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Prologue

Junk.

That was the only description Erin Keller had for the numerous boxes of trinkets and baubles that sat before her on the floor in Alan Christopher’s quarters.  Slowly, Erin approached the box nearest her position, and peeled the lid away.  As she dropped the lid on the floor, Erin carefully pulled out a lush green potted plant.  And she frowned.

“Alan!”

Seconds later, Alan Christopher popped in from an adjacent room.  “What?”

Erin held up the plant.  “You’re not supposed to pack plants in boxes!”
He shrugged indolently.  “What was I supposed to do with them?”

“I have a few suggestions,” Erin bitterly blurted out before realizing what she had said.  Immediately crestfallen, Erin’s hands quickly covered her mouth as she apologized for the slip of the tongue.  “I am so sorry, Alan!”

Though if he had been offended remained to be seen, for the look on Alan’s face was relatively stoic.  Then, after a moment, a faint smile cracked his face.  “Don’t worry about it, Erin,” he said softly.  “It’s the hormones talking, not you.”

Still looking glum, Erin nodded, and with the plant in her hands, started heading for a seemingly empty corner of their quarters.  She set the plant down on the floor and took a few steps back.  “How does that look?” she inquired.

Alan came up alongside Erin and considered it for a moment.  In all reality, he hated it, but considering Erin and her pregnancy-related mood swings, he decided it would be in his best interest if he did not mention that.  “I think it looks fine,” he said.

Erin smiled.  “So do I,” she chirped before returning to the stacks of boxes.  Alan quickly followed, but stopped a few meters shy of Erin.  “What is it?” she asked.

He grasped his shoulder and began rubbing it to ease out the spike of pain that had suddenly manifested itself therein.  “I don’t know,” he said softly.  “I must have pulled something while we were unpacking your plethora of interesting goodies.”

“Probably,” Erin agreed.  “Why don’t we take a break?”

That was the best idea Alan had heard from her all afternoon.  He smiled and started heading for the sofa along the windows in the back of the room—but his attention was summarily diverted from the couch, to the vast starscape before them, where a small—yet incredibly noticeable burst of light briefly flashed in the distance.

“Did you see that?” Erin inquired, standing a meter or so behind Alan.

He nodded.  “Sure did.”  He sighed, and turned to face her.  “That was no twinkling star.”

“I don’t know what it was,” admitted Erin.  “I guess we could go to the bridge and find out…”

Five seconds later, they were on their way.

As the turbolift doors parted, Alan Christopher briskly strolled onto the bridge and assumed a calm, yet concerned demeanor as he approached Lieutenant Bator at tactical station to his right.  Bator was a large Phobian, with a rough, tan skin and menacing brown eyes; even so, his demeanor was incredibly pleasant.  “Bator,” said Christopher evenly, “have our friends, the sensors, detected anything strange in the past few minutes?”

Given the befuddled look on Bator’s face, Christopher assumed not; still, he waited patiently while the Phobian carefully reviewed the sensor logs.  “Nothing,” he said.

Had Christopher been the only one to see the strange flash of light, he would have—at that point—attributed the incident to his overactive imagination.  But Erin Keller had been standing right beside him, and had clearly seen the same burst of light.  He turned to Erin at ops and shrugged.  “Maybe we’re both going off the deep end,” he conjectured before making his way down to the forward section of the bridge, where he seated himself in the command chair beside Matthew Harrison.

“Might I inquire what is going on?” asked Harrison in his customary hushed tone.

Christopher nodded.  “Erin and I saw a burst of light out the window in my… our quarters.”

“And sensors did not detect it?” asked Harrison with a curious frown.  “This is most odd.”

Again, Christopher nodded.  His mind was wandering around numerous possibilities as to the origins of the mysterious light; consequently, it was not the best time to try and hold an intelligent conversation with him.  Unfortunately, none of his ideas proved very enlightening, and the Captain was left with more questions than answers.  Thus, he resorted to the only thing in his mind that did make sense.

“Neelar,” he called out to the young Bolian at the helm, “set course heading zero-one-nine, mark six.”

Briefly, Neelar Drayge’s hands tapped at the controls while he input the necessary commands.  “Course set,” he announced a moment later.

Christopher nodded.  “Engage at full impulse.”

The Captain didn’t know exactly what he would find by heading for the mysterious flash of light.  His mind told him to expect nothing; after all, the sensors rarely made such blatant errors.  Still, Christopher could not deny that strange feeling in his gut, nor could he ignore the strange voices whispering in the back of his mind… 

Something was out there.

The tactical station bleeped, and Christopher was immediately on his feet, staring down the Phobian for a report.

“I am detecting trace amounts of chronoton particles,” said Bator evenly, though as he spoke, his face gradually betrayed that calm voice.  “Chronoton levels are dramatically increasing.”

Alarms started to go off in Christopher’s mind.  Something certainly was not right.  “Source?” he prompted.

Bator shrugged.  “Unknown.”

Slowly, Christopher turned to Commander Harrison for his take on the situation.  To his credit, Harrison still seemed relatively unconcerned—then again, he had not seen the odd explosion of light that seemingly prompted this situation.  “Perhaps we should launch a temporal probe,” he suggested after a moment’s thought.

Christopher liked the idea; if anything could shed some answers on this seemingly temporal situation, the hallmark of temporal technology would be the right tool for the job.  “Do it,” he said to Erin Keller a moment later. 

Seconds later, the viewscreen a sleek, steely gray probe surging through the void of space in search of answers—which, to Christopher’s relief, it readily provided.

“I’m picking up another ship,” said Keller as the first bit of data arrived in the Starlight’s databanks.  “It looks like it’s out of temporal alignment.”

“Tachyon beam,” were the first two words out of Christopher’s mouth, and the order was swiftly executed.

Within moments, a solid beam of white light surged out from the Starlight’s deflector with such fury that Christopher was almost tempted to shield his eyes.  The only thing preventing him from taking such an action was the swirling vortex that was slowly being drawn into existence by the tachyon beam’s interaction with the chronoton particles.  

Virtually frozen in place by the chronometric distortion, Christopher simply watched in awe as the faint outlines of the second ship started to make themselves known amidst the swirling nether.  At first, the sight didn’t exactly register in the Captain’s mind; it was just another ship.  Its pocked hull was blackened by numerous scorch marks, and almost all of its lights were dim.  Christopher blinked, coercing his eyes to focus on the emerging ship, but the action had the unintended affect of blinking away his trance, too.

Two seconds later, Alan Christopher realized he was staring at an Akira-class starship; two seconds after that, his gaze happened upon the ship’s registry—NCC-72080: U.S.S. Starlight.

Chapter One

A thin blanket of smoke hung in cold, clammy air, eerily illuminated by the faint red hue of the flashing alert lights.  Fiery embers still glowed hot on many of the workstations, and were littered with dust, chunks of debris, and dead bodies.

They were dead; there was no doubt in Sarah Hartman’s mind about it.  Neelar Drayge was hunched over the helm in a pool of blue blood, tainted black in places by the charred station.  Most of his face was scorched black, and his left arm was gone entirely, still oozing blood.

On the floor behind the Bolian lay Matthew Harrison, also dead; his head was turned nearly ninety degrees, and was barely attached to the rest of his body.  Hartman compressed her lips, and looked to the other Harrison, who stood in silence over his dead self; a chill went down her spine, but she said nothing.

Her gaze slowly meandered from the floor to the Captain’s chair, where Alan Christopher was still seated.  His face was bruised and bloodied, and his left arm was missing, apparently ripped right out of the socket.  Hartman gulped, and turned back to Harrison.  “What the hell happened here?” she inquired.

Harrison, still staring at his broken body, provided a weak shrug.  “Doctor,” he said,  “I very much wish I could answer that.”

A moment later, Bator and Lucas Tompkins joined the Doctor and Commander Harrison in front of the command chair.  Both looked morbid, Bator perhaps a bit more, as his body was slumped over the tactical station in the aft section, burnt so badly that it was practically reduced to ashes.

“The ship is damaged beyond repair,” said Tompkins.  

There was no trepidation in his voice.  Hartman wondered how he could look at this death and speak as if it were commonplace.  A part of her almost envied his restraint; another part wondered how he could be so cruel…

“Do we have any idea how this happened?” Harrison prompted a moment later.

“None,” said Bator, his voice broken even with that one simple statement.  Hartman noticed his deep brown eyes wandering back to the tactical station every few seconds; hers probably would have done the same if her body had been here…

Lucas Tompkins pulled a tricorder from his belt and sat down in the seat normally occupied by Commander Harrison.  Using the tricorder’s power cells to activate the terminal between the two chairs, Tompkins was summarily granted limited computer access; he tapped away at the controls for a moment, and then came back with some news, “Most of these files are fragmented.  I can’t access them here.”

Obviously disappointed, Harrison expelled a long sigh.  “Save them to your tricorder.  We will have to analyze them when we get back to the ship.”

“Do you have access to internal sensors?” Hartman inquired a moment later.

Bator, who had gained access to the mission ops station through a means similar to Tompkins and his station, grumbled softly.  “Barely,” he said.  “The ship is running on reserve power, and it is rapidly failing.”

