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Everything changes.

She was young and innocent.

That changed.

She loved me.

And that, too, deepened and changed.

I loved her.

And because of that, I changed.

She died.

Perhaps that, too, will change.
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PROLOGUE
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All was chaos.

In the universe of James T. Kirk, his bride lay dying, their unborn child within her, both victims of an assassin’s poison, beyond McCoy’s ability to save.

In the seething plasma storms of the Badlands, three starships obscured by sensor masks held open an impossible portal to another reality.

And through that portal, in the realm known as the mirror universe, Captain Jean-Luc Picard and his Enterprise waited for a legend’s return.

To save his wife and child, that legend had traveled to the nightmare of the devastated mirror Earth, to penetrate the hidden enclave of his greatest enemy. His only hope.

James T. Kirk had at last found what he searched for.

And now would have to pay the price ….

Kirk limped along in Tiberius’s wake.

His head ached, the inside of his lip was split, and at any other time in his career he would have jumped Tiberius the instant his back was turned and strangled the pompous, self-righteous, murderous monster without a second thought.

But needed Tiberius alive. At least until he had the antitoxin Teilani needed. Tiberius might survive another few seconds past that moment. But only seconds.

They reached the alcove outside the transporter room. Kirk watched Tiberius walk past the terrible photograph of the hangings at Starfleet Headquarters without paying it a moment’s notice.

As Kirk came to it, he couldn’t help himself. He paused to check the photo for another name, MCCOY. And found it. How is that possible? he asked himself. That identical people can have such different lives?

“Old friends?” Tiberius asked. He had turned back to see Kirk looking at the photograph and walked back to join him, as if they were on a tour of an art gallery.

“Do you have any friends?” Kirk asked grimly.

“How can I?” Tiberius replied. “I once was, and will be again, absolute master of life and death throughout known space.” To Kirk, it sounded, incredibly, as if his counterpart was actually being sincere. “Everyone wants to be my friend, James, to curry favor, to bask in some slight reflection of my glory. But if I were to allow that, choosing one or two favorites or familiars here or there, how could I be fair with my subjects? How could I be honest? Come along, James. So much to do, so little time.”

Tiberius started down the corridor again.

“In my analysis of your woefully inadequate career,” he continued, “I believe I have identified many of your flaws. Chief among them, your foolish persistence in believing that you are like ordinary men.” Tiberius glanced back over his shoulder. “You are not like ordinary men, James. You never have been. We never have been. But only I have been able to rise above your shallow concerns about being a man of the people.”

“Do you ever shut up?” Kirk asked.

They had come to another large white door. Tiberius placed a hand against the scanner plate on the wall beside it, and the door silently slipped open.

“I hope you realize,” Tiberius said, “at some dim level of your perception, that the only reason I have allowed you to live this long while insulting me is because I do respect you.”

“Why didn’t you respect Teilani?”

Tiberius paused in the open door. “Incredible as it may seem to you, I don’t care about your Klingon-Romulan hybrid concubine. Intendant Picard, on the other hand, seemed to find her remarkably attractive, but if he did anything to Teilani, it wouldn’t be fatal.”

Kirk suppressed his rage. It would not do to assault his counterpart again. Tiberius was better trained, more practiced in hand-to-hand combat. He would have to choose his time precisely. He might not be able to outfight his opponent, but Kirk was certain he could outthink him. Once the antitoxin was his.

But until then, he couldn’t let this smug bastard continue to lie, unchallenged.

“If you don’t care about Teilani, why did you send one of your children to poison her?”

“I did no such thing.”

For the first time, Kirk felt he had said something that Tiberius was interested in.

“I was there. I saw it. I recognized the child in your … crche.”

Tiberius took on a serious expression. “Which one?”

“I can’t be sure. A boy. Eight years old. He was in pyjamas.”

“Where did this take place?”

“Don’t play games with me! You know where it took place.”

Tiberius’s face flushed red, as if his temper had gained control of him. “Assume I don’t know. Assume one of my eager commandants decided he’d make my day by sending an assassin after Teilani without telling me. Do you have sufficient imagination to do that?”

“Chal,” Kirk said. But he’d be damned before he’d let Tiberius escape responsibility for what he had done.

“A backwater world. Of no importance in your universe. A lifeless cinder in mine. What did this child do to Teilani?”

“Poisoned her,” Kirk said. “With a Klingon nerve toxin.”

Again, Tiberius took on an expression of legitimate interest. “Follow me. I have something to show you on my computer.”

Kirk wasn’t certain what was going on, but finding out where Tiberius’s computer was could definitely provide him with an edge. He followed Tiberius past the exhibition of atrocities depicted in the photographs on the wall. He couldn’t help but notice one.

“Ahh,” Tiberius said as he saw what Kirk was looking at. “One of my personal favorites.” The small name plaque on the image said PAVEL A. CHEKOV. But what it showed was a desiccated body in a transparent tube. Then Kirk remembered what that tube was. An agony booth.

Tiberius preened as if proud of the photo. “I believe you share in some of the glory of that day. That week, actually. My good friend at the time, Mr. Spock, informed me that Chekov moved against me while you were conducting your laughable masquerade on my ship. When I finally returned to the real universe, I found poor Chekov in the agony booth, as punishment, but my torturers were at a loss because of the leniency you had shown him.

