an analgesic as
well, maybe hyrocortilene or metacetamine. The poor
woman sounded like she was in agony, but Crusher
couldn’t take the chance that further medication
might produce a dangerous counterreaction to the
chemicals she had already administered to Leyoro.

Thank goodness the little girl is safe at least. Alyssa
Ogawa was watching over Lem Faal’s youngest child,
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Kinya, over in the emergency pediatric unit, where
the Betazoid child slept in a coma similar to Dean-
na’s. Crusher knew the nurse would call her instantly
if Kinya showed any symptoms at all of neurological
distress.

Crusher’s gripped the steel supports of the SSF as
she watched for the slightest improvement in
Leyoro’s brain chemistry. Come on, Baeta, she si-
lently urged her patient. Help me here. Overhead the
sensor cluster hummed quietly as it scanned Leyoro

with a full array of diagnostic tools. Crusher’s heart

leaped as she saw the production of neurotransmitters
within Leyoro’s cerebral cortex begin to level off.
“Yes!” she whispered. The triclenidil was working!
Leyoro was a long ways from out of the woods yet, but
at least she had a chance. Crusher cautiously adminis-

tered another hundred milligrams and crossed her ‘

fingers.

The entrance to sickbay slid open and three more
crew members rushed in, carrying the unconscious
bodies of Lem and Milo Faal. She recognized Ensign
Daniels, the security officer she sent in search of the
missing patients, along with Ensign Gomez from
Engineering and Lieutenant Sumi Lee from Science.
“Dr. Crusher, over here,” the EMH called out. The
holographic MD was already helping Ensign Daniels
get Lem Faal’s limp body onto the nearest empty
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“Keep an eye on Lieutenant Leyoro at Bed One,”
she instructed the EMH, racing toward the new
arrivals. The heavy magnetic boots made her feel slow
and clumsy. “Let me know if her brain activity
increases by any factor.”

“Understood,” he said, without any of his usual
sarcasm or grousing. Apparently even a hologram
knew when there was no time for a bad attitude. He
headed straight for Leyoro, his image flickering only
for a second during a brief but worrisome power
fluctuation. The lack of gravity did not slow him at
all.

“I found him by a turbolift, sprawled on the floor,”
Ensign Daniels informed Crusher as she checked Lem
Faal’s vital signs. He was still alive, thank heavens,

~ but unresponsive. He seemed to be whispering, hav-

ing a feverish conversation with himself, but she
strained to make out what he was saying.

“The wall . . . the wormhole . . . must bring down
the wall. . . .” L

To her slight surprise, his breathing sounded fine;
the last time she had seen Faal he had been gasping
for breath, his weakened lungs succumbing to the
wasting effects of Iverson’s disease.

“The boy was with me,” Ensign Gomez explained
as Crusher shifted her attention to the supine eleven-
year-old form of Milo Faal, whom Gomez and Lee
had lowered onto the next biobed. “He had gotten lost
somehow, and I was escorting him back to sickbay
when he suddenly clutched his head and collapsed.”
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The memory brought on a shudder. “It was very
strange. There was some sort of bizarre optical effect,
maybe an X-ray discharge. For just a second, he
looked like a photo-negative version of himself; then,
in a flash, he looked normal again. I tried to wake
him, but he was out cold. Then Lieutenant Lee found
us.”

The science officer nodded. “Lieutenant Com-
mander Data had sent me to investigate a pocket of
concentrated psionic energy he had detected from the
bridge.”

Crusher didn’t like the sound of that. “Did you find
the source of that energy?”

“Yes.” Lee waved a standard tricorder in the direc-
tion of both Lem Faal and his son. “It’s them.”

“What do you mean?” Crusher asked. Milo’s vital
signs were encouraging, too. Neither of the Betazoids
appeared to have been affected as severely, or in
precisely the same way, as Baeta Leyoro.

Lee hesitated before answering, double-checking
the display on her tricorder. “I can’t be sure. Ensign
Breslin is still scanning the corridors for any residual
traces, but it seems like these two people have each
absorbed a portion of the barrier’s energy.”

Is that even possible? Crusher wondered. And what
sort of effect could it have on them? This was different
from what had happened to Leyoro; that had been a
severe neurological shock, potentially fatal, but still
subject to medical understanding and treatment. But
this . . . science couldn’t even explain what the barri-
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er was, let alone how that mysterious energy could
sustain itself within an ordinary humanoid brain. She
initiated a full diagnostic scan of both patients’
brains, while placing Professor Faal under restraint,
just in case he awoke on his own. She didn’t want
another violent episode like before.

The results of the scans were puzzling. The moni-
tors above both father and son reported accelerated
brain activity, but without the adverse side effects
that had endangered Leyoro. It was as if their respec-
tive cerebellums were rapidly evolving and adapting
to accommodate the greater demands being placed on
them by the explosion of synaptic activity. The very
structures of their brains were being reconfigured
before her eyes. Even stranger, the sensors recorded
two distinct sets of brain waves coexisting within Lem
Faal’s mind, as though one personality had been
superimposed upon another. Like during a Vulcan
mind-meld, she thought, remembering a similar dual
pattern in a recent study from the Vulcan Science
Academy.

Some form of psychic possession? Crusher specu-
lated. She’d seen stranger things during her years
aboard the Enterprise, and it might explain a lot about
the scientist’s increasingly erratic behavior. But who
or what could be possessing Faal? The Calamarain or
something else entirely? There was always Q, of
course, but somehow this didn’t feel like his style.

Taking a more hands-on approach to the examina-
tion, she gently reached out and raised one of Lem
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Chapter Four

THE BRIGHTNESS FADED and the fugitives, as well as
Picard and the elder Q, were surrounded by four new
individuals, clad in the intimidating armor of Roman
legionnaires. Picard recognized the female Q, signifi-
cantly younger than she had appeared upon the
Enterprise, not to mention a stern-looking humanoid
who bore an uncomfortable resemblance to himself.
One of Q’s little jokes, Picard theorized, recalling that
the true appearances of the Q had been translated
into images his human mind could comprehend.
Should I be flattered or insulted that Q keeps casting
me as the heavy hand of authority? He suspected the
latter.

The remaining new arrivals were unfamiliar to him.
One was a pale-skinned male, holding his crested
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B
bronze helmet against his breastplate, who looked
about the same age as the young Q, with straight
blond hair combed back away from his brow. He
appeared nervous, looking back and forth among his
fellow Q for support. The fourth newcomer, some-
what older than the others, had sad eyes, accented by
mournful pouches, and a philosophic manner. “Good
old Quinn,” the original Q said beside Picard. “May
he rest in peace.”

The Q quartet raised their arms at their sides and
coruscating beams of blue-white energy leaped from
their fingertips, connecting with the outstretched
hands of their associates to form an incandescent
fence around O and the other malefactors, or, more
accurately, a living quincunx with the young Q at its
center. The brilliant beams crackled with unleashed

power. Picard could not help feeling trapped, even

though he knew that the hunters were not even aware
of his presence.

The archaic armor donned by the Q only made
them look more formidable. The scintillation of their
discharged energy reflected off polished bronze hel-
mets, cuirasses, and greaves. Crescent-shaped plumes
of thick horsehair crested the Corinthian-style hel-
mets that partially obscured their deceptively human
features. Short, double-edged swords hung on their
right hips, held on by a leather belt or baldric. While
realizing that the historical costuming was largely an
illusion created by Q, Picard had to admit that the
ancient armor seemed more appropriate to this pri-
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meval conflict than, say, the plum-colored Starfleet
uniforms he and Q now wore.

“You cannot hide from the Continuum,” said the
Q who could have been the captain’s twin. Picard
recognized his double’s voice as that which had
boomed from the heavens earlier. Apparently the
spokesman for the Continuum had deigned to make
a personal appearance after all. “Do not resist our
judgment.”

No, Picard thought, rethinking the matter. Not a
spokesman, but a judge. A imperial Roman judge. A
quaestor.

“Yes, Q,” his future mate urged, resembling an
Amazon in her martial regalia, “give up this lunacy
before it’s too late. You’ve gone too far this time.”

“It’s for the best, Q,” said Quinn, more in sorrow
than in anger. “I know you meant well.”

“That’s right,” the blond Q added, attempting a not
terribly convincing smile. Picard guessed he was a
friend and contemporary of Q’s. “Hey, I misplaced
the entire Deltived Asteroid Belt once, but it all
turned out okay in the end.”

Unlike the rest of the tribunal, who seemed to have
Q’s best interests at heart, the quaestor had no

~ patience with the erring youth and his dubious ac-

quaintances. His Picardian expression was deadly
serious. “Q is our problem and will be dealt with
accordingly. The rest must be banished forthwith.”
Penned in by the power of his peers, young Q rose
to his feet. His simulated Adam’s apple bobbed
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sheepishly as he opened his mouth to speak. What
course will he take now? Picard wondered. Would he
surrender without a fight?

0 made the decision for him. “Never!” he cried,
firing a blast of searing energy from his hands at the
immense dilithium crystal beneath them and trigger-
ing a matter-antimatter explosion that flung them all,
through countless layers of liquid and vapor, out of
the gas giant’s majestic atmosphere into the icy vacu-
um of space. Picard felt himself being propelled at
incredible speeds, like a quantum torpedo fresh from
its launcher tube. Agonizing g-forces yanked the flesh
of his face tightly against his skull as he achieved
escape velocity from the gravitational sway of the
Brobdingnagian planet. He was unable to halt or even
control his headlong flight through the Detrian sys-
tem. Blast you, Q, he cursed as he rocketed helplessly.
You could have warned me.

