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PROLOGUE

“We are the Borg.  Existence as you know it is over.  We will add your biological and technological distinctiveness to our own.  Resistance is futile.”

The transmission ended, and all eyes on the bridge of the USS Avenger slowly migrated to the view screen, just to make sure that their ears weren’t lying to them.  The Dominion War had just ended.  Cardassia was dead, the Federation was in ruins, and the Klingons weren’t much better off.  Nobody was ready for a Borg incursion.

But as those eyes met the Borg armada on the viewscreen, it quickly became clear that this was no incursion.  It was an invasion.  At least four cubes hung ominously in space alongside a single diamond-shaped module; additional cubes were gradually easing into view from behind.

There had been rumors that the Dominion had lost some 3,000 ships to a Borg armada, but many had dismissed it as just that—a rumor.  Surely the Dominion, being vastly superior to the Federation in so many ways, could defeat a Borg armada.  And they just might have—if this armada had been of the standard Borg invasion force.

But as eight of the cubes started to pull away from the armada, forming a ring around the stark, diamond-shaped module, it rapidly became clear that another dreaded rumor had come to fruition, a rumor far more disturbing than the loss of 3,000 Dominion ships: the Borg had managed to assimilate Species 8472.

Tendrils of green energy lashed out from each of the eight cubes and manifested themselves inside the diamond-module.  The maelstrom of energy pulsated inside the diamond for several moments, until the entire pinwheel of Borg vessels had aligned itself to face the Federation fleet and the planet of Sentalk II directly behind them.

The energy inside the diamond started to spill out into the void of space and the Federation starships made haste to get out of the way. Slowly the beam manifested itself into a jagged stream of verdant energy, shuttling itself toward the helpless planet with a fury that was practically unimaginable.  It pummeled the surface of Sentalk II, generating massive waves of energy as it ate away at the planet’s core, until finally, the entire sphere shattered.

In an instant, three billion lives were blown apart as Sentalk II became the first casualty of this new war.  The Federation fleet barely had time to respond to the destruction of the planet, when the rest of the Borg armada came to life.

Polaron beams lashed out of the cubes, grabbing any Federation starship within reach.  They were summarily scanned and meticulously analyzed by the collective. If they found a species worthy of assimilation, the entire vessel was pulled into a cube.  If not, the polaron beam was phased, and the ship in question was destroyed.

“Forty-seven ships have been destroyed or captured,” called out Lieutenant McDermont from the tactical station.

“Damn it!” called out the Captain.  “Evasive maneuvers, Ensign!  See if you can—”

A polaron beam suddenly filled the view screen.  The Avenger had been captured.  The fate of every life on the vessel would be decided within the next few moments—assimilation or death.  As he looked on from his science station, Cadet Alan Christopher wasn’t sure which he wanted more—to live on in the Borg Collective as a drone, or to die a horrid death when the polaron beam phased and vaporized the ship…

He quickly afforded a glance to the other Cadet that had been assigned to the Avenger for field studies, Erin Keller.  The petite young lady looked equally perplexed, but if she was frightened, she didn’t show it.  Christopher hoped he looked equally calm.

The ship jolted.  First, Christopher was forced foreword into his station, but as soon as he got his hands in position to brace him for impact, the Avenger pulled him in the other direction, sending both him and Keller to the floor amidst a shower of sparks and flame.

From the ground, Christopher could see the Borg cube on the view screen growing larger.  They were about to be assimilated.  Four large panels slowly receded into the cube’s hull, dramatically revealing the thousands of alcoves and workstations inside the cube.  Suddenly, a red beam affixed itself to the Avenger’s hull to guide them in the last few meters…

Christopher closed his eyes, deciding it best to take this life event in the dark. He didn’t want to see himself, or his friends on the Avenger turned into drones.  

But suddenly, the ship stopped.  The tractor beam disengaged, and the red guiding beams faded away, leaving the Avenger alone.  “What happened?” he inquired.

There was no immediate response.  In fact, as he waited a few additional seconds, Christopher realized that there would be no response at all.  When he forced his eyes back open, the cadet saw that the explosion that sent himself and Cadet Keller to the floor happened to be their greatest stroke of luck—because it kept them alive.  Everyone else on the bridge of the Avenger was dead.

Christopher didn’t even have to check—he just knew.  The helm had toppled over into a generous puddle of red blood.  A gigantic bulkhead had fallen onto the Captain’s chair, and both tactical and ops were smoldering hulks.  Christopher could only afford a brief glance at McDermot’s charred remains before his stomach started to convulse, and he was forced to look away.