“So, I made leniency my showcase. I had the agony booth set to medium intensity. Think of a dull toothache throughout your body, in every part. Bearable, but most uncomfortable. And then I kept Pavel in it. It took thirteen days for him to die. It had a bracing effect on my crew. Set a standard throughout the fleet.”

“In my universe, he became head of Starfleet.”

“Which could explain a great deal about your Starfleet, don’t you think?”

Kirk didn’t want to engage this beast in any topic of conversation other than the one that had brought him here. “Where’s the computer?”

Tiberius pointed through the door. Kirk entered.

The computer was on a console before him. It looked like a standard Starfleet system, the kind he’d expect to see on a starship. Past it, on either side of the long narrow room they had entered, Kirk saw transparent display cases. At the end the hall, Kirk saw a pair of bright red sliding doors that made him think of the original Enterprise.

Tiberius went to the computer console and input a series of commands, angling his body so Kirk couldn’t see what his authorization codes were. When he stepped away again, there was a visual sensor recording of the boy who had attacked Teilani. The same one who was in the crche on the other side of the alcove.

“That’s the boy,” Kirk said.

“You’re certain?” Tiberius asked. “Perhaps it was this boy?” He pressed a control on the console and a new image appeared.

“That’s the same one,” Kirk said.

“Or, perhaps this one?” Tiberius asked.

Another new image. But again, the same boy.

Then Kirk looked at his hands, said the word that answered his questions. “Clones.”

“Exactly. Three of that young one. And what might be of interest to you is that one of him is missing in your universe. I sent a signal to activate a number of secret bases and assets over there. The group of children he was with never reported back.”

Kirk tried to process that information. “What are you saying? That someone just decided to use that boy to kill Teilani as a coincidence?!”

“Someone who knew how to use him, yes. That seems a reasonable assumption.”

Kirk didn’t understand the choice of words Tiberius had made. “What do you mean by use?”

“You don’t know?”

Kirk shook his head and stepped to the side as if avoiding confrontation, but he did so to give himself a better look at the keyboard. “Right now, it seems I don’t know anything.”

“That’s a start,” Tiberius agreed. “As I said, I can’t have friends. No peers. You can’t imagine the disappointment you were to me. But still, I have to make preparations for the future. We both seemed to have achieved a second chance at life. Perhaps we’ll get a third. Who knows? But in the meantime, I created clones.”

Tiberius grinned. “Oh, not exact duplicates. Replication drift can be dangerous, and I was looking to the long term. So they’re all half me—half us—and half various other people whom my research showed had satisfactory genes. And when I began adjusting their genetic heritage, it seemed a simple matter to enhance it here and there. Multiplied strength, vastly increased endurance. Hyper-intelligence. And … a built-in method of self-defense.”

Kirk waited for the rest of the explanation he knew would come. And it did.

“I borrowed here and there from other successful species.”

“Species?!” But then Kirk knew the answer before Tiberius could continue. “Poisonous ones. The toxin wasn’t painted on the boy’s fingernail; he produced it.”

“Mystery solved. Let’s go down there.”

“No!” Kirk insisted. “It’s not solved. Who set that child on Teilani?”

“What does it matter? You said she’s dead.”

“She’s in stasis. You must know what toxin the boy produced. You must have an antitoxin!”

Kirk didn’t like the way Tiberius remained in place, folded his arms, and began to smile, horribly.

“You think I have the capacity to save Teilani?”

Knowing the terrible door he was opening, Kirk gave the only answer he could. “Yes.”

Tiberius laughed, the sound hollow, mocking. “Just one small detail overlooked, James. Why would I want to?”

There was only one thing Kirk had to offer. “You want to kill me.”

“I do. And here you are. Not much of a bargaining chip, I’m afraid.” Tiberius walked closer to Kirk, watching him closely. “But you are serious? You want to save Teilani. You have to save Teilani. No matter what the cost?”

Kirk hesitated. He feared what Tiberius might be suggesting.

But more than that, he feared what might happen if he did not hear more.

“What do you want me to do?” Kirk said, and with those words he knew his soul was forfeit to Tiberius.

From his counterpart’s triumphant smile, Kirk was certain Tiberius knew the same.

“Come with me,” Tiberius said.

He turned his back on Kirk again and walked halfway down the line of display cases, stopping in front of one that had a small figure in it.

Kirk joined his counterpart to look inside that case.

And was almost sick.

“Balok?” he said.

“The one and only. Brilliant scientist. Lonely starship captain. And an extremely disappointing ambassador from the First Federation. He does, however, make an excellent trophy.”

Kirk was overwhelmed by the butchery before him. The figure in the case was the diminutive alien who had tested him and his crew back during his first five-year mission. The encounter had marked the beginning of a still ongoing, if unconventional, relationship with the First Federation. But here, in this universe, Balok was a stuffed specimen in Tiberius’s chambers of horrors. His mouth permanently twisted into a smile as he perpetually contemplated the glass of tranya that had been wired to his lifeless hand.