 “Then we’ll have to act quickly,” said Hartman.  “See if there are any survivors.”

As Bator went to work on the sensors, Hartman closed her eyes to the atrocities around her and waited for a response, the entire time wondering what had happened… or what was going to happen if they couldn’t solve this mystery.  Hartman didn’t really want to imagine that reality—not that she had to, since it was staring her in the face.

The computer bleeped, and Bator looked up from mission ops with a curious look upon his otherwise unreadable face.  “One survivor,” he said, “deck eleven, section eight.”

Immediately, the Doctor slapped her communicator.  “Hartman to Starlight,” she said, “beam us to deck eleven, section eight.”

“Acknowledged,” came the voice of some nameless ensign a moment later.

“I believe this is my away mission, Doctor,” came Matthew Harrison’s voice the moment they were released from the transporter beams’ grasp in the dark, murky corridors of deck eleven.  

Here, there were no emergency lights or workstations to provide light, so the entire deck was wrapped in a blanket of pure darkness.  Hartman, ignoring Harrison’s statement, grabbed a flashlight from her belt and activated it, revealing the hollowed-out remains of the deck before them.

Everything was scorched black; most of the walls were reduced to ash and slowly crumpling to the soot-laden floor.  If there was still somebody alive here, he or she was undoubtedly in pretty bad shape.  Consequently, Hartman wasted no time in pulling out her tricorder to seek out their sole survivor.

Within moments, the tricorder started chirping its monotone song; it had located the life form.  Hartman glanced down at the display, which indicated the survivor was roughly ten meters ahead of them.  She started walking, the soot and debris crunching under her boots with each subsequent step.

“It looks like we’re heading for the science lab,” Tompkins noted as they drew nearer to the life sign.  

The foursome negotiated a few additional blackened and charred corridors before coming upon the lab.  At that point, Hartman stopped to study her tricorder with a bit more scrutiny.  “It’s just up ahead,” she determined after a moment.

Both Harrison and Tompkins flashed their lights in the general direction, revealing two bodies—both of which were clearly dead.  Hartman recognized them as Commander Stephanie Kerrigan and Lieutenant Jayla Trinn… or what was left of them.  Both were missing limbs and appeared to have been severely bludgeoned.  Hartman gulped, and shook her head, indicating for the others to continue moving their lights.

They complied, and moments later, the motionless body of Kendall Johnson stood starkly amidst the beams of light.  His jaw dropped slightly, his eyes widened, and moments later, he fell to the floor.  Instinctively, Hartman rushed to his side with a medical tricorder in hand, running the device over his body.

“Is he okay?” Lucas demanded, following closely behind the Doctor.

Give me a second to scan him, Hartman grumbled as she scanned their fallen comrade.  The tricorder bleeped several times before providing anything of use—and ultimately, that help proved to be marginal, at best.  “He’s in a state of hypertensive shock,” Hartman said.  “We need to get him back to the ship at once!”

She moved to slap her communicator, but Hartman found Lieutenant Bator cutting her off when she began to speak.  “He is not the life sign we were looking for,” said the Phobian.

Hartman’s jaw dropped.  “What?”

He activated his own light, and shined it on the wall a few meters behind Kendall Johnson.  There, slumped on the floor, but clearly alive, lay Rachael Meyer.  Quickly, Hartman rushed to her side and scanned her with a tricorder.  “She’s the same as Johnson,” Hartman diagnosed after a moment.  “We need to get them both back to the ship.”

“Those two survived… there still may be others,” Harrison said after a moment, closely watching Hartman’s movements.

“Unfortunately,” said Bator, “the high levels of chronoton radiation interferes with our sensors; we cannot pinpoint life signs from the Starlight.”

“We’d have to do a deck-by-deck search of this Starlight,” Tompkins added.  “And that could take days we don’t have.”

 Harrison sighed.  He didn’t like the idea of leaving people to die… but then again, back on the undamaged Starlight, everyone was alive and well; if they were successful in saving themselves, saving the dead on this damaged Starlight would be pointless.  “Those two will have to be sufficient, then,” he decided before tapping his communicator.  “Harrison to Starlight; six to beam up.”

The Starlight sat just outside death’s doorstep.  Or so it seemed to Alan Christopher.  According to the sensor data he had seen, and the brief report Lieutenant Bator provided when he returned to the bridge, they were all doomed to die a very, very horrid death in the near future.  But for some strange reason, Alan Christopher was not very concerned about it—perhaps because he was already slated to die in the near future, but for an entirely different reason.

The terminal illness he had acquired was slowly eating away at him.  Each and every day, a part of Alan Christopher died, and there was nothing he could do about it.  Nothing.  He tried to ignore it, but the thoughts were always there, lingering in the back of his mind.  For Alan, the end was near no matter what.

Still, as he entered sickbay, Christopher was fully prepared to look for answers so that the rest of the crew didn’t have to fulfill their apparent destiny.  

Matthew Harrison stood near the island workstation in the center of sickbay, quietly observing Sarah Hartman and Rachael Meyer working on their two new patients.  Christopher slowly approached his first officer; he started to speak, but considering his mood, Alan only managed a drawn out sigh.  Still, it got the Commander’s attention.

Harrison summarily turned on his heel to face the Captain.  “Greetings,” he said softly.

Alan only nodded.  “Bator has filled me in,” he said.  “It doesn’t sound good.”

Harrison nodded agreeably.  “It would seem that we are in for quite a catastrophe.”

Christopher gulped.  “Not only us,” he said.

The statement brought a curious look to Harrison’s face.  “Oh?”

“While you were gone, four more Federation starships emerged from the chronometric distortion.  They were all in worse shape than the Starlight.  We’ve got more and more junk and debris emerging with each passing minute.  It’s like we’ve uncovered a starship graveyard of some sort…  The place where all little starships go when they meet their demise.”

The curious look on Harrison’s face slowly faded into something that was more indicative of concern—as it should be, considering the situation.  “Commander Tompkins is going over each and every piece of data we located on the other Starlight.  Hopefully, we shall have some answers soon.”

Folding his arms on his chest, Christopher sighed yet again.  “Hopefully,” he repeated.  “I would feel a lot better if I knew when this was all going to happen.  I mean, I’m going to be afraid someone’s going to come and yank my arm out every time I sit down in the command chair.”

“I could sit there if you’d like,” proffered Harrison.  “At least your head was intact.”

The Captain raised a hand to halt any further discourse.  “Why don’t we not talk about how we died… or are going to die… or… This is going to make me go cross-eyed…”

“And we can’t have that,” said Rachael Meyer as she approached.

Christopher quickly snapped out of his babbling and turned his gaze upon the slim young Lieutenant.  “Rachael,” he said pleasantly.  “What is the situation?”

She slowly turned her gaze to the two occupied biobeds across the room, and immediately, the smile on her face—which was obviously forced—immediately faded.  “They appear to be in hypertensive shock,” said Meyer sullenly, “but they’re closer to being comatose.  They haven’t responded to any treatment we’ve tried.  Doctor Hartman thinks she can find some sort of miracle cure, but I’m not so sure.  I went into the… other Rachael’s mind… it was empty.”  She turned her gaze to Christopher.  “And don’t go there, Alan,” she quickly added with a faint touch of humor.

“Do they have temporal shock syndrome?” Harrison asked before Christopher even had a chance to reply.

“Even if they do,” said Rachael, “their bodies rejected the chronozine we’ve administered.”

Now Christopher knew why he did not like puzzles when he was a child—there were so many pieces to put together—half of which were missing—and the pieces they did have didn’t fit together very well in the first place.  Feeling a headache coming on, he pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed—again.

“Did the temporal probe reveal anything new?” Harrison asked a moment later, apparently oblivious to Christopher’s situation.

“No,” he replied after finishing his sigh.  “There’s too much interference.  We can scan about three minutes into the future before all of the data becomes incoherent garbage…  Worthless, like a pile of dung.”

The statement elicited a faint giggle from Rachael; Harrison, on the other hand, remained stoic.  It had been only a few hours, but the stress of this situation was mounting so quickly that Christopher’s petty little jokes would probably continue to fall upon deaf ears.  No matter, within a few hours, he probably wouldn’t be in the mood to tell them anymore…

When he set out to examine the data collected on the other Starlight, Lucas Tompkins had the distinct impression that the task at hand would be relatively simple.  Though the data was fragmented, the computer was generally good at sifting through the remaining data and putting together a relatively coherent report.

Not this time.

None of the recursive algorithms in the Starlight’s vast database seemed to be able to construct more than a few sentences out of the data—and half of the time, even those were nonsensical.  Consequently, Tompkins resorted to the tried and true method—doing it without the computer’s assistance.  About ten minutes into the job, he was on the verge of pulling out all of his hair.  Tompkins was a man who liked instant results, and this certainly wasn’t going to get him that.  Still, with perseverance, he would get the data he required.

Perseverance, however, would do Tompkins little good with his other problem: interference.  Ever since he had sat down with the data, it seemed that a continuous line of helpless ensigns stood at the door to his office with an equally continuous line of questions.  This time, however, it was Jayla Trinn, which indicated to Tompkins that there was actually something important going on.   “Yes, Lieutenant?” he inquired as she approached.