“Eighteen people are still alive,” said Keller, accessing the only functional science station left.  And considering the crew compliment was six hundred… the Avenger was in very bad shape.

Christopher quickly joined Keller at the science station, trying to shut out his emotions and focus on the task ahead of them.  “What happened to the cube?  Why aren’t we strolling along the Borg corridors as drones?”

Keller tapped the controls, and brought up a schematic of the cube in question.  It rotated about for several moments before zooming in on the face opposite the Avenger.  “The cube was rammed by the USS Redding.  I guess it suffered a power failure.”

“Lucky us,” Christopher grumbled, still staring at the schematic.  Something didn’t look right to him, but despite his gaze, Christopher couldn’t put his finger on it… until Keller brought up the cube’s power distribution schematic. 

“Their power distribution nodes are already regenerating,” she said, but her words fell on deaf ears.

Instead, Christopher pointed to their shield grid.  “When the Borg shields went back up, it polarized our hull and sent a feedback pulse through the tractor beams.  In concert with the Redding’s impact, we did a lot of damage…” His voice slowly trailed off as the sensors erupted in a plethora of warnings and alerts.

“The armada is retreating,” said Keller after deactivating the cacophony of warnings. 

Christopher produced a nervous smile.  “They must think we’re dead…”

“I’m not complaining,” said Keller.

“Nor am I,” he replied, watching the Borg icons vanish from sensors.  They were all jumping into quantum singularities, the spatial anomalies used by Species 8472 to travel.  And to his chagrin, the exact same number of singularities that brought the Borg to Sentalk II, took them away, indicating that the Borg hadn’t lost a single vessel…

Yet they had single-handedly killed over three billion people and destroyed nearly one hundred starships.  Both cadets’ eyes widened as they came to the realization that they stood at the twilight of the Federation, and unless some miracle suddenly fell from the heavens, this darkest night would have no dawn… 

And simultaneously, in the comfort of their quarters on the Starlight, both Captain Alan Christopher and Commander Erin Keller bolted up in their beds…

ONE

Most nights, Erin Keller dreaded the moment when the computer broke her long-nights slumber, and initiated her into a new day.  But not today.  After experiencing one of the most graphic dreams she could remember, Keller found that falling back asleep was task of Herculean efforts.  Despite her brave affront, each and every time Keller closed her eyes, the voice of the collective rang in her ears.  The sight of a Federation fleet in ruins graced her mind’s eye, and the fear of death or assimilation sent chills down her spine.

And so Keller lay in bed for what seemed like an eternity, avoiding the collective, and sleep.  So when the computer finally shattered the deafening silence that had fallen into Keller’s quarters, Erin was more than ready to rise.  She quickly adorned the sonic shower before throwing on her uniform’s trousers and golden tunic, and departing for the mess hall with the rest of her uniform in hand.

As usual, Bator, Drayge and Rachael Meyer had beaten her to the mess hall, and were already sitting in their customary table in the center of the room, chatting quietly among themselves.  Keller walked over to the replicator to order her mug of hot chocolate, when she suddenly caught her reflection in the control panels above the replicator basin.  “Damn it,” she muttered, seeing her hair was terribly out of place.  She reached inside her uniform’s jacket and pulled a hair clip from the pocket, using it to fasten her mangled auburn hair into a relatively decent looking clasp behind her head.  “It’ll have to do,” she muttered before turning to the computer.  “Hot chocolate.”

The basin became aglow with light, and a few moments later, a mug of steaming hot chocolate materialized inside.  Keller plucked it out and proceeded to her table, throwing her uniform’s jacket on the chair with a big sigh.  “Rough night,” she muttered as she sat.

“Most people like to keep private the things they do when they’re alone at night,” said Bator with a hint of sarcasm.

“I’m not most people,” Keller shot back seductively.  “But if I was going to do something… I wouldn’t be alone…”

Bator’s grin suddenly cracked from ear to ear.  “If you are that desperate for some action, I’m sure Lieutenant Johnson will be happy to perform…”

Keller frowned.  “That’s mean!”  she said, gently hitting Bator with the back of her hand.

Suddenly, Drayge cleared his throat.  “Well… the intergalactic croquet championships are being held on Forcas III this week.  I understand it should be a most invigorating final round.”

Keller nodded before taking a sip of her beverage.  “I think Maaxivil Lanola is going to take home the golden mallet this year,” she said softly.  “I hope, at least.”

Erin suddenly noticed both Bator and Meyer’s eyes widening with disbelief.  “You don’t have any idea what you’re talking about, do you?” asked Bator.