Finally, after several endless moments, some sort of
metaphysical friction, or perhaps the cushioning ef-
fect of numerous quantum filaments, curbed his mo-
mentum and brought him to a stop somewhere
outside the solar system he had just been forcibly
expelled from. To his annoyance, he found Q waiting
for him, looking none the worse for wear. “My, I had
forgotten how exhilarating that was,” he observed.
“Hope you enjoyed the ride, Jean-Luc.”

Picard gave Q a withering look. “Never mind me,”
he said darkly. “What happened to 0 and the others?”

“Look behind you.” Q shook his head glumly and
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- affected a pained expression. “I’'m afraid it’s turned

~ into something of a free-for-all.”

The battle was fought on a cosmic scale. As Picard
looked on from what he prayed was a safe distance,
colossal figures strode the stars, hurling entire planets
and suns at each other. Millennia passed in what felt

- like seconds as the war against 0 wreaked havoc on
what Starfleet would later name the Alpha Quadrant.
Picard tried to take it all in, but it was impossible to
do more than glimpse fragmentary snapshots of the
unthinkable devastation:

The gleaming plate armor of The One, more appro-
priate to the Age of Chivalry, clashes anachronistically
with the Roman war gear of the blond Q, who has
reluctantly hidden his face behind his plumed helmet.
Determined to resist capture, He saps the energy of a
nearby star, turning it against His foe. On the third
planet orbiting that sun, the days grow ever colder,
Jorcing an unsuspecting people to cope with the inci-
dental consequences of a conflict beyond their under-
standing. . . .

The android Ruk stood upon a snow-covered
hilltop on Exo III, watching as massive drilling ma-
chines carved a cavern into the face of a granite cliff.
Many such caverns were being dug these days, as his
Creators sought to escape the freezing conditions
upon the surface by seeking shelter deep beneath the
planet’s crust. He and his fellow androids would join
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the Creators underground, serving the Creators as
they always had. There would be many changes in the
days to come, as both androids and the Creators
adapted to their new subterranean existence, but Ruk
was confident that he would continue to function
effectively regardless of any unexpected alterations in
the parameters of his existence. Had not the Creators
programmed him to adapt and survive?

An icy wind blew flakes of frozen moisture against
the angular planes of his face. His dermal sensors
recorded that the external temperature was several
units below the freezing point, but he did not feel the

cold as a Creator might. His massive body was |

immune to pain or discomfort. His heavy feet sank
deep into packed layers of snow and permafrost that
would never ever thaw.

No one knew, not even the finest minds among the
Creators, why the sun had grown steadily colder year
after year. None knew how to reverse the process. All
the Creators could do was burrow toward the planet’s

core in search of the warmth they needed to survive. -

Ruk admired their resolute determination to outlive
the fading sun. The Creators were teaching him an
important lesson.

Nothing was more important than survival.

(*) thrives on war, so war it incites, feeding on the

chaos it created to find the strength it needed to fend off
the scholarly Q with the sad eyes, whose metaphorical
spears rain on (*) without cease. On yet another world,
caught unbeknownst in the midst of the celestial war, it
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ambitions, leave them ideally suited to its pur-

- poses. . . .

“But, Sargon, are you absolutely sure this is neces-
sary?” Thalassa asked. “Isn’t there some other way?”
Sargon considered his wife’s plaintive entreaty. It
was indeed a lot he was asking of her, of all of them,
but they had no choice. His eyes swept over the

~ austere lines of the hastily constructed vault. Row

upon row of steel niches ran along the opposite,
stretching the entire length of the futuristic catacomb,
each niche holding a single translucent globe. All but

" two of the spheres glowed from within, holding the

psychic essences of valiant comrades. One of the
remaining globes awaited Thalassa.

“It is the only solution,” he said solemnly. “Ac-
cording to my calculations, the forces unleashed by
the war will soon rip away the entire atmosphere,
rendering our world uninhabitable. Only by storing
our minds in these receptacles can we hope to pre-
serve some vestige of our population and culture.”

“But to live without bodies of our own? And for
how long?” She stared in anguish at her own hands,
memorizing the fragile complexity of the flesh and
bone she soon must sacrifice forever. “It’s horrible.”

Sargon nodded. “Perhaps it is price we must pay for
our terrible arrogance.” The coming cataclysm is no
one’s fault but our own, he thought. We dared to think
of ourselves as gods and look what has become of us.

“Speak for yourself, Sargon,” a sardonic voice
requested. Henoch strolled toward the elderly scien-
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tist and his wife, smiling. The representative from the
Northern Coalition smiled more than any man Sar-
gon had ever met; it was one of the reasons he
distrusted him. “I take no responsibility for the
precarious position we now find ourselves in. Perhaps
you should have said as much to your own generals,
before they challenged our claim to the borderlands.”
Sargon frowned, resisting the temptation to strike
out at the foreigner with the power of his mind. “You
are here as a gesture of peace,” he reminded Henoch,
“in hopes of future harmony among our people. Do
not abuse our generosity by baiting me with your self-
serving propaganda.” -
Henoch shrugged. “I suppose it is rather too late to
argue politics at this point. If I did not think the war
unwinnable by either side, I would not have joined
you here today.” He scratched his chin speculatively. -
“Funny, though, how quickly the conflict escalated,
almost as if powers beyond our ken were somehow
pulling our strings, setting us against each other.”
You seek to blame anyone but yourself, Sargon
thought, wondering once more whether it was wise to
include Henoch and a handful of his followers among
those whose consciousness would be stored in the
receptacles, against the far-off day when they might
live again. He did not care for Henoch, whose affable
charm barely concealed a scheming nature, but he
and his people were part of the society Sargon had
worked so hard to preserve. To exclude them from
this final chance for salvation would be an act of J
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selfishness and paranoia comparable to those that had
doomed their world. For better or for worse, he is one
of us.

An explosion upon the surface, several miles over-
head, shook the vault despite its reinforced steel
walls. The war was drawing nearer and growing more
intense. “It is time, my love,” he told his wife.

“I am ready,” she said bravely and approached one
of the dormant spheres, securely tucked away in its
recess. For the last time, save in memory, Sargon
gazed upon the physical form of his lifelong mate and
partner, savoring the elegant arch of her eyebrows, the
delicate tips of her pointed ears. Then she laid her
palms upon the curved shell of the receptacle and
closed her eyes in concentration. “Until we live
again,” she said.

A bluish glow flared within the sphere only an
instant before a bright red nimbus spread over her
body. Sargon wanted to look away, but could not,
standing by passively as the scarlet energy consumed
every trace of Thalassa’s corporeal remains, leaving
not an atom behind. Only when her body had been
completely disintegrated, her life force transferred to
the interior of the globe, did he lower his face into his
hands and sob.

From a technical standpoint, it was not necessary to
destroy the body while transferring the mind, but
practically there was no better alternative, lest the
underground vault become a charnel house. Judging
from the sound of the battle being waged above, soon
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there would be no one left to dispose of the bodies of
those whose thoughts and memories now resided
within the receptacles. Forgive me, he thought to the
glowing globe that held his wife’s spirit. Forgive us all.

“So you actually went through with it,” Henoch
observed, inspecting Thalassa’s receptacle before
wandering over to the last empty sphere visible within
the catacomb. “I insisted upon being the last to go,
just in case there was trickery afoot, but seeing that
you were genuinely willing to sacrifice your own wife
to this far-fetched scheme, I suppose I might as well
trust you one crucial step further.” He ran a finger
over the empty globe, inspecting it for dust. “So how
long do you expect we will wait in this underground
mausoleum before some wayfaring space travelers
drop by to say hello?”

Sargon wished he knew. “Perhaps only a few hun-
dred years. Perhaps forever. The receptacles will
preserve our essences for half a million years, maybe
longer. Time enough, I hope, for interplanetary ex-
plorers to stumble onto the ruins of our civilization,
perhaps providing us with new bodies with which to
greet tomorrow.” If only there had been time to
construct android bodies for their dispossessed souls,
to provide them with mobility after the turmoil on the
surface died out, but the war had come upon them too
quickly. Indeed, it was a small miracle that he had
succeeded in preparing this vault and these few recep-
tacles before the inevitable catastrophe rendered or-
ganic life impossible on this planet for all time to
come. “It seems probable that other species will
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explore the stars, just as our own ancestors did. We
can only pray that our alien successors will possess the
curiosity and the compassion to free us from our long
imprisonment.”

“You pray, old man,” Henoch responded. “For
myself, I just hope that our future bodies, if any,
won’t be too unappealing in appearance.” He laid his
hands upon the final dormant sphere, then glanced
back over his shoulder, a mocking smile upon his face
as always. “Let me guess, it won’t hurt a bit.”

A moment later, nothing was left of Henoch except
a constant glow at the center of his chosen orb. Sargon
could not say he missed him. If I don’t hear his voice
again for half a million years, then that might be a
blessing of sorts.