“Before I was finished with him,” Tiberius said affectionately, “Balok gave me many secrets. I think you saw the Tantalus field at work. That was one of his. Captain Pike seemed far too eager to keep all the spoils of the Fesarius for himself, so I used the Tantalus field to rid the Enterprise of him, earning his rank for myself.”

Tiberius frowned, as if recalling a terrible defeat.

“But after a time, torture seemed to have little effect on Balok. From what my men and I could translate from his ship’s computers, there was a vast base of Fesarius-class ships just outside Imperial space. I used all my skills to make him reveal what I wanted to know, and in the end, before he died, he told me where the base was located.”

Kirk could guess what had happened. “He lied to you.”

“Imagine my disappointment.”

Kirk looked at the mummified body of the little alien. He could imagine Tiberius’s rage. This was the result of it. Absolute insanity.

“So my question for you, James T. Kirk, is do you know where the First Federation base is?”

Kirk nodded. Of all the questions Tiberius might have asked of him, that was one he could answer.

“Do you have the antitoxin that can save Teilani’s life?” Kirk asked.

Tiberius matched Kirk’s acknowledgment. Then he held out his hand.

“I believe this could be the beginning of a most profitable relationship, James. Something to give each of us what we want most.”

Kirk looked at that hand for long moments.

It couldn’t just be a yes-or-no situation, to accept that hand or not. There had to be a third option. There always was a third option.

But not this time.

Because there was no more time.

Kirk took Tiberius’s hand in his and shook hands with the demon who dwelled within him.

Because of what he was choosing to do at this moment, Teilani might live.

But James T. Kirk was utterly and hopelessly defeated.
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Admiral Leonard H. McCoy, M.D., was too stubborn to die.

He was 149 years old. The total mass of implants in his body, including ceramic-composite hips, heart-boosters, and synthetic muscles, easily outweighed his original parts, and he wasn’t complaining. He hadn’t submitted to these admittedly experimental procedures because he was afraid of death. He’d lost that fear in his first five-year mission on the Enterprise. A few landing parties with Jim Kirk and death was something you came to know on a first-name basis. You also learned how to ignore it.

But after almost a century and a half of fighting the good fight, McCoy could no longer ignore the fatigue of battle. He was just plain tired. Because no matter how many skirmishes he had won, for himself and uncounted others, there was always that knowledge that in the end the war would be decided in the adversary’s favor.

Here and now, in one of the most secure medical facilities on the entire Klingon homeworld of Qo’noS, he faced defeat once again. This time, the confrontation and its likely outcome asked more than he could bear.

The woman in the harshly angled stasis tube before him was dying, and with her, her unborn child. And like a black hole reaching out to engulf and destroy all that it touched, her death and the child’s would inevitably sweep so many others down into the ultimate darkness.

One especially.

Jim Kirk.

The woman was Teilani of Chal. A deliberate mixture of Romulan and Klingon heritage, created with the genetic capacity to save her people in the event of the unthinkable—total war between the empires and the Federation.

In time, the threat of that war had vanished, but Teilani did not squander her gift. A by-product of a war that never took place, she brought peace to her own troubled world and led it to full membership in the Federation. Then she brought peace to the Federation by risking her own life to help defeat the Vulcan Symmetrists.

But, most important, Teilani of Chal had brought peace to the tumultuous life of James T. Kirk.

She had been his equal in all that fueled Kirk’s life. McCoy himself had seen them race their champion ordovers along the tropical beaches of Chal as if the universe existed for no other purpose than as an arena for their competition. The doctor had watched visual sensor records that showed Teilani sneakily edging past Kirk in the airlock of their shuttle to be the first to jump head-long into space in an insanely difficult orbital skydive.

And McCoy had seen fire of a different sort between the two.

Kirk and Teilani walking those same beaches they had raced across by day. But slowly, quietly, hand in hand, wordlessly sharing the moment of the ocean and the setting suns of the world that was their home.

Kirk and Teilani at one another’s side in work as well. In the forest clearing where Kirk had labored to cut and fell the trees that made the walls and roof of their house, Teilani a vibrant force beside him, quick to pull a rope, shove a timber into place, or steal a kiss, tease a laugh.

That clearing on Chal, that hand-built house, that was where McCoy had last seen Kirk and Teilani together as they were meant to be. Embraced by their friends. Embracing each other. Celebrating their marriage and their future. Anticipating the greater blessing to come, in the promise of their unborn child alive in Teilani’s swollen belly.

On that day, McCoy had seen in his friend’s eyes a fulfillment he had never expected to see there. A peace McCoy had glimpsed only rarely before, whenever Jim Kirk took the center chair of his starship and gave the command to move on, to explore, to discover all that the universe had to offer. Yet command of a starship is a gift given only to a few, and never for long. And when the day had finally come for Kirk to stand down, McCoy had grieved for his old friend, fearing Kirk’s life without command would be without purpose, nothing more than a hazy existence of idle distraction.

But that had been before Teilani.

More than a partner, a lover, a wife, or a mother to his child, Teilani caused Kirk’s rebirth.

McCoy felt the sting of tears and did not wipe them away, not questioning how after a lifetime of loss, one more death could affect him so.

In all the years McCoy had known Kirk, he had never seen him more alive than he had the night that Kirk and Teilani joined in marriage.