“Yes I do,” said Keller, turning her gaze to the young Bolian for confirmation.

Drayge smiled.  “I was hoping for Kellat Gol, actually, but Lanola wouldn’t disappoint me.”

“My mornings have come to croquet and sexual innuendoes?  This discussion is not happening,” said Meyer sarcastically.

“I wish it weren’t,” said Bator.

“Hey, at least we’re not making sexual innuendoes while playing croquet,” said Keller dryly.

Meyer simply rolled her eyes, and in a desperate attempt to change the subject, inquired, “So, what exactly was the cause of your rough night?  Another dream, perhaps?  Who was it this time?”

Erin smiled.  Her previous dreams worthy of mentioning at breakfast normally centered on some sort of awkward encounter with a member of the crew, usually a male.  But not this time.  “It was the Borg.  We were under heavy attack by a huge armada… Alan was there…  we were about to be assimilated.”

Immediately Meyer went from being a friend to being a counselor.  This sort of situation usually prompted these sudden transformations.  “This sounds very interesting,” she said.  “What were you feeling when all of this was happening?”

Erin’s jaw dropped slightly, and her eyelids fluttered.  That was a very stupid question, but she was too polite to say so.  “I was scared to death,” she said.  “My other dreams may have been sensual or … otherwise, but this one was very real.  It didn’t jump around, and everything looked to be authentic, right down to the interface on the controls.  If I didn’t know any better, I would have bet that it was real.”

“Maybe you’ve been spending too much time on duty,” suggested Meyer.  “Or this is a prelude to a Borg invasion.”

“No,” said Keller, attempting to recall the dream.  It was still vivid in her mind, another peculiar item to add to her list.  “I wasn’t on the Starlight… I was a cadet, so was Alan.  It wouldn’t make any sense… it was just a very realistic dream.”

“You, Miss Keller, have a very active imagination,” said Bator before finishing his beverage.

She mimicked his actions and smiled sheepishly.  “Thank you.”  She grabbed her jacket from the back of her chair and slid it over her shoulders.  “We’d better get to the conference lounge before Alan thinks we’ve abandoned ship.”

The others nodded, and within a few moments, the quartet was on its way to deck one, ready to begin phase two of their daily routine, the daily briefing, which began each and every morning at 0658 hours, and lasting until Captain Christopher was out of breath, which usually didn’t take long, given his tendency for the dramatic approach.

When they arrived, Erin smiled, and waved politely at Alan before taking her seat.  He returned the gesture, and sat down in his own chair at the head of the table.  The Captain fiddled with the padd in his hands for several moments, scanning over the data one last time before taking a quick head count.  Everyone except Doctor Hartman had arrived, much as usual, so Christopher pulled in a deep breath and began.

“We’ve got some excitement brewing on the horizon,” he said flatly.  “Admiral T’Lari has ordered all vessels in the Kilka Sector to go to yellow alert.  There’s been some unusual Borg activity in the Alteran Expanse, and we—”

“Borg?” Harrison interrupted suddenly.

Christopher blinked at the disruption.  “Borg?”

Talyere, sitting to Christopher’s left, nodded slowly.  “That is what you said.  Borg activity.”

The statement had gotten Keller’s attention as well.  Under normal circumstances, she might have just let it pass as a blatant slip of the tongue, but given her dream about the Borg… with Alan featured in it, Keller suddenly had a very bad feeling pass over her—feelings that were only amplified when her gaze briefly locked with the Captain’s.  He had the dream, too.  She knew it.

“Surely I meant Elorg,” he said, quickly recovering.  “In fact, that is what I meant.  Elorg activity is on the rise.”  He looked down at the padd, and gleaned the rest of his meeting from that, “Six vessels have taken a position near the edge of the Expanse and are currently conducting long range analyses of the region.   We don’t know what the heck they’re doing, but it must be a terribly dire situation, otherwise we wouldn’t be going to yellow alert.”  He dropped the padd on the table and glanced back at Erin.  “I’m sure everything else on the ship is running smoothly; if it isn’t, fix it.  Dismissed.”

The others looked terribly confused, and none of them moved, despite the Captain’s order.  They obviously didn’t believe that was the end of the meeting.  But Erin had to know what had happened to Alan last night; she had to get them out of the room.  So she led the way, rising from her seat and pretending to take the motions to leave.

Much as she had expected, the others followed suit, and within a few moments, had funneled back out to the bridge, or wherever they needed to go.  Keller retraced her steps, and assumed a position at the end of the conference table opposite Christopher.

He sighed.  “So, what do you know about the USS Avenger?”