Now it was his turn. With a mental command, he
extinguished the lights in the catacomb, so that only
the collected life force of his fellow refugees illumi-
nated the chamber as he left it behind and entered an
adjacent compartment only half the size of the depos-
itory he had departed. There a solitary globe, as yet
unlighted, rested atop a central podium linked to the
most advanced sensor apparatus Sargon could assem-
ble in the face of the mounting hostilities above. Here
was where his consciousness would wait out eternity,
searching the heavens for the instruments of their
deliverance. Unlike Henoch and Thalassa and the
rest, whose minds would dwell in dreamless slumber
until they were awakened once more, a portion of his
psyche would remain aware throughout the centuries,
probing the empty corridors of space and sending out
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an urgent plea for assistance to whatever enterprising
beings might someday pass this way.
As he placed his palms against the cool, inanimate

surface of the receptacle, and felt his mind flowing out !

of his body and into the motionless sphere, he won-
dered how long he would truly have to wait.

The female Q has Gorgan on the run. His seraphic

Sfeatures melt into a hideous mask of bestial fury, only

partially obscured by his verdant aura, as he snarls
back at his relentless pursuer. Sensing a convenient
wormhole, he dives toward that tantalizing means of
egress, but some unknown presence within the worm-

hole blocks his entrance long enough for the Q to catch

up with him. She cuts off his retreat with a searing blast
of fifth-dimensional fire and he retaliates in kind. . . .
Brightly colored lights streaked the night sky above
the western hemisphere of Bajor. Upon a balcony at
the top of highest tower in the temple, the kai watched
a burst of chartreuse flame erupt in the heavens, then
sputter and die as it traced its way above the horizon.
More eruptions filled the sky in its wake, obscuring
ancient constellations and outshining the stars. It was
as though the Celestial Temple itself was on fire.
“What is it, Holiness?”’ asked Vedek Kuros fear-
fully, tugging on the kai’s silken sleeve to draw her

attention down from the inexplicable stellar pyrotech-

nics. “Is it the Reckoning?”’

The kai shook her head thoughtfully, causing the

ornate silver chain dangling from her ear to sway back

and forth. “I think not,” she said. “The Sacred Texts '
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are very clear that the Reckoning shall not occur until
after the Coming of the Emissary.” She gave him a
playful smile. ““You haven’t, by any chance, neglected

~ to inform me of the Emissary’s arrival, have you?”

“Oh no, Holiness!” the vedek insisted. “How could

1?7 I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Calm yourself, Kuros, I was only joking.” She
reached out to cup his ear and sensed that his pagh
was deeply troubled by the curious lights in the sky.
“The Reckoning is not yet upon us. This is something
far different, I think.”

The vedek was not alone in his fears, she knew.

- From her lofty perch high above the sacred city of

B’hala, she could see the people gathered in the great
square below, their eyes turned upward in awe and
terror. Hundreds of Bajorans, from every clan and
D’jarra, surrounded the monumental stone bantaca
in the center of the city, perplexed and unnerved by
the violent heavenly display, but unable to look away.
The vivid colors of the celestial explosions cast a
shifting spectrum of shadows upon the faces and
rooftops beneath her. It was as beautiful as it was
mysterious.

I must issue some manner of statement, the kai
realized, knowing it was her duty to comfort her
people in this time of turmoil, but what can I tell
them? Nothing in the Sacred Texts spoke of such
tumult amid the firmament nor hinted when the
unnatural phenomenon might cease. In her heart of
hearts, she knew that the dazzling portents lighting up
the night were not the work of the Prophets, nor even
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the unholy mischief of the dreaded Pah-wraiths.
Those powerful beings, both the good and the wicked,
were of Bajor. These disturbances, she sensed deep
within her own pagh, were something different, some-
thing alien to them all, but no less dangerous to all
who lived.

The strange lights shone on for a thousand
days. . ..

The furious struggle between the Q and the forces of
0 attract the interest of other transcendent beings.
Some such entities come to investigate. . . .

“Q,” Picard asked. “Who are those beings over
there?” He gestured toward a quartet of humanoid"
figures standing silently at the perimeter of the war,
looking on with pained expressions upon their faces.
Unlike the combatants, they had not assumed the
garb of Earth’s ancient warriors, wearing instead
simple Grecian chitons made of what looked like
common wool. Their faces were youthful and un-
marked by time. They clasped their hands together -
before their chests in a meditative pose. Picard was
struck by the aura of peace and dignity the beings
projected, which reminded him somewhat of the
sadly departed Sarak of Vulcan.

“Oh, them,” Q said disdainfully. “Those are the
Organians. Relative youngsters compared to the Con-
tinuum, but still reasonably evolved at this point in
galactic history.” :

The Organians, Picard thought, wide-eyed and as-
tounded. They were semi-mythical beings in his own
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_ time, legendary for their historic role in averting a
- bloody war between the Federation and the Klingon

Empire decades before Picard’s birth. The Organians
had largely kept to themselves since then; Picard had

" never thought that he might actually see one in

person.
Q was considerably less awestruck. “A bunch of
upstart, idealistic kids, really. Slackers and layabouts,

. all of them. Compared to their childish doctrine of

pacifism and noninterference, your Prime Directive is
practically an incitement to riot.”

Picard took Q’s assessment of the early Organians
with a grain of salt; small wonder Q dismissed a
people who practiced the virtues of forbearance and
restraint. The Federation of his own time owed a lot
to the reluctant peacemaking of these people or their
descendants. Still, he could not deny that the Or-
ganians of this era seemed content to stay on the
sidelines during the Continuum’s heated struggle to
subdue 0. As he watched the cosmic battle develop,
his doppelganger among the Q plucked a steel-tipped
lance from the ether and hurled it at 0 himself, who
materialized a disk-shaped shield just in time to block

~ the spear. Deflected, the weapon ricocheted toward

the assembled Organians, who merely shook their
heads sadly at its approach. The spear vanished only
seconds before it would have struck the placid specta-
tors, followed a heartbeat later by the Organians
themselves. The four figures dissolved into the empti-

ness of space, having apparently seen enough of the

barbaric melee.
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“And good riddance,” Q commented derisively.
“You know what they say, Jean-Luc, if you’re not part
of the solution, you’re part of the whole godawful
mess.” :

“Is that so?” Picard asked. “Your younger self
doesn’t appear to be contributing much to the situa-
tion, one way or another.”

It was true. The young Q cowered in a desolate
corner of space, apart from the others, looking dis-
tinctly miserable and conflicted. He squatted in the
vacuum, rocking back and forth on his heels, as he
peered at the furious hostilities through his fingers as
he held both hands over his face. It was a far cry from
the preening arrogance Q would display in the future.
“It’s all my fault,” he whispered, although no one but
Picard and his older self was listening. “What have I
done?”

“Q!” 0 cried, besieged by the leader of the Q, who
seemed to have an inexhaustible supply of spears.
“Cease your babbling and help me, friend. We're
under attack here!”

“Don’t listen to him, Q.” Always a tall woman, the
female Q was nothing short of imposing in her armor.
She thrust at Gorgan with her short sword while
shouting at Q. The deceptively angelic entity pounded
his fists atop each other, invoking his power, but the
sword kept cutting closer and closer to his emerald
aura. “He’s not your friend. You don’t owe him
anything.”

“She’s just jealous,” O insisted, parrying another
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assault from his grim opponent. His iron shield
transformed into a rubber trampoline that bounced
the other Q’s spear back at him. The quaestor ducked
promptly, but the rebounding lance sliced the crest off
his helmet. A gigantic crescent of horsehair flew off
into a nearby nebula where it would later confound
generations of Iconian explorers. “They’re all jealous.
They envy our vitality, our courage and freedom.
They can’t stand that we actually have the guts to
enjoy our omnipotence as we see fit, that we want to
shake things thing up instead of simply maintaining
the status quo. They want to destroy us because we
prove how weak and impotent the rest of them really
are.” Seizing the offensive, he fired at his foe with a
crossbow that hadn’t existed a second before. “Do
you want to be destroyed, Q?”

“No one will be destroyed,” the quaestor promised,
“if you surrender now.” The bolt from the crossbow

- spontaneously combusted before it could strike home.

The young Q looked up hopefully at the quaestor’s

words, a reaction that did not go unnoticed by 0.
“You might as well annihilate us all,” he bellowed

as he loaded another quarrel into the crossbow.

- “What’s the alternative? Submitting to the will of the

Continuum, condemned to an eternal half-life of dull
conformity and anonymity? No, I’d rather take my
chances here, and if you’re smart, Q, you’ll do the
same!”

The young Q reacted by throwing his hands over
his ears to keep the sound of the debate away from
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him. He squeezed his eyes shut and let out a mournful
howl that could be heard even above the clang of
armor and weaponry. Not the most mature response,
Picard noted, but strangely in character. Only Q could
think that the universe and all its dilemmas would go
away if he just ignored them.

“I didn’t know what to do,” the later Q recalled. “I
felt like unbridgeable chasms had cut me off from
both 0 and the Continuum, but that neither side
would let me alone. I was lost and alone in the middle
of a war.”

Like I was, Picard thought with a start, after
Locutus was captured from the Borg, but before Bev-
erly restored my humanity. He had been isolated, too,
neither of humanity nor of the Collective, but an exile
from each. That was not at all the same thing, he
reminded himself hastily; unlike Q, he had not
brought that hellish limbo upon himself. Still, he
found himself identifying with the young Q more
than he liked.