And only hours later, McCoy had never seen Kirk so devastated than when he learned that the reason for his bride’s collapse was that she had been deliberately poisoned.

“How much longer?” M’Benga asked.

McCoy wore a small, transparent lens over his left eye. It was an offshoot of the Universal Translator, providing visual translations of the Klingon readouts on the medical equipment. Klingon anatomy McCoy had finally mastered. But the Klingon language was another matter.

“Can’t be sure,” McCoy said. He knew he sounded as tired as he felt. “No more than twenty hours. Maybe as few as two.”

“Can we save the child?” M’Benga asked.

Dr. Andrea M’Benga, great-granddaughter of McCoy’s old colleague on the first Enterprise, placed her hand on the faceted observation port of the stasis tube. The gesture pleased McCoy. He thought too many doctors today saw themselves as engineers. Dealt with their patients through machines and computers and manipulative forcefields. But touch was important. Feeling. Understanding. McCoy liked M’Benga. Even if she was crazy.

Now he struggled with the only answer he could give her question. He couldn’t save Teilani. The proof of that diagnosis was twisted across her face—a virogen scar that marred her beauty, though truth be told, Jim never seemed to notice it.

In any other person, any other being, McCoy knew, that scar could be healed, made to disappear without a trace. But because of who Teilani was and the uniqueness of her genetically engineered heritage, that scar was beyond the power of current medicine to remove. That same fierce genetic resistance made her resistant to the medical stasis field, as well.

Immediate treatment had only slowed the deadly action of the toxin that had poisoned her. Even total stasis could not arrest its spread.

“Doctor?” M’Benga said. Her hand remained on the stasis tube. Through the faceted port, Teilani’s image was repeated as if reflected through a broken prism. “Can the child be saved?”

McCoy licked his dry lips. They tasted like some foul combination of cinnamon, lemon, and burnt meat. It came from the scent of Klingon antiseptic, he knew. The Klingons were just as advanced as Starfleet when it came to medical isolation and sterilization fields, but their old battlefield traditions died hard. Klingon physicians, their staff, and their equipment were ritually and regularly bathed in the cloying fermented liquid that killed virtually all bacteria on contact. Just a suggestion of that scent was enough to bring back vivid memories of all of McCoy’s earlier visits to this world. He hadn’t enjoyed any of them.

“Maybe,” he said in answer to M’Benga’s question. It was the best he could do. “But we’ll have to drop the stasis field and …” He couldn’t finish. He didn’t have to. M’Benga understood. She lifted her hand from the tube.

Within minutes of the field shutting down, Teilani would die.

“What would he want?” M’Benga asked simply.

McCoy knew precisely whom she meant. Knew what Kirk would want.

Kirk would want to return from his dangerous mission into the mirror universe with the antitoxin that would save Teilani and his child.

He would want to beam in unexpectedly at the very last second and—

“Admiral McCoy!” a Klingon voice barked. “There is an emergency Starfleet communication for you!”

McCoy turned to see Dr. Kron striding toward him, holding a small communicator, heavy boots clanking on the metal floor. Klingon medical facilities tended to be well armored, with low ceilings and thick, metal-clad walls. Tradition again, McCoy knew. Recapturing the feel of the deep-underground military medical facilities built during the Age of Heroes, when worldwide wars had engulfed Qo’noS for generations.

Like that of most Klingon physicians, Kron’s armor also spoke of centuries of tradition. Its most prominent feature was a slash of blood-pink gemstones across his heart. And into his belt was thrust a d’ktahg dagger of surgical steel, perfect for performing field phlebotomies. At least on Klingons, McCoy knew phlebotomies did some good—sometimes.

McCoy took the communicator from Kron’s massive hand. He touched his own Starfleet combadge. “Why aren’t they using this?”

“We are in a secured facility,” Kron rumbled. Even his breath smelled like the antiseptic. “Regular communications channels are jammed.”

McCoy nodded. Klingons were happy only when they expected the worst. He spoke into the communicator. “McCoy here.”

“Admiral,” a familiar voice replied from the device. “Commander Riker here.”

McCoy’s pulse quickened with new hope. The Enterprise had returned. Could that mean—

A transporter harmonic grew in the medical lab, drowning out whatever else Riker had to say.

McCoy turned to see a shaft of light take shape, and resolve into—

The wrong captain.

“Admiral McCoy,” Jean-Luc Picard said. His eyes studied McCoy’s companion as if her presence surprised him. “Dr. M’Benga.”

“Where’s Jim?” McCoy asked, even though Picard’s frown told him the whole story.

“We waited as long as we could,” Picard said somberly. He walked over to the stasis tube, stared down at Teilani. “Until the portal began to close. But he didn’t make it back.”

“Not even a signal?” McCoy asked.

“Nothing. I’m sorry.”

“What portal?” M’Benga asked.

Picard looked up. “That’s classified, Doctor.”

Starfleet bureaucracy. McCoy had no patience for it. “She knows everything anyway,” he told Picard. “Probably more than you do.”

M’Benga folded her arms. “Teilani was poisoned by Starfleet operatives.”

“That’s impossible,” the captain said. McCoy enjoyed the way the man almost sputtered.