Erin met Alan’s exasperated sigh.  “Unfortunately, the same thing as you.  Borg?”

He nodded.  “We were nearly assimilated. Sentalk II?”

“Blown to smithereens,” said Keller.  She closed her eyes and compressed her lips.  “We have a problem…”

“Now what makes you say that?”

Erin suddenly blinked her eyes open, only to see she was no longer on in the conference room.  She was in a sick bay on a bio-bed… though it wasn’t on the Starlight.  And the voice she was hearing was not Alan’s… yet it was somehow very familiar.  

“According to my tricorder, you’ve got a couple of bumps and bruises, but otherwise, you’re fine.”  Keller was staring at the ceiling, desperately trying to put a name to that voice… when suddenly, the smiling face of Julian Bashir entered her line of sight.  He was a lot younger than she remembered… And given the pips on his collar, he was only a Lieutenant.  The last Keller had heard, Bashir was at Starfleet Medical… with a rank much higher than Lieutenant.

As she stared at Julian Bashir, wondering what was going on, another face entered her field of view—a stern-looking man with short, dark hair and a  look on his face that indicated you wouldn’t want to mess with him.  The pips on his collar indicated his rank was Captain.  Captain of what, Keller knew not, but given the look of the sick bay she was in, it was big.  “I’m glad to hear she’s well,” he said.  “What about her friend?”

Bashir snapped his tricorder shut.  “They’re both in perfect working order.  We can get them back to Earth within seventy-two hours.”

“We can,” said the Captain.  Rivers.  His name was Levine Rivers.  Erin didn’t know how or why, but the name suddenly popped into her head—and she was absolutely right.  Rivers folded his arms and gazed back-and-forth between the two Cadets.  “But we’re not going to do that.  They somehow managed to neutralize a Borg cube for several seconds.  For the time being, I want them to stay here, on the Paris.  Yates thinks with their help, she could make this into some sort of weapon to use against the Borg, and at this moment, we can use all the help we can get.”

Bashir looked up from his tricorder.  “Oh?”

Rivers nodded to affirm the Doctor’s suspicions.  “We’ve received seven other unconfirmed reports of Borg attacks throughout the Alpha and Beta Quadrants.”

Keller gulped.  One Borg attack was terrifying enough.  The event would have the Federation trembling in its boots for months, and recovering from such a traumatic loss would take even longer.  But if those other seven attacks were confirmed as Borg assaults, the Federation most likely stood at the twilight of its existence.

Rivers suddenly turned back to Keller, his gaze shifting between her and Christopher.  “Your help would be greatly appreciated; that is, if you’re willing to render it.  Just remember, Starfleet Academy isn’t protected by pulse canons and hadron torpedoes.”

If there were any points to convince Keller of a decision quickly, it was that.  The Paris was the most heavily armed ship in the quadrant, aside from any one of the vessels in the Borg armada.  There was no place safer than here.  Keller’s gut instinct was to stay, but not one to make a unilateral decision, she, in unison with Rivers, looked over to Christopher.

Sitting on the edge of his bio-bed, Christopher pondered the situation for several moments before locking his gaze with Keller’s.  “We’ll stay,” he said.

Keller expelled a brief sigh of relief, suddenly feeling that much better about her chances of survival.  But her newfound good spirits existed for only a short duration.

The red alert klaxon suddenly sounded off.  The lights dimmed slightly, and red lights illuminated the walls of the sick bay.  “Bridge to Rivers,” came a feminine voice over the comm.

Rivers tapped his communicator.  “This is Rivers, go.”

“Sir, we’re receiving a distress call from inside Romulan space.  They report one of their colonies is under attack by the Borg.”

The Romulans had never been directly attacked by the Borg before.  They’ve had skirmishes, lost a few ships, but the Borg had never pursued the Romulan Empire with the same vigor they had for the Federation.  Hence, the Romulans weren’t very experienced in fighting the Borg; they were doomed to become assimilated, and if Romulus fell to the collective, there was nothing preventing them from taking over the Federation.

With this in mind, Keller was not surprised when Rivers responded, “I’m on my way.  Activate the quantum slipstream drive, and set an intercept course.”  Before he was even finished, Rivers was on his way through the doors and Bashir was preparing sick bay for another round of casualties, leaving Christopher and Keller alone.

“I never thought it would end like this, let alone begin this way!” Christopher muttered, throwing his hands in the air.  “Uncle Andrew would always tell me, ‘Archaeology, Alan, that’s where the real excitement is.’  But did I listen?  No.  And now Andrew is on Risa exploring the ruins in the Jardopalin Mountains while I’m stuck in the middle of a war zone!”