“Where are the other Q?” he asked, eager to change
the subject. It dawned on him that he had no idea how
many individuals comprised the entire Continuum.
Were these four pseudo-legionnaires the sole extent of
Q’s peers? That seemed unlikely; he had always gotten
the impression that the Q’s population was as infinite
as their abilities.

“Putting out fires, mostly,” Q answered. “In case
you haven’t noticed, this particular donnybrook is
producing no end of collateral damage on various
planes of existence. A battle between beings of our
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exalted nature does more than break a few windows,
Jean-Luc; why, during a recent civil war among the Q,
in your own far-off century, there were supernovas
going off all over the Delta Quadrant.” He shuddered
at the memory. “To be honest, those fractures in the
galactic barrier, the ones that your Federation scien-
tists are so keen on, are actually a regrettable after-
effect of that nasty little war.”

Now he tells me, Picard thought, although he still
wasn’t sure what the barrier had to do with 0 and this
hard-fought conflict in the distant past. Why am I
here?

“Anyway,” Q continued, “the majority of the Con-
tinuum are occupied with patching up the most
grievous wounds in the fabric of reality, leaving a few
close friends and associates to deal with me person-
ally. In their own inimitable fashion, of course.”

Q’s explanation sounded plausible enough. Now
that he knew to look for them, Picard thought he
glimpsed phantom figures scurrying about in the
background. They were like shadows, insubstantial
silhouettes moving almost too fast to be seen, going
about their mysterious errands like stagehands at
work behind the scenes of some massive theatrical
production. Are they always there, Picard mused,
spying them only out of the corner of his eye, or only
during a crisis of this magnitude? Despite all he had
witnessed, there was still so much he did not under-
stand about the metaphysical realm the Q inhabited.

“So I see,” he said, turning his thoughts to less
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ineffable matters. “And just how long did this personal
matter go on, Q? Strange as this may seem to you, I
am anxious to return to my own life at some point.”
“If you must know,” Q said, “this ugly altercation
lasted a mere one hundred thousand years as you
reckon time.” He nodded toward the celestial battle-
field. “Look, the tide is already starting to turn.”
His face a twisted mass of lumpen flesh, his shim-
mering robes reduced to smoking, blackened rags,
Gorgan was the first to abandon the fight. His insub-
stantial form wavered in the void like a mirage above
the desert. Turning his back on the female Q and her
slashing sword, he fled through space with the ar-
mored woman in hot pursuit. Desperate to escape
her, he raced back to the very site of the Tkon
Empire’s destruction, diving into the gaping black
hole that had once been their sun, apparently choos-
ing to risk the unknown perils beyond the event
horizon rather than face the wrath of the Q. “Cow-
ard!” the female Q called out. “Don’t let me see you
showing your hideous face in this multiverse again.”
Emboldened by its comrade’s escape, (*) retreated
from the fray as well. Quinn lowered his sword arm,
showing little interest in chasing after the evil entity
now that it had been routed. He heaved a heavy sigh,
gratefully removing his helmet, as (*) disappeared
down the black hole after Gorgan. The hungry gravi-
tational vortex swallowed up every last flicker of (*)’s
bloodthirsty light.
“They’re just letting them get away?”” Picard asked.
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He knew that neither entity had truly been destroyed.
If Q was to be believed, both Gorgan and (*) would
later bedevil James T. Kirk in the twenty-third cen-
tury.
“Without 0, they’re petty nuisances at best,” Q said
with a shrug. “From now on, they’ll be forced to lurk
furtively in the most obscure recesses of the galaxy,
preying like highwaymen on the occasional unwary
starship. Nothing the Q need worry about, in other
words.”

“Your concern for the rest of us is overwhelming,”
Picard pointed out dryly.

“It’s all a matter of scale, Jean-Luc. Haven’t you
figured that out yet?” Q grabbed Picard by the shoul-
ders and forcibly turned his view away from the
insatiable black hole and back toward the sector of
space where 0 and The One continued to contend
against the Continuum with every weapon at their
disposal, apparently undaunted by the desertion of
two of their allies. “Now, that pair posed rather more
of a problem.”

Disdaining symbolic weaponry, The One unleashed
lightning bolts from his fingertips. The scent of ozone
wafted through the vacuum as the electrical barrage
held Q’s friend at bay. “Heathen! Infidel!” The One
raged, the luster of his golden armor undimmed.
Overlapping metal plates covered The One’s entire
body from the neck down; only his forbidding visage
remained uncovered. “Feel the power of My Holy
Anger. Quake in terror, O foolish one, as My Mighty
Hand strikes you down.”
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“That remains to be seen,” the Q shot back, his
blond locks concealed beneath his helmet. His superi-
or tone resembled Q’s, although not quite as scathing
in its sarcasm. “The Q do not quake.”

He ducked his head beneath the upper edge of a
bronze, rectangular shield. His cautious stance,
crouched behind his protective shield, testified to the
intensity of The One’s thunderbolts. Although Q had
said that the battle was turning against 0 and his
allies, Picard saw no sign of imminent defeat where
The One was concerned, if anything, the monotheistic
monster had the advantage against the opposing Q.
Even His burnished plate armor, worthy of a medie-
val knight, appeared superior to the primitive Bronze
Age gear of the Q warriors.

“Curb thy mocking tongue,”” He declared, advanc-
ing on the Q, His fulsome beard framing His stern
features like the mane of a roaring lion. “The time of
thy chastisement is at hand.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” the Q
retorted from behind his shield, whose gleaming
surface was now dented and scorched in places. He
backed away from The One, holding up his shield all
the while. Sparks flew from the battered shield as The
One’s relentless pace consumed the distance between
Himself and His intended victim. “Q! Oh, Q!” the
overwhelmed Q called out to his compatriots. “Help
me out over here! Better sooner than later!”

Picard had no way of knowing exactly which Q the
imperiled entity was addressing, but his cry for help
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drew both the female Q and Quinn to his side. The
sad-eyed Quinn came back to the fracas reluctantly,
his expression not unlike the Organians’, but his
Amazonian companion was all too eager to take on
another foe. “There’s a black hole waiting for you,
too,” she taunted The One, placing herself between
the oncoming deity and her endangered associate.
Her shield blocked bolt after bolt from The One, and
she retaliated with an energy blast of her own that
stopped The One in His heavenly tracks. Quinn
followed her lead, protecting the third Q with his
shield while firing a beam of sizzling heat from his
free hand.

“Strumpet!” The One cursed, halting where He
stood. “Witch!” He beat one gauntleted hand against
the molded steel of His breastplate, producing a
resounding clang that sounded even in the silent
depths of interstellar space. The female Q’s attack
bounced harmlessly off His chest, while Quinn’s heat
ray merely caused the fringes of His beard to smoke
and smolder. Even with the odds now three against
one, He refused to give up, proving Himself a more
dangerous and determined adversary than either Gor-
gan or (*). “Be thou false gods as plentiful as sands
upon a beach, yet The One shall vanquish you all.
None there is who can stand against The One. Great
is My Glory, inescapable is My Severe and Final
Judgment.”

“Please,” the female Q said, rolling her eyes. “Only
a Q has the right to be so insufferably full of herself.”
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She glared at Him through narrowed eyes, her classi-
cally sculpted jaw set firmly. “Q, Q,” she addressed
her brothers-in-arms, “let’s show this tiresome pre-
tender what all-powerful really means.”

Together, the three Q rose from behind their an-
tique shields, uniting their wills against the common
foe. The One clenched His metal gauntlets and hurled

lightning from His eyes, but the jagged thunderbolts

crashed uselessly against an invisible wall that left the
row of grim-faced Q untouched by the tumultuous
attack. Picard heard a deep, resonant hum rising from
where the three Q stood side by side. Even from a
distance, he could feel the power swelling between
them, growing ever more indomitable as their respec-
tive energies came into synch. There was a tension
building in the nonexistent atmosphere, like the hush
that precedes a storm. The vacuum hummed like the
engine room of the Enterprise right before it went into
warp.

At last, even The One appeared daunted by the
trinity of Q. He took an uncertain step backward,
retreating from the light, while doubt blurred the rigid
imperturbability of his features. “I am My Own
Deliverance,” he chanted, but his voice lacked the
Old Testament certainty of before, “I shall not quaver
in My Resolve. I am The One!”

“Oh, lighten up,” the female Q said in return. :
A dazzling aura enveloped the three figures, uniting
them within a single shimmering nimbus of energy.
The light was so bright that Picard had to look away,
the unexpected blaze leaving dancing blue spots be-
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fore his sight. He raised a hand before his face to
protect his suddenly watery eyes from the glare.

“Pure, raw Q power,” Q told Picard. “Lacking in
style somewhat, but effective.”
 An instant later, The One’s right leg disappeared.
There was no beam or weapon employed, no projec-
tile force or matter penetrated the armor and ampu-
tated the limb; it simply ceased to exist, erased
bloodlessly from the Q’s level of reality. The One
‘stared down in shock at the space His leg had occu-
lpied. “No,” He murmured, his vainglorious self-
worship shaken, “this cannot be.” But even as He
spoke, His remaining leg vanished, followed by His
right arm. His truncated body, encased in the remains
gof his armor, floated awkwardly in space. “Stop it!”
'He commanded. “I am The One. I am eternal!”