“They didn’t mean to kill her,” M’Benga went on. “But they wanted to ‘encourage’ Kirk to work for them, so they needed something to hold over him.”

By now Picard had his reactions under control. He remained silent.

“So Kirk would track down his mirror-universe counterpart,” M’Benga continued. “Tiberius.” She paused, then added, “And before you ask me what makes me think any of this is true, I should tell you I worked for them, too. For Project Sign.”

McCoy could see from Picard’s reaction that he understood the significance of that, but had no intention of discussing it. Instead, the captain looked back at Teilani.

“Can anything be done for her?” he asked.

McCoy’s eyes held his answer. M’Benga’s response spelled it out. “There’s a chance we might be able to save the child.”

With that, McCoy knew the moment had come. After more lifetimes than any one man could reasonably hope for, James Kirk could not defeat death for his life’s partner. There would be no last-minute beam-ins, no brilliant new strategies to turn defeat into victory. Time, the odds, the gods themselves would finally claim the victory that Kirk had always denied them.

Kirk would lose.

Teilani would die.

And Kirk’s friend McCoy would try his utmost to pick up whatever pieces he could.

Ignoring Picard, McCoy addressed the Klingon physician who had listened without comment to the grim exchange. “Dr. Kron, prepare to shut down the stasis field.”

The Klingon nodded, his heavy brows knit together in the sadness of the moment.

McCoy directed his next words to M’Benga. “We’ll have two minutes at most. The Klingon surgical pallets aren’t programmed for Chal anatomy, so—”

“We can beam her to the Enterprise,” Picard interjected. “The sickbay is—”

McCoy cut him off. “I helped design that sickbay. It can’t handle Chal physiology any better than this facility can.” He turned back to M’Benga. “On Earth, it’s called a cesarean section.”

“I’m familiar with it,” M’Benga said. “I performed two on Chal during the virogen crisis.”

“Then get ready to perform your third.”

One of Dr. Kron’s nurses—two and a half meters of solid muscle in black leather armor—slapped a surgical kit down on the equipment tray beside the stasis tube. The metal blades of its various cutting implements clanged.

McCoy frowned. “Can’t use protoplasers on Chal flesh.”

But his warning was unnecessary for M’Benga. “I know the historical methods, too. Including physical scalpels.” She cringed as she said those last words though, as any civilized physician would.

That established, McCoy took a breath to steady his nerves, preparing himself to fight the battle again. “Dr. Kron,” he said, forcing himself to keep his voice clear and steady, “shut it—”

The hum of a transporter harmonic cut off his final word.

M’Benga stared past McCoy, her mouth dropping open with amazement.

Picard’s broad grin was one of recognition.

McCoy turned to the figure resolving from the light. But he already knew whom he would see. You’d think I’d know by now, he thought.

McCoy was not disappointed.

James T. Kirk had done it again.


TWO
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To those who had built it more than a century ago, Memory Alpha would be unrecognizable.

What had once been a cold and austere academic outpost designed to store and safeguard the sum total of all scientific and cultural information from each world of the Federation was now a vibrant world in its own right, home to a colorful and constantly changing population of scholars and artists from across the known quadrants.

Lifetimes could be spent sifting through the continuously growing collections of Alpha’s data, discovering lost insights in ancient scientific records, bringing forgotten arts to new life, searching for unsuspected patterns in the histories of more than 150 member worlds, thousands of cultures, trillions of lives.

And sometimes, just sometimes, those patterns were found.

“A disaster,” Admiral Abernath Hardin said. His tone suggested he was not convinced.

T’Serl cleared her throat, glanced at her colleague.

But across the polished bronzewood conference table from her, Lept merely scratched under his moss-green headskirt, and offered no assistance. As researchers, the young Vulcan and elderly Ferengi were a formidable pair. But Lept had already made it clear that any dealings T’Serl wished to undertake with Starfleet would be completely up to her.

“Actually, Admiral,” T’Serl finally said, “disaster is not an altogether appropriate word.”

Hardin steepled his fingers, tapping two together in polite impatience. “You used it.”

Because another Vulcan would have understood the context, T’Serl thought impatiently. But humans, they needed everything spelled out in holographic letters a meter high and preferably projected directly onto their retinas.

“Cataclysm,” T’Serl said. “Apocalyptic cataclysm.”

The admiral at least stopped tapping his fingers. “The destruction of a world?”

T’Serl looked back to the center of the conference table above which was holographically projected the vivid display that was the centerpiece of her presentation. On one side of the slowly rotating model was a three-dimensional cauldron of seething fractal solids. On the other, the cauldron’s chaos was abruptly converted into a flat, two-dimensional plane. Anarchy converted into absolute order. The image was chilling.

Chilling, that is, to anyone possessing the slightest understanding of psychohistory. And Admiral Hardin, it seemed, did not.

“More than a world,” T’Serl said.

“The Federation?” Hardin asked, his eyebrows rising. His light tone revealed his continued lack of comprehension.

“More than the Federation,” T’Serl answered. “More than the galaxy.”

“The universe?” The admiral’s disinterested skepticism was becoming shaded with hostility.

But T’Serl could not turn back. Just this meeting alone, with one admiral who sat on the Federation Council Technology Committee on Strategic Planning, had taken more than six months to arrange.