Keller smiled.  “Hey, at least you’ve got pulse canons and hadron torpedoes protecting you,” she said warmly.  “And you’ve got me…”

He smiled.  “And I feel that much safer knowing this.  In fact, I might even sleep easier at night—and no, I don’t need you to protect me while I’m in bed…  Which shouldn’t be a problem, since we don’t have any quarters…as far as I know.”

“Damn,” said Keller.  “I could go for a little nap right about now…”

When he entered the conference lounge that morning, Matthew Harrison knew that something was not right with the Captain.  Harrison had a sixth sense for knowing when something was wrong—and most of the time, Christopher readily assured him that he was worried over nothing, and that if something was really wrong, he would be notified immediately.

Yet, when Harrison arrived, he sensed something was wrong, and still, the Captain was mute.  He made some idle conversation in the minutes before the start of the meeting, as usual, but it was nothing special—Christopher’s mind seemed elsewhere.  That theory was only exacerbated by his less than enthusiastic report on the Elorg situation—or Borg, as the Captain had put it.  It was that moment when Harrison knew something was wrong.  He just didn’t have time to object, as the meeting was adjourned so quickly there afterwards.

With the others, Harrison retreated to the bridge after the meeting, and carried out the specified orders.  The Starlight assumed yellow alert status, and started monitoring the Elorg in the Alteran Expanse.  The vessels were still running their sensor sweeps of the region, and didn’t appear to be in any hurry to leave—and as Harrison watched the doors to the conference lounge, neither did the Captain or Commander Keller.

He briefly wondered what the two of them could possibly be doing in there, alone, for so long.  The two of them did seem unusually friendly earlier.  In fact, he noticed they could hardly keep their eyes off from each other…  But Harrison didn’t dare speculate much further beyond that.  

He had given them plenty of time to resolve whatever issues they had, and so, with little hesitation, he rose from his seat and walked back to the conference lounge.  The doors parted, and to his relief, Harrison saw the two of them simply standing there, silently gazing at each other.

He took a few steps in and examined them closer.  Indeed, they were gazing… but not at each other; in fact, Christopher was staring blankly at the wall.

“Captain!” called out Harrison, firmly placing his hand on Christopher’s shoulder and gently shaking him.

Christopher didn’t even flinch.  He just swayed back and forth until Harrison brought him to a stop.  Something was definitely wrong…  He slapped his communicator.  “Harrison to sick bay!  We have a medical emergency in the conference lounge!”

TWO

“They seem to be fine.”

Doctor Hartman had uttered the phrase several times over the course of her examination of both stoic officers.  She had scanned them, injected them with stimulants, and swore quite a bit, but none of it seemed to have any affect on them.  

“Have you detected anything unusual?”  Harrison asked quietly, not wanting to set the Doctor off.  She seemed to be in a particularly bad mood this morning—that was, a mood worse than her standard bad mood.  She either gave up on improving herself, or only did that on odd numbered days beginning with the letter “y.”  Either way, today was not the day.

She dug into the pocket of her white lab coat and pulled out her tricorder for the tenth time, running it in front of Christopher, and then Keller.  “They’re both in perfect health,” she said.  “I’m not detecting anything unusual except for some high levels of neural activity in their cerebrums.”  She snapped the tricorder shut.  “How long have they been like this?”

Harrison shrugged.  “It couldn’t have been for any longer than six or seven minutes.  I would even be inclined to gander less.”

The Doctor meandered to Keller’s side, and resumed scanning with the tricorder.  Almost immediately, her frown broke down into a disgruntled scowl.  “Commander Keller was in for a physical eight days ago,” she said slowly.  “But according to this, she’s accumulated fifteen days worth of memories since then.”

It didn’t take an astrophysicist to realize that Keller had somehow managed to fit an extra seven days into the last week.  It definitely brought new meaning to the old adage, ‘Seize the day.’  Keller had two days worth of memories for each, and given the Captain’s catatonic state, he undoubtedly had the same.

Harrison placed the Captain’s blank look under a bit more scrutiny, and when he looked into Christopher’s turquoise eyes, he saw nothing but a void.  The two orbs were lacking any spark whatsoever—until he blinked, an action that immediately brought the Captain back.  Harrison turned on his heel to see Keller snapping out of her trance as well.  “What happened?” inquired the executive officer.

Christopher shook his head.  “The Romulans… they were under attack by the Borg,” he said, sounding more than a little foggy.