The Q systematically dismembered Him. They
‘bloodlessly erased His solitary arm, then His armored
‘torso and throat, until all that remained was His
%bearded head, floating disembodied in space as It
'screamed obscenities at the heavens.

The severed head, looking like a bust of some
forgotten prophet, drifted away from the battlefield,
while the cosmos echoed with the sound of His
bellicose vows of vengeance. “Perhaps we should
delete His tongue as well,” the female Q suggested,
the light about the trio dimming gradually.

“Let’s not be savages,” Quinn advised her. “Even
the damned deserve to give voice to their torment.”
“If you say so,” she said, sounding none too con-
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vinced. “I think He’s a frightful boor who deserves
everything He gets.”

“Let’s just call it a win,” the third Q urged, his
shoulders sagging forward. “I don’t know about you
two, but I'm positively tapped out. A mere stellar .
breeze could blow me away.” b

He had a point. By now the luminous halo sur-
rounding the trio had faded enough that Picard could
once more look upon them directly. He wiped salty
tears from his eyes as his vision cleared. All three Q
were breathing hard and looked exhausted, although
the female Q was doing her best to maintain her
customary hauteur. Q’s contemporary and chum re-
moved his helmet and Picard saw that his blond hair
was pasted to his skull by perspiration. “That was
more difficult than I expected,” he said. “How ever do
lesser species manage to fight wars all the time?”

“I know what you mean,” Quinn agreed, leaning
forward with his hands upon his knees. Even in the
absence of gravity, he acted like he could barely
support his own weight. His helmet disappeared in a .
blink, horsehair crest and all. The bags beneath his
eyes looked deeper than before. “Just wait until
you’re my age.

“This isn’t over yet,” the female Q chided them,
despite her own evident fatigue. The last glimmer of
their amplified aura quietly expired, and she strode
away from them toward her future husband, still
crouching amid infinity, unable to tear his aghast gaze
away from the endless clash between 0 and theiI

authoritative Q who so resembled Picard. Both par-
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 ties in the duel paused barely an instant to acknowl-

edge the brutal defeat of The One.
“You are alone now,” the spokesman for the Q
- intoned. “Your foul creatures fled or undone.” Spears
and crossbow had given way to crossed swords. 0 and
the Q fought with silver blades as everyone from
Picard to the miserable young Q looked on. The ring
of steel against steel rang paradoxically through the
vacuum as the unforgiving Q sought to subdue his foe.
An avid fencer himself, Picard saw no flaw in his
doppelganger’s technique, although 0 fought back
with an undeniably effective mixture of calculation
and ferocity. “Abandon this irrational resistance,” he
demanded. “Surrender to the judgment of the Con-
tinuum.”
“Never!” 0 swung his scimitar at his opponent’s
head, only to be blocked by an upward parry of the
Q’s shining saber. “And I’m not alone. Young Q will
come to my aid yet, you’ll see!”
Surely the strangest aspect of this cosmic sword-
fight, Picard observed at once, was that the precise
' nature of the duelists’ blades kept changing from
- second to second. As Picard studied the fight, critiqu-
| ing every feint and parry, 0’s curved scimitar became
| acutlass, then a broadsword, then a Klingon Bat’leth.
' Likewise, the Q’s weapon of choice transformed se-
~quentially into an elegant epee, a rapier, a Scottish
| claymore, and a Romulan gladius. Regardless of their

shape, all the blades appeared constructed of the
same indestructible material; although sparks flew
' when the protean swords met each other, neither
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blade broke beneath its adversary, no matter ‘
overmatched one might seem when compared to the
size or weight of the other. Both blades, after all, were
not really made of tempered steel, but were in fact
tangible extensions of the duelists’ preternatural pow-
ers of concentration. I wonder what this actually looks
like, Picard mused, from a perspective of a Q.

“Take that, you draconian dictator!”” 0 said, laugh-
ing exuberantly. He thrust the point of an Italian
cinquedea at the Q, barely missing the other’s hip. “I
defy your despotic Continuum and its suffocating
sobriety. Q is the only one of you with any spark of |
talent or initiative in him. He’ll see that, too, after I’ve
destroyed the lot of you!”

There had to be a reason 0 cowed The One and the
others, Picard guessed; he had to be the most puissant
of them all. The captain wished he knew more about
where 0 had come from originally, before Q found
him in that interdimensional wasteland. What man-
ner of being was he really? All Picard knew was that 0
was something darker and far more dangerous than .
the charming rogue he occasionally feigned being.
That congenial fagade was rapidly slipping away as he
hacked and slashed at the Q with a long katana. *“‘See,
Q,” he hollered to his hesitant protégé, “you’ve no
need to fear the likes of these sour-faced spoilsports.
Never fear! Never again!”

The female Q had a different idea. Still panting
from the exertion required to dismantle The One, she 5
reached Q’s side and yanked his hands away from his
ears. “Look at me!” she pleaded, throwing away her
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' helmet so she could confront him face to face. “Look
- at them.” She compelled him to open his eyes and
~ behold his fellows. “You’re one of us, Q, and you
~ always will be.”

~ Hearing her impassioned declaration, 0 scowled
1 and risked glancing away from his intricate duel with
. the lead Q. If looks could kill, which in 0’s case was a
. distinct possibility, the female Q would have been
' incinerated instantly. Since that didn’t occur, he was
forced to resort to other measures. A stray asteroid,
consisting of several million tons of solid iridium,
passed within his field of vision and, without missing
a stroke of his swordplay, he snatched up the asteroid
with his free hand, imbuing it with a lethal quantity of
energy, and sent it hurling toward the female Q like
. an assassin’s bullet.

“Watch this, Picard,” the later Q advised. “You
may find it of interest.”

Caught up in her efforts to bring the young Q to his
senses, the female Q did not notice the deadly aster-
oid rocketing toward her unshielded head at nearly
warp speed. Her future husband spotted it, though.
' “Look out!” he shouted, pushing her out of the line of
fire—which left the accelerated asteroid zooming
. toward him.

Reacting faster than light, Q ripped open the fabric
of space-time, creating a gash in creation between
himself and the speeding projectile. The asteroid flew
| into the fissure, where it traveled backward in time
| and space until it emerged back into reality on a
collision course with the third planet of an obscure
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solar system countless light-years, and millions
years, away from the heart of the battle. With Q’s
power enhancing his perceptions, Picard had no prob-
lem recognized the blue-green orb that the asteroid
slammed into with breathtaking force. “Mon dieu,”
he gasped. “That’s Earth!”
“So much for the dinosaurs,” Q said, shrugging.
Picard was staggered by the implications of what he
had just seen, watching in horror as a cloud of dust I
and ash enshrouded the entire planet, cutting it off ]
from the warmth of the sun. “You cant be senous,” i
he gasped. “Surely, you don’t mean— :
“No use crying over spilled iridium,” Q said curtly.
He clapped his hands and the catastrophic collision
receded from view. “As fascinating as that little
sideshow must be, given your provincial roots, we
mustn’t neglect the main event, especially since my
younger self is finally emerging from his morass of |
confusion, and after a mere one hundred millennia.”
Numb with shock, Picard let his eyes wander back
to the pitched combat between 0 and the quaes- :
tor. ...

He almost killed Q, the young Q thought in amaze- }
ment. He could scarcely imagine such a thing, let
alone witness it with his own all-seeing eyes. Oblite-.
rating the Tkon was one thing; tasteless and excessive
and even sadistic, true, but still only affecting one |
mortal population But to threaten the immortality of
aQ.

And 0 appeared perfectly willing to do so again. At |
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this very moment, he menaced another Q with a
sword in each hand, assailing the Continuum’s im-
placable quaestor with a bayonet clenched in one and
a kukri dagger in the other. The savage intensity of his
onslaught was slowly but surely winning out over the
meticulous fencing skills of the Q, who clearly lacked
0’s gleeful hunger for the kill. The Q fought defen-
sively, wielding a darting saber, but he was beaten
backward by 0’s vicious blows. The stranger’s shape-
shifting sword rang against the other’s metal cuirass
and greaves as he repeatedly slipped past the Q’s
desperate parries. “See,” 0 called to the young Q, “the
Continuum doesn’t stand a chance. And it’s all thanks
to you!”

He’s right, Q realized. Q can never forgive me what
I've done, none of them can.

But maybe that wasn’t the point. He had never
really wanted the Continuum’s approval anyway. Far
from it, in fact. All he ever truly craved was the
courage to follow his own instincts, no matter where
they led.

Driven back by the simultaneous thrusts of a Vi-

 king broadsword and an Apache tomahawk, the
. quaestor tripped over a constellation. He tumbled

through space, momentarily out of control, while his

 weapon slipped from his fingers, evaporating into the

ether. 0 pounced on the opportunity; by the time the

| quaestor righted himself, the point of a sharpened leg

bone was at this throat. “Pay close attention,” 0

_instructed Q, “and you’ll see how to deal with opposi-
' tion. This pallid entity”—he pressed the tip of his
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prehistoric pigsticker hard enough to spill a drop
luminous silver ichor—*“will never dampen our fire

again. Never!”

Q glanced about him in a panic. The other Q stood
by helplessly, even his formidable girlfriend. He could
sense that they were all too depleted to rescue their
leader, even if they knew how to extricate him from
his perilous situation. “Wait!” he asked 0 desperately,
stalling for time while he tried to figure out what to
do.