“The destruction of the universe. Yes, sir,” she said. “That’s what all our findings indicate.” She glanced at her Ferengi colleague as she stressed the word “our.”

Hardin stared at T’Serl’s display in stern contemplation. The hologram was the small conference room’s only light source, and painted the faces of its observers as if they had gathered around a primitive woodfire, hoping to divine the future.

“What timescale are we looking at?” the admiral asked.

As a scientist, T’Serl knew that the answer she was about to give should be couched in qualifications and assigned an error factor, plus or minus. But Hardin was not a person who wanted to hear estimates and best guesses. He was an admiral. He was in Starfleet. He was a human. He wanted facts, only facts, black or white, yes or no, up or down.

“Three months,” T’Serl said, ignoring the small, strangled noise that issued from Lept’s throat at her pronouncement.

Hardin leaned back in his chair, but whether he was subconsciously distancing himself from T’Serl or the truth she spoke, T’Serl didn’t know.

“Just so I understand this,” Hardin said, “you’re telling me that your … psychohistorical research predicts that in three months the universe will come to an end?”

T’Serl nodded. “That is correct.”

“How?”

“The research does not indicate the means by which—”

“You mean you don’t know?”

Facts, T’Serl told herself. No equivocation. “Not to any acceptable degree of certainty.”

“Then the word you’re looking for is ‘No.’ ”

“No.” T’Serl kept herself from looking at Lept. But she could already hear the Ferengi reminding her that he had told her this would happen.

“So,” the admiral said sharply, “three months from now, we might wake up and find that a subspace anomaly is about to swallow space-time, or—”

“No, sir.”

Hardin’s eyes flashed. “So you do know.”

T’Serl briefly allowed herself to wonder if the admiral’s obstinacy was deliberate, then plunged ahead, still determined to make him listen—and understand. “Psychohistory does not deal with natural phenomena, Admiral. It is the study of sentient beings operating en masse, in accordance with basic, predictable trends of sociology, psychology, political dynamics …” She stopped as the admiral raised his hand.

“You’ve already defined it for me,” he said dismissively. “You find the patterns in human behavior, then make predictions about what groups of people will do.”

T’Serl forced herself to remain silent. As published by the Vulcan Academy of Science, the definition of psychohistory ran 15,387 words. And Vulcan was an eminently concise and precise language.

“So what you’re saying,” the admiral continued, “is that the end of the universe will be caused not by some natural phenomenon, but by something a group of people will do on purpose.”

T’Serl couldn’t help herself. He has to understand. She drew herself up and tried again, her voice stiffer than she would have wished. “Actually, Admiral, though psychohistory most often deals with groups of people and collections of events, its true strength as a predictive technique rests in its ability to identify key decision points in the progress of history, and to suggest where individuals might arise to force those decision points along one path or another.”

“An individual?” the admiral asked, frowning.

T’Serl nodded. “It is impossible to know who the individual is, or will be, although it is highly possible to know when and where that individual might appear. As it is—”

“Popping corn,” the admiral said suddenly.

The inane human response succeeded in stopping T’Serl. She stared at him, uncertain even as to what language he had spoken, let alone what he meant.

The admiral ended her confusion. “It’s a popular food from Cestus III. Very small hard-shelled fruits called kernels. Heat them in oil. The moisture in each kernel vaporizes, expands explosively to break the hull and cook the expanded starchy meat.”

Humans will eat anything, T’Serl thought with disgust that she was careful to keep from her face. She glanced at Lept, but he had adopted a false look of fascinated interest that she knew bore no connection to whatever it was he felt. A Ferengi’s facial expression could be as unforthcoming as a Vulcan’s.

“The point is,” the admiral said, “you throw a handful of popping corn into hot oil at a given temperature and you can say almost to the second when the first kernel will pop. You just can’t say which kernel it will be.”

T’Serl relaxed. The human was making a valid point after all. “An apt analogy,” she said.

Now more at ease than at any other time in their meeting, the admiral actually winked at her. “What you mean is, Not bad for a human.”

Hardin was right, but T’Serl refused to give him the satisfaction.“I am not certain what you mean, Admiral,” she said coolly.

The admiral bestowed an annoying smile on her, then became serious again, lifting one hand to gesture at her display. “So if you can’t say what is going to destroy the universe, then can you at least say from which cultural group the person responsible will arise?”

“The Federation.”

Hardin shook his head, not satisfied with that answer. “You’ll have to do better than that. The Federation’s got one hundred and fifty-some-odd members at last count. Counting colony worlds, maybe fifteen thousand planets. Population in the tens of trillions.”

“It is precisely those numbers that make psychohistory possible as a science,” T’Serl said. “On a planetary scale, populations of only a few billion are too small to allow for full predictive analysis. But on a galactic scale, human behavior does become quantifiable.” She would have preferred to say “sentient behavior,” but the word “human” had grown beyond its originating species and today was commonly used to describe any thinking, rational being.

“Quantifiable enough to identify a threat,” the admiral said with a nod. “But not quantifiable enough to say where that threat will emerge, or who will be responsible.” He steepled his hands again, waiting for her next response.