He has to be out of his mind, thought Harrison.  “I’m sorry, Captain, but there hasn’t been any communication with the Romulans since they closed their borders on stardate 72600.  If they’re being assaulted by the Borg, we have no way of knowing.”

Clearly, Christopher wasn’t accepting that as an answer.  He waved his hands and pushed Harrison away.  “They’re not under attack right now,” he clarified.  “We were on a ship… in the past.”

“The Paris,” said Keller after a moment.  “We were cadets on the Avenger during the first Borg attack at Sentalk II.  The Paris rescued us.”

Confused, Harrison stepped in between the two of them before they could continue in their digressions any further.  “What are you two talking about?”

Christopher snapped his head, and looked Harrison in the eye, his gaze growing more lucid with each passing moment.  “Commander Keller and I have been receiving memories of some sort,” he explained.

Keller nodded.  “At first, we thought it was a dream, but they are way too real to be dreams.  I think these events actually happened.”

“But I also know my history,” said Christopher, his gaze now shifting between Harrison, Keller and Hartman.  “Prior to this year, I didn’t know Erin.  We never served together as cadets.  And, there hasn’t been a Borg invasion since 2373.”

Keller nodded.  “That was before my cadet days,” she admitted before shaking her finger as another facet of her memories started to surface.  “That ship we were on, the Paris.  I’ve never heard of that, either.”

“That’s a fairly common name,” said Harrison.  “I’m quite certain there are several vessels registered under it.”

“And I’m sure there are,” said Christopher.  “But how many of them are armed with pulse canons and hadron torpedoes?”

Harrison’s jaw dropped.  He’d not even heard of such technologies, let alone suspect them to be on some junky frigate that undoubtedly adorned the name Paris.  There was definitely some sort of phenomenon going on… and Harrison tossed a few ideas into his head before theorizing out loud, “It sounds to me like you’ve traveled to a parallel universe—only you’re traveling into the past instead of the present…. a sort of parallel-past, perhaps?”

“Clearly, Erin and I aren’t traveling,” interjected Christopher.  “They seem more like dreams than travels, and our bodies don’t even leave the room during the experiences.”

“And when we’re there, we can’t control our actions,” added Keller.  “We can watch events unfold, and make assumptions, but when I wanted to tell you to I’d heard enough about Uncle Andrew, I couldn’t do anything.”

Hartman snapped her tricorder shut at the reference to her beloved Uncle.  “He never drones on about his family.  It’s always my Uncle Andrew…  on and on for eons, practically…  I was hoping that damn habit was limited to this universe…  Now it seems like you can annoy entirely different universes, too, using the same tactics.”

Christopher smiled.  “It’s good to know that some things stay the same no matter where you are, when you are.”  He headed for the doors.  “Now, let us observe me being the same, on the bridge, right now.”

Hearing Commander Keller’s sheepish giggle at the Captain’s attempted humor made Harrison nauseated.  He rolled his eyes and quickly complied with the order, quickly moving through the conference room doors and onto the bridge before Keller added, “You’re so silly.”

Christopher grinned at Erin before cryptically turning on his heel and following Harrison out the door.  But as he did so, Christopher felt some sort of strange sensation in his gut.  It was a tingly feeling that washed over him in the strangest way… but somehow he doubted it had anything to do with the more pressing situation at hand… 

He sighed, quelling the insurgent, tingly feelings, and marched toward his seat in the middle of the bridge.  “So, do we have any theories on what might be causing these little excursions into the parallel-past?  Temporal anomalies?  Quantum singularities?  Herb the magical ground sloth?”

“That one—definitely,” said Keller as she reached her station.

“Unfortunately, Mr. Herb is not on sensors,” announced Bator a moment later.  “Nor are any of his more technical counterparts.”

Christopher frowned.  Though Herb was never a real contender in the first place, the Captain had placed some faith in his other two suggestions.  Now that they had been eliminated, he was left with few ideas.  “Maybe the source of our mire isn’t centered in our little old universe…. Maybe something in the parallel-past is affecting us.”

Almost immediately, Christopher heard Harrison’s concerned sigh penetrating the air.  He tended to worry about the Christopher more than the good Captain cared to know… but after putting up with it for nearly a year, Christopher was finally getting used to it.  

“If that is the case,” said Harrison, “I don’t see anything we can do to stop it.”

“We could make them wear cortical inhibitors,” said Hartman flatly.  “That would definitely hinder their experiences, and for some people, I think it would be a viable solution.  But….”

“Not for me,” said Christopher before the Doctor could continue.  He absolutely abhorred the little devices.  He’d have to rip it from the back of his neck within the first hour and toss it out the nearest airlock.  Though she didn’t speak up, he suspected the same of Keller.  “We’re going to have to solve this little enigma the fun way.”