The delicate Trill tucked a lock of her dark brown hair behind her ear and expelled a long sigh.  “We have a problem,” she said flatly.  “I’ve discovered a minor microfracture in the warp core, and it appears to be expanding.”

Sinking into his chair, Tompkins matched Trinn’s sigh with one of his own.  “How the hell did that happen?” he demanded.  “We haven’t seen any action in weeks!”

He wasn’t expecting an answer from Trinn, which was a good thing, because she certainly was not inclined to provide one.  Instead, she stood wincing in pain as she rubbed her temples.  “Are you okay?”

Trinn nodded.  “It’s just a headache,” she said.  “I’ve had it all day… But I’m fine.  You want me to repair that microfracture?”

“Yeah,” said Tompkins.  “I’ll be right here if you need me.”

The moment Captain Christopher and Commander Harrison crossed the threshold from the turbolift to the bridge, Lieutenant Bator immediately felt a wave of relief rush over his body—not that he disliked or distrusted Commander Keller (though with her pregnancy, she was moody to the point of feral at times), it simply felt reassuring to have the Captain back on the bridge.

“Status report?” Harrison crisply demanded as he made his way to his seat.

“Two more ships and a hell of a lot more debris came through the distortion,” said Keller.  “Do you think we should try collapsing it?”

The thought had occurred to Bator as well.  Not that closing the rift would solve their problems, but it would prevent anything sinister from coming through without warning, and keep the general vicinity clear of a massive debris field.  The Captain, unfortunately, was not inclined to agree.

“We need all the clues we can get, Erin,” he said.  “Something of consequence has to stroll through there eventually.”

Ironically, it was at that very moment when Bator saw the sensors light up with activity.  “I am detecting something of consequence,” he reported.

Christopher immediately sprung to his feet and turned to face the Phobian.  “Really?”

He nodded.  “Really,” confirmed Bator.  “Sensors are having difficulty locking onto it, however…” His voice trailed off as he made the fateful realization.

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Yes?”

“One small bio-mass is present in the debris field,” said Bator, forcing the words out of his mouth.  “The readings are consistent with Species 8472.”

“Shields up!” called out Harrison.

“Red alert!” Christopher added.  “Neelar, get us out of here, maximum warp!”

Chapter Two

“The bioship is in pursuit,” said Neelar Drayge after executing his orders.  “They’re closing fast!”

Christopher’s grasp on the command chair tightened in unison with the knot in his stomach.  “This is not good,” he muttered, intently watching the squid-like bioship on the viewscreen.  Instinct told him to fight; better judgment told him to run, and in this case, Christopher was inclined to side with the latter over the former.  “Evasive maneuvers, Neelar!”

Apparently, the young Bolian had been anticipating the order, as the ship veered out of harm’s way at almost the same moment Christopher gave the order.  The stars on the viewscreen quickly veered to port—then to starboard as a surge of fiery orange and yellow energy charged across the viewscreen.

Suddenly, retreat was, in Christopher’s opinion, a very favorable course of action; the Starlight didn’t stand a chance against the bioship.  “Take us to transwarp, Neelar!” shouted the Captain a moment later.

As the stars on the view screen began to come about, Christopher saw only a brief flash of orange light before the deck plates started to vibrate beneath his feet.  Species 8472 was not about to give up.

“Shields down to ninety-seven percent!” reported Bator.

The bioship fired again, this time rattling more than the deck plates.  Christopher was jostled around quite a bit in the chaos that followed, but the death grip he had on his chair kept him from rolling to the ground.  “Maintain course,” he called out, his voice exuding a calm, collected cool that was certainly nothing more than a façade.

Drayge complied, and within moments, delicate streams of green light began to dance before them on the view screen—but the transwarp conduit did not open, for it was quashed by Species 8472’s continued assault.

The entire ship jolted with a force Christopher had never experienced in his entire life.  Despite the death grip on he had on his chair, Christopher was practically ejected from his seat and thrown to the floor.  His jaw was the first thing to hit the hard deck plating, followed closely by the palms of his hands and the rest of his body.  His hands burned as they dragged on the carpet, bringing him to a painful halt just behind Neelar Drayge at the helm.

“Shields down to forty-nine percent!” said Bator evenly.

“Quantum torpedoes!” barked Christopher from the floor.  At this point, he didn’t really care if their nemesis was impervious to the attack; he just wanted to show some teeth.  “Full spread.  Fire!”

Slowly, he picked himself up from the ground and turned his attention to the viewscreen, where a string of blazing blue quantum torpedoes hurtled toward Species 8472.  They crashed into the organic bioship with incredible force, stopping the ugly little thing dead in its tracks.

As he started back for his chair, Christopher suddenly felt a trickle running down the front of his neck.  Instinctively, his hand reached for it, revealing blood when he pulled it away; his jaw had apparently sprung a leak when it crashed into the deck.  But there was little time to grumble over the incident.  

“Direct hit!” said Bator as the last of the torpedoes smashed into the bioship.  “The vessel has sustained heavy damage, but it is already regenerating.”

Christopher wiped the blood from his battle wounds, and wearily returned to his chair, contemplating their course of action.  They could attack, and perhaps destroy the bioship—or themselves if 8472 survived the onslaught… or they could make a run for it.  To Christopher, the choice was a simple one; still, he turned to Commander Harrison for confirmation.  “I’m all for taking a little stroll and never coming back,” he said evenly.

Harrison nodded, and gave the order to go,  “Lieutenant Drayge, get us out of here, transwarp speed!”

Once more, the green streaks of light danced across the viewscreen, only this time, they smeared into a flash of intense light; seconds later, the ominous green hues of a transwarp conduit filled the screen.  Collectively, the entire crew let out a sigh of relief.  They were safe.  For now.

“I was under the impression that these aliens were our allies,” said Talyere Rosat.  The Elorg sat to the left of Captain Christopher near the head of the sleek table in the Starlight’s conference lounge, and as usual, his observation was not without merit.

“Obviously,” said Christopher, “they’ve had a change of heart.”

The alleged alliance dated back to 2375 when the U.S.S. Voyager, under the command of Captain Kathryn Janeway, had encountered a facility where Species 8472 was preparing for an invasion of Earth, believing the Federation to be a grave threat to their security.  Janeway had successfully convinced them otherwise, and a fragile alliance had been formed.

The alliance had been put to the test twenty years later, when the Starlight had encountered the species on Aurillac VII during a major Romulan offensive.  Species 8472 had been more than willing to aid the Federation in defeating the Romulans, indicating that they would continue to honor the alliance established by Janeway in 2375.  Now, with a major offensive pending, all of that was in doubt.

“I’ve uncovered some disturbing data from the other Starlight,” said Lucas Tompkins a moment later, staring at the sleek gray padd in his hand.  He studied it for a moment longer, before continuing, “At the time of the Starlight’s destruction, Species 8472 will have destroyed 932 starships and sixteen planets, including Earth.  More than 96 billion people are killed.”

“Perhaps,” said Harrison, “we will do something in the near future that provokes the aliens into attacking.”

For his part, Christopher remained skeptical.  “What could we possibly do to elicit a massacre of such epic proportions?”

Christopher’s unanswered words lingered in the air for several moments before Erin Keller finally reached some sort of conclusion.  “The weak will perish,” she said softly, echoing the malevolent sentiment of the aliens.  “That might be reason enough to kill us all.”

“Have the attacks been limited to Federation targets?” inquired Talyere.

Tompkins shook his head indecisively.  “It looks that way, but I’ve only accessed a fraction of the data I downloaded from the other Starlight.  We could have another 96 billion dead before this is over with.”

To that, Christopher cringed.  The thought of so many dead was such a haunting prospect, it sent a chill down his spine.  “Lucas,” he said softly, trepidation creeping into his voice, “do you have any idea when this is going to happen?”

To the Captain’s chagrin, the look on Tompkins’ face remained blank.  “No.  I haven’t been able to access that data yet.”

“So we could be attacked at any moment,” surmised Bator.  “I suggest we maintain yellow alert until we can be more certain.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher.  “I’ll contact Starfleet Command and alert them of the situation.  Maybe with their assistance, we’ll be able to shed some light on this mystery.”

It was at that moment Christopher’s gaze locked briefly with that of Erin Keller.  It was not an unusual event, since they were romantically involved, but unlike previous interludes, Erin’s face was not one filled with warmth or compassion.  “I have an idea,” she said.  “Why don’t we go and find me on the other Starlight?  I mean, we could easily use my body as some sort of indicator to show us when this disaster is going to happen.  We could just see how far along my pregnancy is…”

At first, Christopher found himself harboring a few reservations about the plan.  For some reason, the idea simply did not resonate with him.  But as the seconds passed, and the curious gazes of the crew drilled into his skull, Christopher knew he had to make a choice—and when it came down to it, Keller’s plan was sound of mind, and without a better alternative, the only plan.  “Venturing back to the chronometric distortion is risky business,” Christopher started.  “Our alien friends may not enjoy it if we make our illustrious return…”

“We could take the Aztec,” said Neelar Drayge a moment later.