“What for?” 0 demanded, brandishing the primi-
tive poniard beneath the other Q’s chin. “Admit it, Q.
You’ve wanted to do this a hundred times before.”

True enough, he conceded. There had been times
when he would have liked nothing better than to run
the Continuum through with an ectoplasmic skewer.
He recalled all those occasions in his turbulent child-
hood and early youth when this particular Q had
disciplined and restrained him, imposing odious lim-
its on the young Q’s freewheeling imagination. All he
needed to do now, Q recognized, was stand aside and
let O deliver a killing blow that might scare off the rest
of the Continuum for an eternity or two. Total free-
dom, unlimited anarchy, beckoned. He could do
whatever he pleased. He could become just like 0. . . .

“I have a better idea,” he said.

In a fraction of a second, the young Q traded places
with the Q who resembled Picard. Suddenly, the tip =
of 0’s weapon was poised at Q’s throat instead, with
the quaestor safely out of the way.

Now it was 0’s turn to be disoriented. He blinked in

;
?
|
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disbelief as his mouth fell open. The point of the
sharpened bone wobbled in his grip. “I don’t under-
stand,” he began. “What are you do—"

Q grabbed on to the bone with both hands and sent
a powerful galvanic current rushing down the length
of the filed tibia into 0’s manifested form. The strang-
er twitched spasmodically as the shock coursed
through him, and, for an instant, Q caught a glimpse
of subliminal tentacles writhing in pain. His shoes
blew off his feet while the ruffled sleeves of 0’s linen
shirt burst into flames. O stared at Q with a look of
anguished betrayal in his bulging blue eyes. “How
could you?”” he gasped before his bad leg gave out and
he collapsed face-first toward the empty abyss of
space.

In a strange, uncomfortable sort of way, Q felt as if
he had struck down a part of himself.
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Chapter Five

“Handle with care the spider’s net,
You can’t be sure that a trap’s not set. . . .”

THE YOUNG Q sTOOD IN DOCK before the high tribunal
of the Continuum, along with 0 and, disturbingly,
the disembodied head of The One. Chained and
manacled, 0 crooned to himself, his mind seemingly
undone by this latest defeat. He rattled his chains in
time with his demented ditty and refused to look
at Q.

Only a few paces away, with neither arms nor legs
to fetter, nor even a torso on which to slither snakelike
upon the floor, the severed head of The One had been
confined within a sturdy metal cage resting on the
floor of the courtroom. His angry eyes, impossibly
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alive, glared through the bars of the cage while he
ground his teeth together impotently, reminding Pi-
card of those rare occasions on which Data’s head had
been detached from his body. But Data had never
looked so enraged and vengeful.

“Is this it?” Picard asked. “The end of the war?”

“Almost,” Q promised. “All that remains is the
disposition of the prisoners, including myself.”

The female Q, still armored Amazonian-style,
stood guard between the two outsiders and the young
Q, ready to defend Q should either of the alien
entities attempt to exact revenge on Q for his betrayal.
Her hand rested on the sword at her side. The two
other Q sat in the jury box, looking on with solemn
expressions. They had retained their armor, but re-
moved their plumed helmets out of respect for the
court.

Picard’s doppelganger stared down at the prisoners
from an elevated seat behind a high black bench. He
had exchanged his armor for a Roman toga, and a
crown of laurel leaves rested upon his hairless dome.
Recalling the memorable instances in which the later
Q had placed Picard (and the rest of humanity) on
trial, the real Jean-Luc found it oddly satisfying to see
the roles reversed for once.

No walls or ceiling enclosed the courtroom of the
Continuum. Tipping back his head, Picard could see
the entire Milky Way Galaxy spread out overhead. To
think, he mused, that that shimmering spiral of stars
and solar systems, a hundred thousand light-years in
diameter, contained the whole of the Alpha, Beta,
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Delta, and Gamma Quadrants, holding every species
and civilization from the Borg to the Dominion to
countless new life-forms as yet unknown. Even in his
own time, Starfleet had explored only a fraction of the
galaxy above. It was a humbling thought.

The quaestor brought down his gavel, calling the
court to attention. “Enemies of the Q Continuum,”
he addressed 0 and The One in as stern a voice as
Picard had ever heard. “You have been accused of
malicious mischief and conduct unbecoming that of
highly advanced entities.”

“I reject your authority,” 0 protested, breaking off
from his song and shaking his adamantine chains.
“You have no jurisdiction over me.”

The One seconded the motion, the jaws of the
disembodied head speaking loudly despite the ab-
sence of lungs or anything else below them. “All
commandments flow from My Wisdom. Thou shalt
have no higher laws than Mine.”

The quaestor was unimpressed by the prisoners’
arguments. ‘““Your access to this plane was done at the
sufferance of the Continuum, and at the instigation of
one of our less prudent constituents.” The magistrate
fixed a cold eye upon the young Q, who gulped
nervously. Having exchanged his sackcloth robe for
prison stripes, Q looked as guilty as he doubtless felt.
“This renders the Continuum responsible for your
future activities, just as it renders you both subject to
our considered rulings.”

For better or for worse, Picard reflected, he and the
usual Q seemed to have arrived at the tail end of the
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trial. Just as well, he thought; as much as he enjoyed
seeing Q among the accused, he was eager for this
odyssey to reach some conclusion. The sooner Q
returned him to the Enterprise, the less anxious he
would feel.

The magistrate rapped his gavel again. “The entity
who quite presumptuously calls Himself The One
shall be confined to the center of this galaxy until the
heat death of the universe or His sincere repentance,
whichever comes first. This sentence is effective im-
mediately.”

“No!” The One screamed as a glowing blue force-
field surrounded His cage, lifting it from the floor and
sending it rushing upward toward the very center of
the sprawling starscape above. The living head rocked
back and forth within His cage, smashing His forbid-
ding visage against the bars. “Mine is the Power and
the Glory and the Will. You cannot lock Me away!”
His strident denials faded rapidly in volume as the
cage ascended into the sky. Picard watched it rise
until its tiny blue glow was lost amidst the dazzling
panoply of the galactic core.

Of course, he thought, realizing at last who and
what this entity truly was. James T. Kirk had reported
encountering just such a malevolent force, trapped
behind an energy barrier at the center of the Milky
Way, during one of the historic early voyages of the
Enterprise-A. In theory, The One was imprisoned
within the core still, even in the twenty-fourth centu-
ry. Remind me to leave that particular barrier alone,
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he thought, triggering yet another revelation in his
mind.

Now the toga-clad magistrate turned his attention
to O himself. Arrogant and unrepentant, the prisoner
waited defiantly in the dock, singing off-key to music
only he could hear. His fancy velvet coat, damask
vest, and fashionable breeches were soiled and di-
sheveled. His orange-red tresses, once neatly tied,
were loose and in disarray, thatches of frizzy hair
jutting wildly in all directions. Having lost his buck-
led shoes in his moment of defeat, he stood barefoot
upon a simulated marble floor, his scarred and
twisted left foot exposed to view.

“A young babe lay asleep in bed,
When a shadow passed his silken head. . . .”

“The entity known only as 0,” the quaestor went
on, ignoring 0’s self-absorbed singing, “is banished
from this galaxy, on every dimensional plane, without
hope of pardon or parole.”

“You bundled him in, and kissed him goodnight,
Trusting that all 'twould be well in the night. . . .”

“A barricade shall be erected around the galaxy to
prevent your return, thus protecting lesser life-forms
from your depraved amusements until they are ad-
vanced enough to defend themselves against you and
your kind.”
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“But ever present, always there,

Too common t'matter, too small for a care—
Heedless of what might befall—

You neglect the spider on the wall. . . .”

It all made sense now, Picard thought, nodding.
The galactic barrier did not exist to hold humanity or
anyone else within the galaxy; it was intended to keep
0 out. A galactic quarantine, in effect, with a capital
Q.
And a quarantine that Lem Faal’s artificial worm-
hole could undo in a few moments, exposing the
Federation and the rest of the galaxy to 0 once
more. . . .

0 spat upon the courtroom floor, his spittle eat-
ing away at the marble tiles like acid. “You can’t be
rid of me so readily,” he vowed, interrupting his
sinister ditty to threaten the court directly. “I’ll be
back if I have to wait a million years, just wait and
see.” His head snapped around to glower at the
young Q. The female Q started to draw her sword,
but O only flung words at his onetime protégé. “I
won’t be forgetting you, Q. We’ll meet again, count
on it.” His angry gaze swept the courtroom; Picard
felt a chill pass over him as 0 looked his way, even
though he knew the vengeful prisoner could not see
either he or the older Q. “I hope you like games,
young Q, because I know whom I’'m testing next.
You, Q, you.” He fixed his baleful gaze on Q as he
resumed his song:
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“While the lad is tucked in snug,
It crawls along across the rug. . ..”

“Enough. The sentence had been pronounced.” He
rapped his gavel decisively. “Make it so.”

“Deep in slumber, young dreams sweet,
It works its way beneath the sheet. . . .”

As with The One, an irresistible force seized 0 and
propelled him upward at unimaginable speed, but
this time the force aimed the prisoner at the outer
limits of the galaxy. “I'll be back, Q,” he shouted
down at them as his raspy voice grew too fainter and
fainter. “Oh, the games we’ll play, games of life and
death and death and death . ..! How well can a Q
die, I wonder. There’s a test for you!”