T’Serl regarded him for a moment. “Given our present operating conditions, that is correct.”

Hardin tilted his head to one side, clearly intrigued by what she had not said. “Are you suggesting that under different conditions, you might be able to make more precise predictions?”

“Given adequate resources, yes.”

T’Serl used years of discipline to still her sense of anticipation. The moment of truth was approaching for the admiral. She heard Lept stir beside her.

“And what resources would those be, Dr. T’Serl?” the admiral asked.

T’Serl made her outrageous request calmly. “Complete access to the entire Memory Planet Dataweb.”

Hardin’s thick eyebrows rose up his forehead. “When you say ‘access,’ I take it you mean ‘control’?”

“That is correct.”

The admiral sat forward, hands flat on the table before him, as if he were about to impart a secret to a friend.

“Dr. T’Serl, Manager Lept, as of 0800 hours this morning, there were 53,872 accredited researchers on Memory Alpha. Memory Beta usually has close to the same workload. Memory Gamma, Epsilon, the other specialized satellite planetoids, easily double that number again. So on the entire Memory Planet Dataweb, perhaps two hundred to two hundred and twenty thousand researchers are working at any given time, not counting tens of millions of daily subspace access requests from educational institutes, nonspecialists, and subscribers.”

“The dataweb is a remarkable achievement,” T’Serl agreed. It was among the most sophisticated data storage and retrieval networks ever created. But she studied the admiral, not sure if he had understood her request after all.

“And you are asking me to ask Starfleet to ask the Federation Council to kick all those researchers off the web so you can use the entire network to perfect your model of what might happen in three months.”

T’Serl nodded with relief. Hardin had understood her perfectly.

But then the admiral said, “You can’t be serious.”

“Admiral Hardin, the universe is at risk. Given that situation, it is not logical to deny us exclusive use of the dataweb.”

“I don’t care about logic,” the admiral said.

Tell me something I don’t know, T’Serl thought.

“I care about results,” Hardin added. “And you don’t have any.”

T’Serl pushed aside the sudden surge of frustration she felt. That could be dealt with later, during meditation. But the admiral must be dealt with now. She gestured to her three-dimensional display. “Those are our results. The defining moment is clearly identifiable.”

“A pretty picture doesn’t cut it, Doctor. Not one based on suppositions and estimates.”

“But until we have access to the dataweb, that is all we will be able to provide.”

For a moment, the admiral looked from T’Serl to Lept, as if asking for either researcher to offer something new. Then he stood up, obviously signaling that their meeting was over. Even the conference room’s environmental controller seemed to read Hardin’s intent and slowly increased the level of illumination.

T’Serl rose to her feet as well, betraying no sign of the sudden apprehension and fear that swept over her.

“Admiral, this is too critical a situation to ignore,” she said.

“I’m not ignoring it, Dr. T’Serl. I’ll forward a report to my committee. I will authorize additional dataweb access for you, as much as I can. But I don’t have the authority to cut off access for anyone else.”

“Who does have the authority?”

Hardin rubbed a hand over his chin, thoughtful. “People who will need to see a lot more than a colorful, three-dimensional graph. Unless …” Hardin hesitated.

“Please continue,” T’Serl said.

“Without implying any disrespect for you or your work, Doctor, is there anyone else you can think of who might be able to make your case for you?”

“You mean, anyone of greater stature.”

Hardin nodded. “I’ll be honest. It will take me a few weeks at least to force this to the attention of anyone who can make a difference. So if there’s someone you know who might be able to cut through the bureaucracy, someone who might be more familiar to the committee, even to the Council … well, it couldn’t hurt to have that someone on your side.”

T’Serl accepted the admiral’s useless advice graciously. “But in the meantime, you will do what you can?”

“Of course, Doctor. But I’m just one …” He paused as if a new thought had come to him. He turned his gaze to the display again. In the brighter light, it appeared semitransparent, as insubstantial as smoke.

T’Serl was afraid to speak. If the human had come up with an unexpected idea, she didn’t want to risk him losing it before he was able to articulate it.

“Doctor, you say whatever you think is going to happen in the next three months is going to be deliberate?”

“That is correct.”

“And what’s on this graph of yours, it shows the decision point where one individual is going to cause the destruction of the universe?”

“Correct again.”

Hardin studied her with an intensity that T’Serl was unused to encountering in humans. “What if the decision goes another way?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Well, if that’s a psychohistory decision point, where one man—or woman—will emerge from the chaos of history to bring on the end of the universe, doesn’t it also mean that there will be someone else to emerge to fight him or her? Isn’t that how history works? Opposing forces?”

“Well, yes,” T’Serl said warily. Human logic could be beguilingly simple, though seldom complete. “But, Admiral, we aren’t talking about a planetary war being declared or a political assassination or … or any other event in which history will continue on past the decision point, along one path or another. Depending on what happens at that moment on the graph, history … history might end.”

“But then again,” Hardin said, “it might not. Right?”

T’Serl agreed, but made her reluctance to do so apparent.

“I’ll be in touch,” the admiral said. He walked for the doors, they slid open, and for a moment the quiet room filled with the outside corridor bustle of Memory Alpha’s crowded academic wing. Then Hardin was gone.