For a split-second, Christopher thought the Bolian daft for suggesting such a thing.  If Species 8472 could trash the mighty Starlight so easily, a tiny craft like the Aztec would literally be obliterated in the blink of an eye.  Then, he suddenly realized the smaller ship had an edge that most others did not.  “The cloaking device,” muttered the Captain under his breath.

A Federation starship with a cloaking device was clearly a blatant violation of the Treaty of Algeron, but since sealing their borders last year, the Romulans had made more than a few violations of their own.  But instead of enforcing the terms of the treaty, the Federation took it the opposite direction, and began installing cloaking devices on smaller support crafts, such as the Aztec.  Christopher suspected that was where the Federation would draw the line—and he had no problems with that whatsoever.

“Do it,” he said evenly. 

Sitting at the helm of the Aztec still brought a flood of emotions to Neelar Drayge, most of them bad.  Images of the tiny vessel’s inaugural flight still plagued his dreams at night, and often drifted into his thoughts during the day, haunting him like a ghost that had lost its way.

Nightmares notwithstanding, this journey on the Aztec had proven far more pleasant that his last, and Drayge found himself almost comfortable sitting in the seat behind the helm.  Almost.  He highly doubted he would ever be entirely at ease on the ship, no matter what.

With a fleeting burst of verdant light, the Aztec was expelled from its transwarp conduit and deposited amidst the growing debris field generated by the newly formed chronometric distortion.  Amidst the debris, Drayge could see pieces of countless starships—Galaxy-class, Intrepid-class, Athena-class, Steamrunner-class… Some chunks of debris were charred beyond recognition, while others were too small to be directly associated with any one ship.  Species 8472 had certainly been thorough with their destruction.

“I have found the Starlight,” said Bator after a moment’s analysis of the sensors.

Drayge quickly gazed at the data and consequently set a course for their damaged vessel; a few moments later, the blackened and charred hulk floated into sight.  Though he had been witness to the hulk earlier, Drayge still found himself taken aback by the ghastly sight.  He pulled the Aztec up alongside and instructed the computer to stay within 100 meters of the ship at all times.  Then, he turned his gaze back to Bator.

“Commander Keller is on deck five,” he said, most likely using her communicator to locate and identify her.

From Drayge’s relatively strong relationship with Erin Keller, he knew nothing of consequence existed on deck five that the Commander would be interested in.  Thus, he was able to make a very educated guess.  “She must be in sickbay.”

“Then that shall be our destination,” came Commander Harrison’s voice a moment later.  He had been situated in the aft section for the duration of their journey, studying all he could about Species 8472 should things turn badly.  Neelar had been doing the same thing—and unfortunately, there was not much to study.

He slowly rose to his feet and walked the short distance from the helm to the transporter alcove located near the aft part of the cockpit.  When Bator joined them a moment later, Harrison tapped the controls, and the Aztec slowly washed away amidst a wave of blue sparkles, summarily replaced by a starship in chaos.

Deck five was black in every way one could imagine.  It was dark, and when Drayge shined his light on the walls, they were dark—scorched a rough shade of obsidian by the raging inferno that must have plagued the deck.  The ground was covered in ash, and the ceiling, virtually nonexistent.  Drayge could see up to deck four, which looked very much the same as five.

His boots crunched under the debris as he walked the short distance to the Starlight’s sickbay.  The doors had been either stuck inside the wall, or completely burnt away when the flames torched them.  Either way, they were gone now.

Sickbay itself seemed to have faired the situation far better than the majority of deck five, for it was still relatively intact.  Chunks of debris still littered the floor, and the smoky, metallic smell that had filled the air in the corridor was still present, but for the most part, sickbay was intact.  The same could not be said for its inhabitants.

Doctor Hartman was the first person Drayge happened upon.  Her left leg was missing and her white lab coat was stained red in most places.  Beside Hartman was the head of some other poor soul whom Drayge recognized as Lieutenant Marizex.  Ouch quickly came to mind…

The trio searched sickbay for several additional moments before Commander Harrison finally stumbled upon the body in question.  He carefully shined his light upon the delicate curves of Erin Keller—which were, to Drayge’s relief, still intact.  If there was anything he hated, it was severed limbs…

Though the lighting was still very bad, from what Drayge could tell, Keller did not look very pregnant.  Which meant she was still early in her ordeal, and they were doomed to die this horrid death in days—or that Keller had already had her child, and that the incident was still several months away, or more.

Carefully, Bator pulled a transporter beacon from his belt and affixed it to Keller’s uniform, right above her right shoulder.  “That should be sufficient,” he said as he stepped away from Keller.

Harrison nodded his approval and touched his communicator.  “Harrison to Aztec: four to beam up.”

But nothing happened.

The executive officer’s gaze, terribly concerned, immediately turned back to Bator.  The Phobian was already diving into his tricorder data, and based upon the plethora of chirping noise the device was generating, Drayge knew there was plenty of data to be had.

“There is a bio-electric field approaching,” said Bator softly, his words followed closely by a faint rumbling noise in the distance—then another, sounding much closer.  “It would seem Species 8472 is coming.”

“Curses,” Harrison muttered.  He quickly traded his light for a phaser, and stormed out of the sickbay in the direction opposite the alien.

“What about Keller?” asked Drayge as he followed the Commander.

He paused only for a moment and said, “She is already dead, Lieutenant; we need not save her.  Besides, when we return to the Aztec, we can simply beam her up.”

Satisfied that Harrison’s thinking was sound of mind, Drayge quickened his pace, making sure he stayed well out of the way of their unseen nemesis.  But to his chagrin, no matter how fast Drayge moved, the strident screams of the alien drew closer… the rumbling of the debris, and eventually, Drayge could hear the crunching of obsidian ash beneath the tripedal alien’s feet…

Adrenaline flowing rampantly through his veins, Drayge broke into a sprint, darting ahead of both Harrison and Bator as he fumbled for his phaser.  Though he knew it would do no good against the alien, Drayge felt somewhat reassured with the weapon in his sweaty hands.

Suddenly, the alien roared a strident, mind-numbing call that stopped Drayge dead in his tracks.  He quickly came about on his heel to see the massive, hideous beast less than ten meters behind them and closing fast.  Instinctively, Drayge fired his phaser; in spite of his tumult, the beam of vivid orange light struck the alien squarely in the chest, prompting him to flinch, but little else.  After a moment, the alien pressed onward as if nothing had happened.

Drayge’s mind screamed for him to run, but his feet seemed to be bolted for the floor.  For the life of him, they would not move.  Drayge’s pulse quickened, beating so rampantly that he could hear it echoing in his mind, ushering in a surreal sense of panic.  Sounds were blocked out by the constant thumping of his heart, and everything around him became movements of color and shadow…

Bator charged past Drayge like an angry bull rushing its target in slow motion, practically shoving the young Bolian out of the way.  His lips moved and formed words, to which Drayge nodded, though none of the sound was able to pervade the thunderous booms of Drayge’s heart.  

Suddenly, his neck snapped forward, his feet were freed from their bolts, and Commander Harrison was shouting “Go!” at the top of his lungs as he haphazardly guided the Bolian forward.  

Drayge quickly looked up to see the branch-like arms of Species 8472 bearing down on them, and wasted no time in joining Harrison in his manic sprint away from the hideous beast.

Neelar Drayge ran like the wind… he created wind… and ultimately it seemed as if he had become the wind.  He negotiated the corridors as if in flight, sailing over dirt, debris, conduits, and even bulkheads as if none of it existed.  His heart once more pounded in his head, but instead of succumbing to its seductive song, Drayge focused on the constant beating, using it as a metronome to keep his pace…

And then he stopped.

It wasn’t because he had wanted to, or because he was out of breath (though now that he had indeed stopped long enough to think about it, breathing was certainly a good thing).  And given the rampant charge of Species 8472 behind them, they had certainly not lost their hunter.  Neelar Drayge had stopped because the corridor before them had come to an abrupt and untimely demise.  It wasn’t blocked by debris, or anything of the sort; it was just gone.  The only thing between the away team and the vacuum of space was a barely functional forcefield that was constantly zapping under the strain of the power failure.

The hull breech was huge, running the length of most of the deck; it was so large, in fact, that it gave new meaning to the term wide scale hull breech.  To his left, Drayge saw nothing but twinkling stars.  To his right, a small corridor had formed between a scorched wall and the forcefield; at the end of it, a set of turbolift doors.

Harrison pointed at them.  “Get in,” he said, drawing his phaser.

Though he was not certain what the Commander had in mind, Drayge did not waste time thinking about it.  He simply ran with Bator through the short, claustrophobic corridor, praying to every last Bolian god that the forcefield would last until he was inside of the turbolift…  And then it hit him…

As Commander Harrison rushed down the small corridor, Species 8472 was less than five meters away, screaming rampantly as he forced his bulky body through the passage.  Unfortunately for the beast, the passage grew tighter the closer it got to its goal.  It shrieked constantly, until ultimately finding itself stuck between the wall and the forcefield.  Using brute force, the alien started to level the wall with its arms to widen the corridor.

Meanwhile, Harrison scrambled into the turbolift and crashed to the floor, his head buried in the delicate operation he was performing on his phaser.  At first, Drayge had no idea what the Commander was doing, but as he worked the phaser’s limited controls, it began to bleep, and as the cacophony became more of a continuous shrill tone, Drayge knew exactly what was going on.  Harrison was overloading the phaser.