“Its legs caressing dimpled chin,
It swiftly pierces tender skin. . . .”

Cast out of known space, 0 shrank to invisibility
somewhere outside the galaxy, in the black abyss
between galaxies. Even after he disappeared from
sight, Picard could still hear 0 singing madly.

“When the spider aims his deadly spikes,

No one spies him till he strikes,

Be mindful of this when you kiss yours good-
night,

Beware of the danger that lies in plain sight. . . .”
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Then something new and different appeared. Pi-
card watched in wonder as a thin violet cord, neon
- bright in intensity, stretched around the perimeter of
the Milky Way, outlining the entire galaxy like a
forcefield . . . or a moat.

Thus is born the galactic barrier, he realized, awe-
struck at the enormity of what the Q had done. That
glowing cordon, the same immense wall of energy that
had confronted daring starfarers since time immemo-
rial, was the first line of defense for over one hundred
billion stars, and all the planets and civilizations that
orbited those stars, from Earth to the Delta Quadrant
and beyond. Although it looked like the merest shim-
mering ribbon from his current perspective, he knew
that this same barrier enclosed a spiral cloud of stars
more than one hundred thousand light-years in diam-
eter. It was a cosmic feat of engineering that made the
Great Wall of China seem like a fraction of a fraction
of a subatomic speck in comparison. Astonishing, he
thought. Just to be present at this epochal moment
was almost worth all the aggravation Q had inflicted
on him over the years.

0 had been more than simply exiled, Picard also
understood, as the full implications of the Con-
tinuum’s decree sank in. Given the crippled 0’s inabil-
ity to travel at faster-than-light speeds, except via the
Continuum, he had been effectively marooned in
extragalactic space, over two million years from the
nearest alternative galaxy; in essence, he’d been set
adrift in a very large ocean with the only shore in sight
barred from him forever. Even if 0 set out immedi-
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ately for the Andromeda Galaxy, he was still going to
be alone for a long, long time. Picard almost felt sorry
for him; the Continuum’s judgment had been unfor-
giving indeed.

But what of the young Q? Picard had to admit he
was curious to see how his own people would deal
with the errant Q. Obviously, he thought, whatever
they do, it won’t be enough to curb his appetite for
disorder and chaos. Picard and his crew could testify
to that. s

“Q,” the quaestor addressed the youth. His oh-so-
familiar face frowned in disapproval.

“Yes, Your Honor,” Q said, stepping forward. Un-
like the departed defendants, no chains or cage re-
strained him. He was here of his own free will,
proving that he had gained a little in maturity since
his panicky flight from justice several millennia earli-
er. Picard admired the youth’s willingness to face the
consequences of his misdeeds.

“Would that we could dispose of you,” the quaestor
said mournfully, his expression growing more dour by
the moment, “as swiftly and efficiently as the Contin-
uum dealt with your unsavory associates.” He sighed
and shook his head. “Alas, you are a member of the
Continuum and so we are obliged to undertake the
daunting, and most likely unachievable, task of your
rehabilitation.” He nodded at the female Q, standing
behind Q in the dock. “Will the bailiff please present
Exhibit Forty-two B.”

“Certainly,” she agreed. Holding out her hands in
front of her, she produced a spinning blue-green globe
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~ that lifted off from her open palms to take a position

between the defendant and the quaestor, floating

- serenely in midair. “Do you recognize this world?”
she asked Q.

He peered at the globe, then shook his head.
“Should 17"

“The planet before you,” the quaestor informed
~ him, scowling, “is one of several that were damaged
~ during the conflict required to apprehend you and

your associates. This world, in particular, was injured
by your careless attempt at self-defense near the end
of that regrettable altercation.”
Picard recalled, if the young Q did not, the diverted
asteroid smashing into the Earth many million years
in the past, causing death and destruction on plane-
| tary scale. I still refuse to accept that was really Q’s
doing, he thought. That an asteroid had struck Earth
~ in the distant past, causing mass extinctions all over
~ the globe, was a matter of archaeological record. That
Q himself had caused the disaster, in a single careless
| moment, Picard found harder to accept. That, at
least, must be some twisted joke on Q’s part. Or so he
hoped.

“Oops?” Q said weakly, wincing at the fierce glare

his feeble defence elicited from the quaestor.
| “The biosphere of this unfortunate world has been
grievously harmed,” the magistrate announced. “Your
penance is to personally oversee the reconstruction of
its environment and any life-forms that may develop
~ therein. Perhaps the rehabilitation of this unassuming
world can serve as a model for your own redemption.”
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He regarded Q dubiously. “Probably a lost cause,
who knows?”

Q did not take the quaestor’s ruling as well as
perhaps he should have. “You want me to baby-sit
some insignificant little planet way off in the middle
of nowhere? What sort of punishment is that? It’s a
complete waste of my abilities and talents. Can’t you
come up with a penance that’s more, well, impressive?
Twelve impossible labors maybe, or a hazardous quest
that no one else would dare?” He grimaced at the =
floating orb, his nose wrinkling in disdain. “Nothing
so tedious and mundane as . . . that.”

That’s more like the Q I know, Picard thought.
Supremely self-important even in defeat. A

“Do not question the judgment of this tribunal,”
the magistrate warned him, raising his gavel. “Be =
thankful that you were not stripped of all your :
Q-given powers and privileges, although I would not =
be at all surprised if it comes to that someday.” The Q
who looked like Picard rose from behind the impos-
ing height of the bench and removed his laurel crown. :
“Don’t let me see you here again, young Q.”

Picard half-expected to see Q escorted out of the
courtroom now that the proceedings seemed to have
concluded. Instead the whole courtroom, and every-
one in it, disappeared abruptly in a flash of white
light, leaving the young Q alone with his new charge.
His posture sagged gloomily as he inspected the
spinning globe with a sour expression upon his face.
Continents drifted beneath his gaze, and, from several
meters away, Picard thought he spotted a landmass
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that might someday be France. The arctic icecap crept
slowly downward, locking Earth in its glacial grip,
then receded northward once more. “What a dump,”
Q groaned.

“Oh, that’s enough!” Picard spun around to con-
front the older Q. He had seen all he wanted to see.
“This is too much, Q. Do you truly expect me to
believe that you were placed in charge of humanity—
as a punishment?”

“What can I say, Jean-Luc?” Q replied, throwing up
his hands. “It was a dirty job, but someone had to do
it.” He took Picard by the arm and led him away from
the young Q and an even younger Earth. The captain
glanced back over his shoulder, watching the birth-
place of humanity spin beneath the sullen gaze of the
young Q, but that unsettling primordial scene was
soon lost in a dense, white fog that seemed to form
out of nowhere, soon growing opaque enough to
conceal all the stars that had surrounded the cosmic
courtroom. Picard looked about quickly and realized
that he and Q had returned to the same ghostly limbo

| from which their long journey had begun. He decided
to take this as an encouraging sign that their odyssey
was nearing its end.

“In any event,” Q continued, “you mustn’t dwell

on that amusing little epilogue, no matter how in-
triguing. I trust that, by now, you have deduced the
real reason why I have taken you on this cheery stroll
down memory lane.”

Picard nodded soberly. “Professor Faal’s experi-

' ment. His plan to pierce the galactic barrier with an
I
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artificial wormhole.” Knowing what he now did, it
wasn’t hard to grasp the dangers involved. “We could
accidentally let 0 back into the galaxy.”

*“Oh, almost certainly,” Q confirmed. “He’s surely
still out there, no doubt humming one of his obnox-
ious ditties while he waits for a chance to sneak back
into your precious Milky Way.” He looked sincerely |
concerned by the prospect. “I can’t imagine several |
hundred millennia of isolation have improved his |
personality much.”

Picard resisted the temptation to remark about
blackened pots versus kettles. From what he had
viewed, a legitimate case could be made that 0 was
more of a threat than Q; Q had only threatened
humanity with extinction on occasion, but 0 had
actually carried out his genocidal plan to destroy the
Tkon Empire. “Why didn’t you just tell me the truth l

¥

in the first place?” he asked. “You had any number of
opportunities to explain why you wanted us to leave
the barrier alone.”

“Would you have believed me?” Q asked in return.

Probably not, Picard conceded. He’d be extremely
reluctant to accept anything, even the time of day, on
Q’s word alone. Still, he suspected there was more to
Q’s earlier reticence than the conceited superbeing
was now willing to admit. The affaire de 0 was hardly
one of Q’s finest hours; no wonder he’d been unwill-
ing to provide Picard with the full story until it
became obvious that there was no other way to
convince the captain to call off the experiment. Given
a choice, Picard thought, I'm sure Q would have
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preferred to explore my own follies and frailties rather
than admit to any imperfections of his own.

“But wouldn’t the Continuum intervene again if 0
broke through?” Picard asked. The swirling white
mist was growing thicker and thicker. He could barely
see his own hands when he held them up before his
face. “Surely the combined might of all the Q would
be enough to banish him once more.”