As Alan Christopher reviewed the Avenger’s sensor logs for what seemed like the millionth time, he finally was able to get a firm grasp on the events that led up to the disruption of the Borg cube.  And the fact of the matter was, the actual event had nothing to do with them.  

An unknown energy discharge from the cube reversed the polarity of the plethora of beams attached to the Avenger’s hull, forming a resonant feedback pulse that fried the cube’s data distribution nodes.  In other words, it was an accident.

He had explained this minor detail to Lieutenant Jennifer Yates on several occasions, but she seemed less than convinced that an unknown energy discharge would stop them from recreating the feedback pulse.  Christopher felt inclined to counter, as he would have done in a heartbeat back at Starfleet Academy.  But this was not the Academy; this was the real thing.  He didn’t feel a Cadet had the authority to debate orders.  And so he remained silent, and worked on finding the source of the energy discharge while listening in on Keller’s conversation with Yates.

“How do you like the Paris so far?” asked Yates.

Keller sighed. “It’s big.  A lot bigger than I had imagined.  And the Captain is a lot cuter than I had expected.”

Christopher heard Yates emit a brief chuckle.  “I do believe he is married, Cadet.  And besides, I think he’s a little old for you.  You might want to pursue someone your own age…” she said, definitely hinting at, but not going so far as to put a finger on Christopher.

And he wasn’t about to let her.  His computer screen readily displayed a schematic of the Borg cube, with a considerable discharge visible on sensors.  “Lieutenant,” he called out to Yates.

She quickly cut her conversation with Keller and came to his side.  “Yes, Cadet?”

Christopher pointed at the screen.  “I’ve found and identified the mystery discharge,” he said.  “When the Redding impacted the cube, it caused an explosion of omicron particles.  The discharge reversed the polarity of the tractor beams and sent the fateful feedback pulse into the cube.”

Yates nodded, and gave Christopher a pat on the back.  He smiled, proud of his accomplishment, and turned to her, becoming a little more serious.  “Unfortunately, this limits the weapon’s range—we’re going to have to place it near the Borg’s central plexus to ensure a failure of the nodes.”

He was about to explain further, when his attention was suddenly drawn away from Yates, and redirected to Captain Rivers strolling through the doors of the science lab.  He quickly surveyed the lab before approaching Yates, Christopher and Keller.  “We’ve almost reached the Romulan colony on Celinar VI.  They won’t be able to hold out much longer—what’s the status of the weapon?”

Yates slowly stepped away from the Cadets and approached the Captain, her hands clasped behind her back.  “I’m positive the weapon won’t be ready by that time.  We’ve got the basic schematics down, and a prototype in the computer, but nothing that could be used on the Borg in time for the battle.”

Rivers looked a little disappointed, but didn’t say anything to discourage their progress.  “Have the weapon ready by our next engagement with the Borg.  I fully intend to use it then.”  He stepped closer to the Christopher’s workstation and looked over the schematics on the screen.  “What exactly is it going to do?”

Yates drew the Captain’s attention to the large view screen in the center of the room.  “It’s going to be a small module, no bigger than a standard medical kit.  It’ll reverse the polarity of the energy beam it emits, causing it to destabilize the omicron particles in the Borg ship.  Theoretically, this will disrupt the data distribution nodes long enough for us to attack and destroy the target vessel.”

Rivers considered the information for a moment, and then nodded accordingly.  “Once the device has been tested, we’ll begin replicating them en mass.  Good work.”

Given what he had seen of the first Borg attack, Christopher wasn’t quite as optimistic as Rivers when it came to the prospects of defeating the Borg in battle.  Rivers didn’t see an armada of Borg vessels link together and blow Sentalk II to pieces.  He wasn’t there to see the entire Federation fleet on its knees.  Christopher gave the man credit, he’d seen his fair share of dire battles, but he had yet to face the new Borg…

But as the red alert klaxon sounded off, that would all change in an instant.  Rivers nodded to Yates.  “We’ve reached Celinar VI.  We’d better get to the bridge.”

Though they hadn’t exactly been invited, both Christopher and Keller meandered onto the bridge behind Rivers and Yates, and quietly took up positions at the science stations in the aft sections.  They didn’t have anything to do but watch… and watch they did.

Rivers walked over to Vee Gelez, the ship’s first officer.  “Report?”

“The Romulan fleet is heavily damaged.  We can’t raise them on any comm channels.”

Rivers nodded curtly before turning to face the view screen.  “Let’s see it,” he said calmly, as if he were preparing to chat with a friend.  