Quickly, Drayge looked out into the corridor.  Species 8472 was within a few meters, rampantly tearing away at the few remaining bulkheads in a desperate attempt to ensure that the weak would perish—but in this case, they would not.  Harrison hefted his phaser and tossed it out into the corridor.  “Close the doors!” he shouted.

Bator quickly ripped the hatch off the manual controls and less than five seconds later, the doors were sealed shut.  The Phobian expelled a heavy sigh of relief, believing he and his companions safe—but he was interrupted mid-sigh by the strident cries of Species 8472 just outside the door.  After a moment, the alien struck the door with his branch like arms.  Though there was nowhere to run and nowhere to hide, Bator slowly backed away from the threshold and watched as the doors started to crumple under the alien’s constant barrage.

But before the alien could break through, a massive explosion rocked the ship—Commander Harrison’s phaser had finally overloaded.  The resulting explosion neutralized the forcefield, and the subsequent explosion blew the majority of the deck out into the vacuum of space, Species 8472 included.

“That will not be enough to kill the alien,” said Harrison, “but it shall render him sufficiently harmless long enough for us to escape.”  He touched his communicator.  “Harrison to Aztec: three to beam up.”

Seconds later, the trio was back on the Aztec.  Neelar Drayge wasted no time in firing up the engines while Bator beamed Commander Keller’s corpse aboard the ship.

“Set a course for the Starlight,” Harrison said once Keller was aboard.  “Engage when ready.”

Five seconds later, the Aztec was gone.

Chapter Three

A microfracture in the warp core was a serious problem.  Had Jayla Trinn not discovered it so swiftly, there was the distinct possibility that time would have exacerbated the problem, causing an untimely warp core breech.  Of course, by that time, it would have been too late to fix the error, as the ship would be thoroughly decimated.

But as luck would have it, Trinn had stumbled upon the problem well in advance of such a cataclysm.  The microfracture was easily repaired, and as Jayla Trinn placed the finishing touches on her work, the delicate Trill was left with one question lingering in the back of her mind: How did the fracture form in the first place?

She stood behind the warp core, arms folded, and stared at her patchwork while she pondered the question.  She knew the warp core like the back of her hand; it had endured a considerable amount of stress in recent months, but nothing so traumatic as to warrant a microfracture.  It was also in the realm of possibility that it had sustained damage amidst one of the many battles the Starlight had participated in thus far in the Elorg War; the theory quickly fell apart, as several weeks had passed since the last engagement, and Jayla had inspected the warp core several times since then, the results showing no signs of damage.

Certainly, Trinn had overlooked something, but her mind was slowly turning to clay, generating nothing more than mindless prattle.  To make matters worse, the splitting headache that had been plaguing her all day was starting to take its toll, almost to the point where coherent thought was impossible.  Still, Trinn pressed on, knowing that, like all headaches, this one would fade with time.

Slowly, Trinn focused on her work, forcing the pain into the back of her mind as she pulled out her tricorder to scan the warp core for some sort of data that would shed some light on her predicament.  Not surprisingly, the tricorder indicated the matter/antimatter reaction was taking place inside the cylindrical chamber—and little else.  It was worth a try, she conceded before pulling the tricorder away.

However, the second her arm began to move, the tricorder elicited a brief series of faint bleeps before returning to its previously inactive state.  Trinn quickly pulled up the data she had recorded, only to find that it was little more than a sensor ghost—a false reading.  She sighed, and continued her motion to place the tricorder back in her belt—but the closer she came to completing the action, the more she thought about the ghost.

Tricorders were extremely dependable pieces of technology.  They functioned under the most extreme conditions, and almost always provided accurate data.  Chances were, this sensor ghost was indeed something after all.  And so, Trinn brought the tricorder back from her belt and flipped it open, retuning the scanner to a more sensitive frequency.

She turned it on the warp core, and only moments later, was relieved she had done so.  The warp core was littered with stray chronoton particles.  Particles that—much like the microfracture—had no place near the warp core.  Thus, Trinn came to the hypothetical conclusion that the two were somehow related—but she got no further than hypothesizing, for it was only moments later that the pain in her head seemed to explode, and Jayla Trinn lay on the floor unconscious.

Alan Christopher had been contemplating his future when the call from Doctor Hartman came.  Thoughts of Erin and the baby filled a good portion of his mind; he was confused and excited all at once.  It was an interesting sensation to say the least, but not one Christopher minded feeling.  The rest of his mind, unfortunately, did not harbor such pleasant thoughts.  The Captain found himself nearly fixated on his ultimate fate—and how it would take him away from his family at some point in the future.

But to his relief, Doctor Hartman’s call shattered that particular train of thought, prompting Christopher to focus on the more pressing matters at hand.  According to the Doctor, Jayla Trinn had had an accident in engineering while repairing the microfracture in the warp core.  Given Hartman’s tone, the injuries were not serious—in fact, they hardly seemed to warrant Christopher’s attention.  But as he replayed the doctor’s words in his mind, Christopher slowly came to the realization that each and every word Hartman had uttered was literally swimming in pretext.  Jayla Trinn was merely an excuse to get Christopher into the medical facility; there was something more the Doctor wished to talk about…

With these thoughts in mind, Christopher slowly stepped between the parting doors of sickbay to see Sarah Hartman presiding over the Trill on a biobed near the back.  Upon hearing the hiss of the doors, Hartman looked up, saw the Captain, and approached with due haste.

“How is Jayla?” asked Christopher as Hartman drew nearer, deciding to let the Doctor reveal her pretext as she saw fit.

Hartman stopped several meters from Christopher, and slowly looked back at the Lieutenant as she considered the question.  To Christopher, it had not seemed very difficult to answer, but Hartman was clearly perplexed.  She considered the question for several additional moments before returning to the biobed she had left only moments earlier.  “Come here,” she beckoned.

Christopher complied with the Doctor’s order, and slowly approached Jayla Trinn’s biobed, half-expecting to see some sort of horridly unpleasant sight.  But to his relief, the Trill lay pleasantly on the bed, her hands resting comfortably on her stomach.  “Is she okay?” he asked again.

Hartman nodded.  “Yeah, she’s fine… But I’ve been noticing some disturbing trends,” said Hartman bluntly.  She tapped at the controls beside the biobed, and then turned her fiery gaze upon Christopher.  “Have you had any aches and pains recently?  Something that you hadn’t noticed before… say… a few weeks ago?”

“No,” was Christopher’s immediate response.  With his illness, Christopher had been keeping a close eye on his physical condition.  Aside from a few headaches related to his disease, Christopher had experienced almost nothing in the way of pain…

Almost.

“On second thought,” he said softly, “I have experienced an ache.”

At the time he had experienced it, Christopher attributed his aching shoulder to the workout he had given it while helping Erin move into his quarters.  After it faded, he hadn’t given it a second thought… but now that he had, Christopher realized that the pain had indeed spiked up on several occasions over the past few hours.  It was nothing catastrophic, but it was certainly noticeable.

Hartman provided Christopher with an enigmatic nod, compressed her lips, and without any hesitation whatsoever, pointed to Christopher’s right shoulder.  “That’s where you’re hurting, isn’t it?”

He frowned, and stared down at the shoulder in question.  “Yeah… How did you know?”

Swiftly, Hartman turned her attention back to the placid Trill before them.  “According to Commander Tompkins, Jayla Trinn had been complaining of a headache earlier in the day—and now she’s here because of it.  When I was on the other Starlight with the away team, we came upon numerous corpses—Trinn’s included.  From what I could tell, she was killed after experiencing blunt-force trauma to the head.”

Christopher wasn’t following.  Perhaps he was dense… perhaps he was simply tired, but Hartman’s jumping around in this conversation was keeping the Captain rather confused.  He tried not to show his confused state of mind, and simply nodded, hoping the Doctor would eventually place a bridge between all of the gaps in her story—which she summarily did.

“I happened to see your corpse on the other Starlight, too,” she said bluntly.  “Your arm was ripped off in the same spot your shoulder is aching now.”

Christopher’s eyes widened upon hearing the news, and he again cast his glace upon his shoulder, just to be certain there was an arm attached.  When he was satisfied that there was, Christopher turned his curious gaze back to Sarah Hartman.  “What are you getting at?” he asked cautiously.

Hartman expelled a weary sigh, and walked around the foot of Trinn’s biobed to close the gap between the two of them.  “This attack you’re worried about isn’t going to happen,” she whispered.

Though she didn’t show it, Doctor Hartman was most likely getting quite a kick out of the dumbfounded look that Christopher was certain he bore on his face—because her last statement simply floored him.  Thousands of starships destroyed… billions of people dead… alien bioships on a rampage throughout the quadrant… and Sarah Hartman had the audacity to say that the attack wasn’t going to happen?

“Why not?” Christopher prompted, not bothering to hide his skepticism.

Folding her arms, she took one step closer to Christopher, and stared him in the eye.  “We’re not going to get attacked,” said Hartman quietly, “because the battle has already happened.”  She turned her gaze to the morgue.  “The proof is right over there.”