“Eventually,” Q agreed, “but how soon is the
question. Over the acons, the Continuum has grown
more detached and aloof from mortal affairs . . . and
preoccupied with its own concerns.” He guided Pi-
card through the dense fog, although how he knew
which way to go, if directions meant anything at all in
this formless shadowland, Picard couldn’t begin to
imagine. “I alluded earlier to a civil war that recently
divided the Continuum. Although peace was eventu-
ally restored, in no small part due to my own heroic
efforts, rest assured that this has been a time of
considerable turmoil and change for the Q Continu-
um, which now has other things on its collective mind
than an interdimensional vandal we disposed of
countless centuries ago. Still coping with the after-
math of our epochal civil war, the rest of the Q would
also be decidedly unwilling to initiate another armed
conflict so soon after our own internecine struggle.”

Picard found the whole notion of a Q civil war
intriguing and more than a little alarming. He recalled
that it was this very war which supposedly caused the
hairline fractures in the galactic barrier that had first
attracted Lem Faal’s attention. Although Q hadn’t
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said as much, Picard would have been willing to
wager a Ferengi’s ransom in gold-pressed latinum that
Q had been responsible for starting the war in the first
place.

“To be sure,” Q continued, “the Continuum would
take note of 0’s new depredations in a century or two,
but who knows how much havoc 0 could inflict on an
unsuspecting galaxy before the other Q took action?
It’s unlikely your vaunted Federation would still be
around to see O get his just desserts.”

“What do you care?”’ Picard asked suspiciously.

Q did not take offensive at the question, nor at
Picard’s skeptical tone. ‘“Fatherhood has given me a
greater investment in the future of the cosmos. I don’t
want my son to grow up in a galaxy contaminated
by 0.”

A valid point, Picard thought. As disruptive as the
infant Q had been to the daily routines of the Enter-
prise, the captain could not begrudge Q his concern
for his son. “Is that all you’re concerned with?”
Picard accused. “It seemed to me that 0 was dead-set
on revenge against you in particular. Are you sure
you’re not more worried about your own safety?”’

“Enlightened self-interest is one of the crucial hall-
marks of a truly advanced intelligence,” Q said defen-
sively.

“Regardless of your motives,” Picard stated,
“you’ve made your point about the peril of violating
the barrier. I have no intention of proceeding with the
experiment at this time.” He gestured at the feature-
less miasma that had engulfed them. “I trust this
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means we can return to the my ship with all deliberate
speed.”

“If you say so.”

Abruptly, without any tangible sense of transition,
Picard was back on the bridge of the Enterprise. To his
further surprise, he found himself drifting in front of
the main viewer, a few meters above the blue steel
floor. “What the devil?”’ he exclaimed.

“Captain!” Will Riker said, lunging from the cap-
tain’s chair to his feet.

It didn’t take Picard long to realize that there was
no gravity upon the bridge. Year of experience in
Starfleet alerted him to the unique physical sensations
of zero g right away; still, after spending what felt like
hours in the abstract realm of the Q, where entities
casually occupied deep space with a nary a care in the
world, it felt strange to be subjected to such elemental
principles as gravity, or rather the lack of the same,
once more. Which probably means I've returned to
reality none too soon, he reflected. “Q,” he said,
pointing in an irritated manner at the floor, “if you
don’t mind . ..”

“What?” Q said. Over by Ops, Q was enjoying a
reunion with his family. Little q came to a landing
within his father’s waiting arms. A half-eaten glopsi-
cle bobbed perilously near Q’s ruffled brown hair.
“Oh, I see what you mean.”

Q snapped his fingers and gravity was restored to
the bridge, dragging Picard swiftly toward the floor
below. Bits and pieces of broken technology also
plummeted abruptly, clattering onto the duranium
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floor. The captain himself landed on both feet with as
much dignity as he could muster, then quickly took
stock of his new surroundings.

He didn’t like what he saw. Even in the alarmingly
dim lighting, it was clear that the bridge of his
starship had been through a costly battle. Besides the
temporary absence of gravity—and Picard noticed
now that Riker and the other crew members present,
with the notable exception of Q and his family, were
also equipped with magnetic boots—ominous signs
of damage and violent destruction were evident in
nearly every direction he looked. The overhead light-
ing had obviously gone out, so his eyes had to adjust
to the resulting gloom as he glanced about the bridge.
Flashing alert signals and the glowing viewscreen cast
deep scarlet and magenta shadows over the scene.
The aft engineering station looked completely devas-
tated by some sort of electrical fire, while bits of ash
and lightweight debris polluted the ordinarily pristine
atmosphere of the bridge, gradually drifting toward
the floor. “The Calamarain, I take it,” he said to
Riker, who approached the captain with a worried
look upon his face. How long have I been away, Picard
wondered, and what has become of the ship in my
absence?

“You called it,” Riker confirmed. His voice was
tighter than usual, as if he was in some pain. He gave
Q a dirty look. “Good to have you back, Captain.”

“Trust me, you are no more pleased than I am,
Number One,” Picard said wholeheartedly. He
turned around to inspect the main viewer. To his
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concern and puzzlement, the screen showed nothing
but a constant purple glow. “Where are we?” he asked

- Riker, fearing he already knew the answer.

“Inside the barrier,” the first officer informed him.
“It was the only way to escape the Calamarain. At
present, we are waiting for La Forge to complete
repairs on the warp engines before attempting to leave
this sector.”

Picard nodded. He could get a full report later on;
for now, it appeared that, while the ship was definitely
in difficult straits, Commander Riker had the situa-
tion in hand. “And the wormhole experiment?” he
asked with some apprehension.

“Aborted,” Riker said bluntly, “after we ran into
trouble with the Calamarain.” He stepped aside and
let Picard take his place in the captain’s chair. “Pro-
tecting the ship took priority.”

“You made the right choice, Number One,” Picard
assured him, “and a better one than you could even
realize.” Riker gave him a quizzical look so Picard
elaborated, tipping his head toward Q. “T’ll give you a
complete briefing later, but let’s just say that I've
learned more than enough about the true nature and
purpose of the barrier. Hopefully, that will be enough
to satisfy Professor Faal and Starfleet Science.”

Settling into his chair, Picard noted that the female
Q had apparently commandeered Deanna Troi’s seat;
it was a bit odd to realize that this was the same
woman whom he and Q had just observed several
hundred thousand years in the past. He scowled when
he saw that the baby Q had left sticky handprints all
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over the armrest of the counselor’s chair, although,
from the look of the rest of the bridge, he decided he
should be thankful that the command area was intact
at all. Taking a quick mental inventory of the bridge
crew, he was surprised to see Lieutenant Barclay
stationed at the secondary science station and that
young Canadian officer, Ensign Berglund, manning
the tactical podium. “Where is Lieutenant Leyoro?”
he asked. “And Counselor Troi?”

Riker’s face warned him there was worse to come.
“Sickbay,” he began. “The news isn’t good. . ..”
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Chapter Six

BRING DOWN THE WALL. The wall is all. . . .

Gravity returned to sickbay without warning, but
Lem Faal failed to notice. His mind ablaze with new
concepts and sensations, he awoke suddenly, his
transformed eyes snapping open, to find Beverly
Crusher leaning over him, a worried frown upon her
face. Surprised by his unexpected return to conscious-
ness, she gasped and stepped backward involuntarily,
bringing a hand to her chest.

Faal was disoriented by the familiar surroundings.
Sickbay? How had he returned to sickbay? What had
happened to him? The last thing he remembered was
standing by a turbolift, trying to get to Engineering. My
experiment . . . my work . . . my destiny . . . Then the
power of the barrier had invaded his mind, bringing
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with it . . . something else. A renewed sense of pur-
pose, along with the strength and the focus to over-
come the endless limitations of his decaying body, or
so he had thought until he woke here. I must have
collapsed, he realized, overcome by the power of the
barrier . . . and the voice on the other side. The voice
had spoken to him for months, promising him immor-
tality and infinite knowledge, enough to transcend the
disease that was killing him, to overcome mortality
entirely. Come to me, free me, be me. Faal had followed
that voice to the very edge of the galaxy, all the while
concealing his true purpose from Starfleet.

Closer now. Close, closer, closest. . . .

“Professor?” the human doctor asked urgently.
“Can you hear me? How do you feel?”

He felt like a new being, but saw no reason to
explain anything to the doctor. He had evolved be-
yond her, beyond everyone on this starship. They
must have brought me here, he realized, just as Pi-
card’s crew had interfered with and delayed his mis-
sion ever since he first stepped aboard. They can’t see
what I see, hear what I hear. No matter. The ship was
still within the barrier; Faal could sense its power all
around him. He knew where he needed to be: Engi-
neering, where the equipment necessary to his experi-
ment waited. My work . . . my destiny. It was time for
the final step, to remove the barrier between himself
and the voice.

Bring down the wall. . . .

“Professor Faal,” the doctor repeated. She glanced
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anxiously from his face to the biobed monitor and
back again. “Can you understand me? Do you know
where you are?”

Engineering, Faal thought. I have to go to Engineer-

 ing. He tried to sit up, but something restrained him.

Lifting his head a few centimeters from the bed, he
saw that translucent straps held his wrists and ankles
to the bed. A longer strap stretched across his chest,
further limiting his movement. Why have they con-
fined me? he wondered. Don’t they realize how close I
am? Close, closer, closest. He had vague memories of
an altercation with the doctor, and with Counselor
Troi, but that felt like it had occurred ages ago, to
another person, one very different from the being he
had become.

Come. Hurry. He could still hear the voice, but now
it seemed like the voice was his, almost indistinguish-
able from his own thoughts, Bring down the wall.
Break through.
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