The moment the doors had closed again, Lept cackled. “Told you so.” His eyes were bright with all the reactions and emotions he had repressed in the meeting.

“I knew you were going to say that,” T’Serl said with irritation.

The old Ferengi pushed himself up from the table, reached inside his jacket for his tin of beetle snuff. “Of course you did. Because you’re a psychohistorian. And a crackling good one, too.”

But T’Serl dismissed her colleague’s assessment. “I couldn’t predict how this meeting would end,” she reminded him.

“But you knew anyway,” Lept insisted. “Not by logic. But in your gut, heh?”

T’Serl had worked with Lept long enough to permit herself a small smile, imperceptible to anyone except those who knew her best.

“Oh, I see that Vulcan grin from ear to ear,” Lept said gleefully. Then he sniffed a pinch of pulverized beetle shell and sneezed heartily. “That’ll clear your ears, my dear.”

T’Serl sighed as she gave the Ferengi a handkerchief. He always forgot to carry one. “Since my approach proved ineffective, what course of action do you suggest we take now?”

Lept used the handkerchief, folded it carefully, then tucked it back into his jacket with his snuff tin. “Let’s just see.”

He picked up the padd T’Serl had used in her presentation to the admiral, made some adjustments on it that altered the display in the table’s center. As the room lights dimmed again, the hologram became brighter, more solid, more real.

“See where we are now?” Lept asked.

A small point of light floated among the fractal chaos that was the forward progression of the Federation. Thousands of tendrils of cause and effect spun off from key foci, so many that they kept the pattern in constant motion and change, yet overall the same. The effect was like staring at the surface of a wind-driven sea—each individual wave random and unpredictable, but overall, the texture of crest and trough presenting a unified whole against which anomalies could be easily identified.

“Now watch what happens,” Lept said.

T’Serl raised an eyebrow. Around that floating point of light an island of stability formed, as if in the storm at sea a sudden patch of smooth ocean had magically appeared. No fractal disorder was evident in that region. It could mean only one thing.

“We are a focus?”

Lept shrugged. “Or, more probably …” He was a great believer in teaching through questions. The Suraktic Method, it was called on Vulcan.

T’Serl responded to the Ferengi’s gentle prodding. “We will overlap a focus.”

“In other words …?”

“Events will seek us out.”

T’Serl peered deep into the seething representation of future history, and against all logic wished that she had somehow succeeded with Admiral Hardin. That he had agreed to provide the computing resources required to increase her model’s predictive resolution a millionfold. Because somewhere in that roiling sea of possibilities, an individual was being hidden.

“One individual,” T’Serl said.

But Lept shook his head, held up two fingers. “It’s a decision point, remember.”

T’Serl understood. “Two,” she said.

One destined to destroy the universe.

One destined to save it.

Their identities cloaked by disorder, shrouded by chaos.

“Do you know the story of Schrdinger’s cat?” Lept asked.

T’Serl was very familiar with the tale—an old Earth thought experiment from the days of the human physicist Albert Einstein. In one version of the experiment, Schrdinger’s cat was locked in a box with a poison-gas capsule. The capsule would either break or remain whole, depending on the random behavior of a decaying radiation source over a given period of time.

According to some views of quantum physics, Schrdinger’s cat existed in superposition, neither dead nor alive, until the moment the box was opened and an observer actually saw the captive feline. Only then did the probability waves collapse and one state or the other—life or death—become real.

Then again, T’Serl knew, according to other views of quantum physics, whenever the universe reached a decision point in which two outcomes were equally possible, the universe itself split, so that both outcomes had equal existence. In one universe, the cat continued to live. In the other, it died.

“On Vulcan,” T’Serl told Lept, “a similar thought experiment is known as T’Pral’s sehlat.”

Lept chuckled, then coughed. “Still the same idea, heh? Superposition of states. The sehlat’s dead and the sehlat’s alive, both at the same time.”

“Until the probability waves collapse by the act of observation,” T’Serl agreed.

But the graph before them was too coarse to allow precise observation of what was to come, too imperfect. Like the locked box into which T’Pral had placed her unfortunate sehlat, Schrdinger his cat.

“Superposition,” Lept said again.

T’Serl looked over at him, wondering if he was implying something, trying to lead her to a conclusion she had missed.

“Both at the same time,” the Ferengi said, smiling broadly.

T’Serl used her logic, but it revealed a nonsensical answer.

“You mean the two individuals?”

Lept said nothing, which was his way of encouraging her to continue.

“Existing in superposition,” T’Serl said. “The destroyer and the preserver.”

Lept held up two gnarled fingers, then folded one down.

“The same person?” T’Serl asked. She peered into the graph, looking for any indication that what Lept was suggesting was even remotely possible.

But she saw nothing.

“That is most illogical,” she concluded.

“Of course it is,” Lept agreed. “But wouldn’t it be … fascinating?”

The Ferengi grinned at her, then looked back at the graph.

T’Serl followed his gaze, trying to see what her mentor saw.

Two people.

One person.

Destroyer and preserver both.

Impossible, she thought at last. Completely illogical.

But still, logic and possibilities aside, if there was any truth to Lept’s conclusion, she couldn’t help wondering who that one individual might be.
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