Alan Christopher froze.  His mind ceased to function, and his entire body went numb.  As far as he was concerned, the entire concept was preposterous.  How could Hartman even dare to say such a thing?  Clearly, the Starlight was intact; Species 8472 had not destroyed a single planet, and the alleged billions lost in the massacre were all alive and well…

Still, Hartman seemed convinced that she spoke the truth.  After all, she did proffer evidence to support the claim.  Christopher simply hadn’t been able to register the notion in his mind to provide a response.  

Still, the Doctor moved on, her path taking her through the isolab, directly into the adjacent morgue.  She stopped in front of the first stasis chamber and tapped at the neighboring control panel to deactivate the stasis fields and open the chamber.

Dazed and confused, Christopher followed in Hartman’s footsteps a moment later, attempting to compose himself along the way—but any composition he might have mustered immediately faded when he saw the pale body emerging from the stasis chamber.  “Erin,” he whispered in horror.

“Don’t worry,” said Hartman, “your Erin is safe and sound on the bridge… This is the one we got from the other ship.”

“Of course,” said Christopher softly.  “And she’s our proof?”

Hartman nodded, and quickly produced a medical tricorder.  She tapped at the controls for a moment before handing the device to Christopher.  He carefully plucked it from Hartman’s hands, and stared at the data she provided on the screen.  “She’s not pregnant,” he gathered almost immediately.

“And according to that data, she has never been pregnant.  This Erin Keller is not from the present or the future… so she must be from the past,” Hartman explained.  “So this attack you’re all worried about is over and done with.”

“So we have already been slaughtered in that massacre,” Christopher surmised, “and now somebody is trying to cover it up.”

Now it was Hartman’s turn to be confused.  “How?” she asked.

“Obviously,” said Christopher, “somebody went back and changed the past to ensure this future was the one we experienced.  I’m grateful they did, but still, that is a direct violation of the Temporal Prime Directive…”

“Now… wait a minute… If they went back and changed the past, why are all of these clues cropping up now?”

“The chronometric distortion,” suggested Christopher.

Hartman frowned.  “But if it didn’t happen in the first place… then…” She threw her hands up in the air.  “Forget it.  I don’t really give a damn in the first place.  I hate temporal mechanics.  We’re alive, I’m not complaining.”

Christopher nodded.  “That’s the attitude to have.” 

She shrugged indolently.  “So now what do we do?”

Almost immediately, Christopher’s gaze wandered across the sickbay over to the biobeds where Jayla Trinn lay.  On the adjacent beds, were Rachael Meyer and Kendall Johnson, the sole survivors of the incident.  They had all the answers Christopher needed.  He turned his gaze back to Hartman.  “We need to wake them up,” he told her.  “Do what needs to be done.  I’ll be on the bridge… call me when you have something.”

“Two more bioships are on long range sensors,” said Erin Keller softly from the operations station on the Starlight’s bridge.  “More are emerging.”

“Curses,” said Matthew Harrison from the center seat.  “Perhaps we have entered some sort of temporal causality loop.  The assault we are anticipating is instilled by our opening of the chronometric distortion.”

For his part, Commander Harrison found the idea to be reasonably plausible.  Certainly, it was not a catchall that would solve all of their problems in this temporal dilemma, but it did provide enough answers to begin hypothesizing a solution.  But to Harrison’s chagrin, the bridge’s newest arrival did not share his views.

“Your idea is not without merit, dearest Matthew,” said Captain Christopher as he approached the command chair, “but it is absolutely wrong.”

Harrison arched his brow.  “Oh?”

Standing directly before the executive officer, Christopher simply nodded.  “Indeed,” he said before sharing the revelations Doctor Hartman had come upon in sickbay.  As he spoke, the bridge crew collectively went from utterly concerned, to utterly confused, to utterly relieved.

“Our first task is to collapse that chronometric distortion,” said Christopher motioning with a quick nod for Harrison to vacate the command chair.

The executive officer blushed ever-so-slightly.  “Forgive me,” he said as he quickly switched seats.

“No problem,” Christopher replied as he seated himself.  “Now, any ideas on how to collapse this baby?”

For many moments, there was a dreadful silence hanging over the bridge, a silence so dense, not even the bleeps and blips of the nearby workstations could pervade it.  Christopher candidly cleared his throat, hoping to instill some conversation, but when that failed, he sighed, and suggested, “Should we pull up alongside one of the bioships and ask them for advice?”

“They’d probably tell us to go to hell,” said Erin Keller.  “But I think that I might have an idea.”

Christopher grinned.  “By all means, Erin, enlighten us.”

“We used a tachyon beam to open the distortion, right?  So why don’t we use an inverse tachyon beam to close it?”

“That might work,” Bator agreed, “but there are several bioships in the vicinity that would severely hinder our efforts.”

“Then we’ll have to be brilliant,” said Christopher with a sigh.  “Neelar, set a course, maximum warp.”

Chapter Four

Rachael Meyer stared blankly at her double, who lay quietly on the biobed before her.  For the majority of her duty shift, Meyer had simply watched doppelganger sleep—though on occasion she would administer a dose of some stimulant prescribed by Doctor Hartman to wake the sole survivors of the 8472 massacre.  Unfortunately, none of the treatments worked, and both Meyer and Johnson remained motionless on their respective biobeds.

“It’s a damn good thing we don’t have to worry about time running out,” Hartman bemoaned as she handed Meyer yet another hypospray.

Meyer carefully took the device from Hartman’s hand and submitted the contents to a brief inspection.  Jammed into the butt of the hypo was a tube of something called metazoanate.  Though she had never seen it before, Meyer was vaguely familiar with the drug.  It was a very new and very experimental stimulant designed to replace some of the older stimulants such as tricordrazine.  

Carefully, Meyer programmed in the dose as specified by Doctor Hartman, and injected it into her counterpart’s neck.  The hypospray produced a faint hissing sound as it delivered its goods, and as it faded away, Meyer removed the hypo and repeated the procedure on the comatose Kendall Johnson.

“It’s not working,” Hartman proclaimed as Meyer stepped away from Johnson.

Slowly, Meyer turned on her heel to face the doctor.  “How can you be sure?  It’s only been a few seconds.”

“Metazoanate is a very powerful stimulant,” reminded Hartman.  “If it was going to do something proactive, it would have done it by now.  I’m going to try something else.”

“No,” said Meyer abruptly.  

Hartman raised an eyebrow.  “Why not?”

At first, Meyer hadn’t been certain as to why not… The words had fallen from her mouth without her consent, as if her body had been temporarily possessed.  But then, the faint rush of whispers began to rise in the back of her mind—nothing coherent, but it was undeniably there.  “I think I’m having a telepathic experience,” Meyer said, focusing on the growing noise.

“Species 8472?” Hartman demanded.

Meyer carefully shook her head.  When Species 8472 had been in contact with her last year, their voices were strident and filled with malevolence.  They spoke with short, clipped sentences that were blunt and straight to the point.  Conversely, the sounds Meyer was hearing now were far more harmonious.  The words seemed to flow pleasantly and naturally…   And then it struck her.

“It’s her,” Meyer replied, staring at her comatose counterpart. 

Her eyes widening, Hartman quickly closed the distance between herself and Meyer.  “What is she saying?”

“I don’t know,” said Meyer, shaking her head.  “It’s just whispers…”

“Concentrate,” Hartman instructed, placing a firm grasp on Meyer’s shoulder.  “We need answers, and if you can pull them out of her mind, so much the better.”

Alan Christopher’s feelings for Erin Keller were almost infinite, and he claimed to trust her implicitly.  But for some strange reason, the closer the Starlight got to the chronometric distortion, the less he liked the idea she had proposed to collapse it.  His only hope was to think of something so brilliant that it would overshadow her idea immensely, prompting her to admit that it wasn’t such a great idea after all.  To Christopher’s chagrin, it seemed that no such idea had any intention of floating into his mind.

With a faint sigh, he slowly rose from his seat and stepped a meter or so closer to the helm.  “Are we there yet?” he asked as if he were a child in the back compartment of a shuttlecraft.

“No,” said Neelar Drayge, the tone of his voice mimicking that of the parent in the front of the aforementioned shuttle.

Christopher chuckled, glad to see Drayge was continuing to develop his sense of humor.  “How long until we arrive?”

The Bolian quickly checked the astrometric data before him.  “If we stay at maximum warp, eight hours,” he said crisply.

Eight hours to think of a better plan.  He was certain he could do it, but just to be safe, the Captain folded his arms and took another step closer to the helm.  “Drop down to warp eight,” he said, and to his relief, said knowing full well that there was some strong tactical data to back up his order.  “Starfleet will have reinforcements in the area within a day.  I think that—”

His thought was suddenly cut off by the chirping of his communicator.  “Hartman to Christopher—that something you were waiting for has arrived.”

He nodded.  “I think that I’m on my way to sickbay.”  With that said, he came about and nearly charged the aft turbolift doors.  “Erin, you’re with me; the bridge is yours, Matthew.”

Keller quickly abandoned her station and slipped into the turbolift alongside Christopher.  “Deck five,” she chirped as the doors slid shut behind them.

As the lift set into motion, Erin immediately turned to Alan.  “There’s something I didn’t get a chance to tell you when I was getting settled in to … our quarters.”

So many possibilities shot through Alan’s mind at that particular moment, that he only manage to raise his brow in curiosity.  “Oh?” he mustered after an additional moment.

“It’s about the bed.”

He nodded cautiously.  “Do you snore?  Because if you do, it’s a good thing we’re going to sickbay—Sarah can fix that little problem in a—”

“Alan,” interrupted Erin, “I don’t snore.”

“Good,” he said, heaving a sigh of relief.  “Then what is it?  It’s not bed-wetting is it?  Please say it’s not bed-wetting.  Rubber sheets are not something I want to mess with.”

“I just want to sleep on the left side,” she said innocently.  “That’s all.”

Alan’s eyes widened.  “That’s it?”

She nodded.  “Really, Alan.  That’s it.”

The turbolift summarily came to a halt, depositing the duo on deck five, a short distance from sickbay.  They quickly negotiated the corridor, and came upon the medical facility a few moments later to see Sarah Hartman standing at the foot of Rachael Meyer’s biobed.  Rachael Meyer was on the bed… and another Rachael Meyer stood beside it, chatting with her duplicate.

“What did we do to earn this sort of punishment?” Christopher quipped as he approached.

The standing Meyer produced a wry grin, and glared at Christopher.  “We wouldn’t need two of me if there weren’t so many fruits on this ship,” she said, placing extreme emphasis on the latter half of the sentence as she stared down the Captain.

He quickly backed down.  “Point taken,” he replied before candidly adding, “for now.”

“At least we don’t have two Alans,” said Erin lightly, coming up alongside Hartman at the foot of the biobed.

Hartman looked Keller in the eye.  “I would kill one of them,” she said evenly before turning back to her patient on the biobed.

“I thought you said all treatments were proving useless,” said Erin softly.

“They were,” Hartman confirmed.  “I did some digging, and came upon an experimental new drug called metazoanate.  It seemed to stimulate her telepathic center, allowing her to communicate telepathically with her counterpart.”

“After awhile,” said Rachael, “the rest of her mind simply started coming back to life.”

The duplicate nodded.  “And now I’m awake,” she said softly.

“How much do you remember?” asked Christopher.

It was clearly a touchy question, for the look on the duplicate Meyer’s face immediately faded into something more dismal.  “Everything,” she said softly.

“This entire situation all started innocently enough.  It was around stardate 73606.3, a few weeks before Kendall attempted to commit suicide.  I was in his quarters trying to make some sense out of his feelings—but quite frankly, we weren’t getting anywhere.  I could tell that he was getting tired of hearing my questions—but it had to be done.

“But as fortune would have it, in the midst of our wonderfully boring conversation, the red alert klaxon made itself known to us.  I jumped at the sound, and was quickly on my feet.  ‘We’ll have to continue this later,’ I told Kendall as I made my way for the doors—but I got no further than a few steps before a massive surge of light flooded Kendall’s quarters.

“I quickly came about to see a quantum singularity tearing through the fabric of space.  As it swelled into existence, a single bioship surged through the flexure before gracefully coming up alongside the Starlight.  I stood in horror, waiting for more of the deadly vessels to emerge, but none did.  

“A scream suddenly filled my mind—Species 8472 was trying to contact me.  I tried to block it at first, but the alien insisted.  So I allowed it to talk to me.  ‘Civil war has erupted,’ it screamed in my mind.  ‘Many believe the alliance with your people is a ploy to keep us in submission while you prepare for an attack. We have tried to tell them otherwise, but they will not listen.  You do not have much time…’
“With this in mind, I quickly made my way to the bridge to inform the others as to Species 8472’s intent.  But I was already too late.  By the time I reached the bridge, another singularity had already opened—and hoards of bioships were emerging.  I watched in horror as they fell into a circular formation near Ka’Tula Prime, each vessel shooting tendrils of fiery orange energy into the bioship in the center.  As they drew nearer to the planet, a massive surge of light streaked out of the center of the pinwheel, blasting the surface of Ka’Tula Prime.  Moments later, the entire planet burst apart…

“The Captain was immediately on his feet shouting orders to retaliate.

“Lieutenant Bator quickly responded with a barrage of phasers and quantum torpedoes, but much as I had expected, they did little to hinder the rampaging aliens.  At first, they merely ignored the petty attacks, but as other Federation starships began to join the Starlight, things began to turn ugly.  The Athena was the first ship to go, followed closely by the Georgetown and the Majestic. The Starlight came under fire moments later.

“‘I’m getting reports from all over the Federation!’ Erin shouted amidst the explosions.  “Earth, Bajor, Vulcan, Betazed… they’ve all been destroyed!’

“‘This is not good,’ Christopher shouted as another starship went up in flames on the viewscreen.

“It was at that point I decided to go to sickbay—but I never made it.”

“What happened?” asked Erin Keller.  Given the sound of her voice, she was clearly enthralled by the story thus far.

There was a brief moment of hesitation before Meyer provided her answer.  “I was abducted,” she said softly.

Christopher frowned.  “By who?”

“Me.”

The voice belonged to Kendall Johnson.  He was standing several meters away, near the threshold to Doctor Hartman’s office.  Christopher had been so captivated by Meyer’s recollections, that he had not even heard the doors part to admit the troubled Kendall.  But now that his presence was known, Johnson made no further attempts to keep his distance.  He slowly closed the distance between himself and the others.  “I have some explaining to do,” he said softly.

Chapter Five

Kendall Johnson carefully approached the foot of his counterpart’s biobed, trepidation in every step.  “I took Rachael to the temporal mechanics lab,” he said softly.  “I made her help me rewrite those events so that none of it ever happened.”

Christopher was appalled…  Words…. strong words were on the tip of his tongue, but for some reason, those words were stuck.  His mouth opened, but nothing came out.  And… rewriting the timeline?  Was such a thing possible?  Christopher didn’t even want to ponder how Kendall had managed to pull that one off?  Perhaps Species 8472 had given him a hand… 

“At the time, I was so confused, I didn’t know what else to do,” said the alternate Meyer.  “Billions of people had just been killed… more were likely to die…”

Johnson cleared his throat.  “Unfortunately, we ran out of time before I could finish.  Knowing that my work was far from perfect, I sent myself a few weeks into the future to continue my work… my counterpart was simply sent back in time to take my place…”

At this point in time, Christopher was no longer concerned with the temporal mess they had gotten themselves into.  The damage had already been done, and there was nothing Christopher could do to reverse it without rewriting history himself.  Slowly, he expelled a long sigh of disappointment, and then turned to Sarah, Erin and the Rachaels.  “If you’ll excuse us for a moment,” he said softly.

Without so much as a word, the quartet hastily made their way across the room.  As they did so, Christopher turned his disappointed gaze upon Kendall Johnson.  “What am I going to do with you?” he prompted.

Johnson shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “Put me off the ship if you want.  It won’t bother me.”

“No,” said Christopher immediately, “you’re not going anywhere.  You are… not who you used to be…  I can’t trust you anymore, Kendall.”

He raised a skeptical eyebrow.  “So you’re going to imprison me on this ship?  I don’t think so… I’ve put up with it for long enough.  I’ll come out and admit it—I have a problem; but instead of helping me through it, you stuff me in my quarters for—”

“Kendall,” interrupted Christopher, “I realize that we probably could have handled your depression a little better, but I’m not talking about that problem.  I’m talking about your temporal tendencies.  This is the second time you have altered the timeline to your benefit.”

“My benefit?” Kendall said in exasperation.  “If not for me, you would all be dead right about now, and the entire Federation would be gone!”

Christopher’s lips thinned as anger mounted in his system.  “You don’t know that,” he said evenly.

“I was there,” Johnson retorted.  “I know what would have happened, and there is no way that the Federation would have survived… So don’t go patronizing me.”

“I am not patronizing you,” said Christopher through clenched teeth.  It was not often that he found himself angered, but Kendall was certainly testing him.  Still, Christopher managed to keep his cool. 

“Kendall,” he said, taking Johnson by the shoulders, “I will admit… a part of me is very grateful that you altered the timeline.  I mean, just about anything is better than having your arm ripped out of your torso.  But the fact of the matter is, you altered the timeline… And time is not a toy.  You can’t go tinkering with it whenever you don’t like the way things are going.  There are laws in this universe, and the Temporal Prime Directive is one of them.  We can’t ignore it simply because it has become inconvenient.”

Johnson, utterly unimpressed with Christopher’s speech, simply turned to Christopher and prompted the question the Captain had been dreading, “What would you have done in my position?”

Christopher didn’t even pretend to consider the question, for had known the answer for several hours—and that was why this entire conversation had been so difficult.  His mouth spoke the rules and regulations, but his heart spoke the exact opposite.  “I… I would have done the same as you,” he said candidly.

An icy glare slowly filled Kendall Johnson’s eyes, projecting onto Christopher as he placed some distance between himself and the Captain.  “Hypocrite,” he snapped before storming off…

The problem was, Johnson was right…  But there was little time for Christopher to dwell upon Johnson’s parting words, for the red alert klaxon suddenly made itself known.  This crisis wasn’t over yet…

A haunting silence filled the darkened bridge, broken only by intermittent bleeps of the computer.  As he crossed the bridge for his command chair, Christopher couldn’t help but notice the slight chill running up and down his spine.  His mind kept racing back to the alternate Starlight and its dreadful demise.  Christopher knew that if things went badly now, they could suffer the same fate all over again.

“We have reached the threshold of the debris field,” said Neelar Drayge, his voice filled with trepidation.

“The Baltimore, Reliant, and Madrid are also in range,” Bator added.

A smile cracked Christopher’s otherwise stoic face—and that was not a good thing.   Species 8472 was one of the most lethal forces in the known universe, and Starfleet had the wisdom to send an entire three additional starships to combat them.  In fact, it was so unwise that Christopher found it humorous.  “How many bioships are lurking in this debris field, Bator?”

“Seven,” said Bator.  “Four of them are on a direct intercept course.”

Harboring a very concerned expression, Harrison turned to Christopher.  “I am extremely doubtful as to our chances of penetrating the distortion with an inverse tachyon beam,” he whispered.

“As am I,” said Christopher.  “One bioship is enough to obliterate our little fleet.  Four… just gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

“Ahh, and we certainly cannot have those,” Harrison added, rolling his eyes.  “Have you any brilliant ideas?”

Well, Christopher certainly wished that he did, but to his chagrin, his mind was tabula rosa—a blank slate.  There was no way that they could defeat Species 8472 with the weapons available… It was not likely that they could defeat them at all.  These aliens were angry, and still believed that the Federation was plotting against them, so even showing the slightest bit of aggression would likely set them off.

“Lower our shields,” Christopher said softly.  “Take our weapons off line.”

Commander Harrison’s eyes bulged.  “What?  With all due respect, Captain, that is—”

“You heard me,” Christopher interrupted.  “We need to prove to these aliens—once and for all—that we mean them no harm.”

“Eight hundred thousand kilometers,” Drayge chimed in.

Christopher rose from his seat, and turned to Bator.  “Do it, Bator.”

Without so much as a word out of him, Bator turned his attention to the controls, and complied.  Seconds later, the red alert klaxon faded away, and the lights were restored to full illumination.  The ship was totally helpless now, should the aliens choose to attack.

“Seven hundred thousand kilometers,” said Drayge.

“Open a channel,” said Christopher, straightening out his uniform as he turned to the view screen.

“Channel open.”

Hesitantly, Christopher’s gaze shifted to the view screen.  It was littered with the hulks of numerous starships, many of which he recognized.  In the distance, four squid-like bioships were slowly making their way through the fleet, their weapons clearly active.

“Alien vessels, this is Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight.”  He paused, waiting for some sort of response, but as the seconds passed, nothing happened.  Still, Christopher knew that if the aliens weren’t going to talk, they still had to listen.  “You’ll notice that our shields and weapons are offline.  We pose no threat to you—nor have we ever posed a threat.  The Federation has no interest in bringing harm to your species.”

“Three hundred thousand kilometers,” said Drayge.

“Their weapons are still active,” added Bator.

“Have the other vessels dropped their shields?”  Harrison inquired.

Bator checked sensors.  “Yes,” he replied after a moment.

It seemed to Christopher that his brilliant plan was not going to work.  But he wasn’t about to give up. “If you attack us now, you will be the ones that are malevolent and hateful, not us.  We will be dead—and what have we done to provoke it?  Nothing.”

“Two hundred thousand kilometers…”

Sweat started to collect in palms of Christopher’s hands.  His pulse quickened and the lump in his throat seemed to be growing exponentially.  “We are at your mercy,” he stated with incredible calm.  “Do with us what you will.”

With that said, Christopher turned his back to the approaching bioships, and inspected his crew—possibly for the last time.  “Close channel,” he said as his gaze shifted from Bator to Erin.  She flashed him a faint smile—a glimmering ray of hope in this sea of darkness.  After seeing that, Alan Christopher could die a happy man should Species 8472 not cooperate.

“Fifty thousand kilometers.”

Sitting down in the command chair for what was likely the last time, Christopher considering sharing some words of wisdom with his crew before their end.  But as he watched the bioships drawing nearer, he realized that there were no words that could convey the depth of emotion he was feeling.  And so he sat back and watched as the first trickles of the vibrant orange energy danced across the mouth of the bioship.

An explosion of light surged across the view screen, and moments later, the U.S.S. Madrid burst into flames.  The smoldering hulk of the Intrepid-class starship slowly drifted through the void of space until finally, its warp core gave out, belching an incredible wave of fire into space.  Suddenly, two more bioships blew through the flames, soaring directly for the Starlight, weapons hot.

Christopher closed his eyes and waited for the end to come—but nothing happened.

“Another quantum singularity has opened,” said Keller.  “The emerging bioships have started attacking the ones scattered throughout the debris field!”

The embers of hope suddenly rekindled themselves.  Christopher was back on his feet.  “This is our chance,” he said.  “Neelar, set a course for the chronometric distortion, maximum impulse.  Erin, get that inverse tachyon beam ready to fire!”

“Gotcha,” she chirped.

“We’ve got the Baltimore and the Reliant covering our flanks,” Harrison noted.

Christopher smiled.  “Then let’s do this!  Neelar, engage!”

Charging through the war-torn debris field, dodging the stray energy beams from the 8472 battle, the Starlight hastily made its way to the massive swirling nether that was the chronometric distortion.   Watching the flexure grow larger and larger on the viewscreen, something inside Christopher suddenly told the Captain that they just might make it after all…

“We’re in range!” said Keller.

He rose from his seat, and without a hint of hesitation, gave the fateful order:  “Fire!”

Seconds later, a beam of streaming teal energy burst out in front of the Starlight, violently crashing into the gigantic chronometric distortion.  As it did so, waves of turquoise energy emanated from the rift, slowly fading out of existence as they journeyed away from their home.

“That should be enough,” Erin announced after a moment.

Christopher nodded.  “Cut the beam.”

In an instant, it flickered out of existence, leaving the remains of the once great chronometric distortion.  The distortion was about the tenth of its former size, and rapidly shrinking away.  Within a few minutes, it would be completely gone.

“Species 8472 is retreating to fluidic space,” Bator announced a moment later.  “And the debris field has vanished.”

“Where did it go?” asked Harrison.

“It vanished with the chronometric distortion,” Bator read from sensors.  “I suspect our guests from that universe are gone as well…”

“Well,” said Christopher with a sigh of relief, “we’re still here.  And in the end, I suppose that’s all that matters.”

* * *

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73811.9: Twenty-four hours have passed since the collapse of the chronometric distortion, and there has been no sign of Species 8472 or temporal activity in the vicinity.  Even so, Starfleet has ordered us to monitor the situation for the next few days, just to be certain.

“Tired” was the word that began to describe how Alan Christopher felt.  Every muscle in his body seemed to ache, and his shoulder still bothered him.  It was the perfect excuse to climb into bed a little early and get some extra sleep.  But sitting next to him on the sofa in his quarters was an even better reason to stay awake:  Erin Keller.

A year ago, in his wildest dreams, Christopher could have imagined himself being a lot closer to Keller.  By that point in time, their friendship had certainly blossomed, but it was just that—friendship.  He would have never expecting to have Erin living with him…  But she was.

“So this is home.  How do you like it?” he asked quietly.  “You always said you wanted to move into the Captain’s quarters…”

Erin turned to him and grinned.  “Of course, I wanted to be the Captain when I moved in.  But I’ll settle for this,” she said, running her hand over her relatively flat abdomen.  “It’s so hard to believe there’s a little person inside of me.”

Alan readily nodded.  “I’m still in shock myself.  Becoming a parent was about the last thing I expected…  I just hope I’m around long enough to enjoy it.”

A curious smile cracked Erin’s face.  “You will be.  I know it.  But if…”  Her voice slowly trailed off.

Alan quickly turned to her.  “What?”

Quickly, Erin sat up and inched to the edge of the sofa, clutching her abdomen.  She winced, and summarily raised her hand to silence Alan.  “I think I’m going to throw up,” she said.

“Oh.”  Alan produced a quaint smile, and turned his gaze to the left.  “Waste extraction is that way,” he said, now pointing in the aforementioned direction.

Erin smiled, and patted Alan on the head.  “I know the way,” she said, rising to her feet.

Once he was alone, Alan smiled, and turned his attention to the starfield out the window.  The infinitely vast starscape was at the apex of serenity; the stars peacefully drifted through the cosmos, unaware that the universe around them was not the one destined to be.  It was a better universe, to say the least, but a universe achieved through manipulation of the temporal continuum.

For his part, Alan Christopher was not going to complain about the actions of Kendall Johnson.  Those actions had saved his life, if only for a few short years.  They had saved the entire Federation and demonstrated to Species 8472 that Starfleet had no quarrel with them… 

“You can rationalize it all you want, Alan,” said Erin softly as she walked back into the room.  Apparently, Alan had been speaking some of his thoughts.  “And while Kendall was right in principal, he was wrong in so many other ways.  The best thing we can do right now is move on.”

And that is exactly what they did…
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