 Christopher, on the other hand, was petrified, desperately wishing he could emote such calmness.  But he knew he better.  His pulse was pounding so fast he could hear it.  His palms were sweating, and there was an enormous flock of butterflies in his stomach.  He was as far from calm as one could possibly be.  And he moved even further from it when the haunting silhouette of a Borg cube appeared on the view screen.

“Lock all weapons and prepare to fire,” said Gelez, taking her seat before the rocky ride began.

Rivers briefly stared at his seat before following the Andorian’s lead.  He settled in and took in a deep breath before ordering, “Attack pattern Zeta-nine.  Fire!”

There was a brief silence, during which Yates, the tactical officer, carried out the orders.  “Direct hit,” she reported after the phaser blasts struck their target. She afforded a quick glance at the fiery explosion dancing across the cube’s hull before adding, “No damage.”

Something told Christopher to run and hide under his console where he would be safe from the explosions that had a tendency to claim aspiring young officers.  But as the floor plating began to vibrate, and the stark, organic face of the Borg cube loomed on the view screen, Christopher knew that hiding would get him nowhere.  

“Fire!” called out Rivers.

Countless streaks of yellow-orange phaser fire blasted across the screen, crashing into the cube’s hull in a maelstrom of fire and debris that blasted out into the vacuum of space.  The Paris came hard about, avoiding a collision with the damaged cube, and made haste to join the Romulans.

The ship rumbled slightly as the Borg opened fire yet again.  Christopher was relieved to know that they weren’t firing on the Paris, but as the target loomed into the viewscreen, he almost wished they had.  A massive Romulan space station crept into view, and in concert with Celinar VI’s orbital defense perimeter, it was laying down a continuous barrage of weapons fire that had gotten the attention of the cube.

As the pulses of green energy shredded the cube’s hull apart, the vessel retaliated with its own green pulses of death.  Within moments, a field of fire erupted behind the station, effectively ending the constant barrage as it danced around in the vacuum of space.

“The orbital defense grid has taken heavy damage,” said Lieutenant Yaro, the operations officer.  “The Borg appear to be targeting the primary module now!”

Rivers bolted from his chair.  “Bring us between the cube and the station,” he said quickly.

‘Suicide’ was about the only word that crept into Christopher’s mind as the Paris lurched toward the middle ground.  And then he watched with utmost horror as the Borg opened fire.  A series of glowing green cutting beams shredded the Romulan station like tissue paper, eliciting an explosion so immense that the Paris experienced a considerable jolt.  Christopher held onto his station and simply watched.

The orbital station ejected one last plume of roiling fire before being obscured by the cube. Under the scrutiny of the view screen, the Borg vessel’s pocked and scorched hull became apparent as it passed by.  That was Christopher’s only salvation from terror—at least they were damaging it.  But when the cube soared off the screen, Christopher was suddenly brought aback as the remainder of the station blew itself apart.

Rivers took a brief survey of the bridge, and upon seeing it relatively in tact, returned to his seat.  “Fire at will!”

The moment the Paris unleashed its fury upon the cube, the Borg vessel reciprocated with an equally fearsome attack.  “They’ve got us locked in a tractor beam,” said Gelez.

“We’re being scanned by a polaron beam,” added Yates.

Rivers quickly looked to Gelez for advice, but when she provided none, he returned to the tried and true methods.  “Remodulate our shields,” he called out.

He lips moved to tack on additional orders to that, but he was promptly cut off by the collective, “We are the Borg.  Existence as you know it is over.  We will—”

Christopher was thankful that someone had hit the mute button, but it hardly helped their situation.  The tractor beam was already pulling the Paris inside the cube.  He sighed.  Perhaps he was destined to be assimilated…

When a sudden flash of green light shot across the view screen like a shooting star.  The Paris rumbled as it was set free of the tractor beam.  

“Fire!” shouted Rivers, watching their savior, a lone Romulan Warbird, dart out of the line of fire.

As the Paris sent all its fury into the heart of the insipid Borg cube, it was summarily joined by the remaining Romulan Warbirds.  As the incredible fury of the fleet slammed into the Borg cube’s hull, the vessel started to shatter, first in the form of a few small explosions rupturing on the surface of the cube.

The cube lashed out with a series of cutting beams in retaliation.  Though most of the vessels were unharmed, one of the more badly damaged Romulan Warbirds succumbed to the beam, and burst apart only a few hundred meters from the cube.  The smoldering hulk that emerged from the haze of fire careened into the cube, and within moments, both erupted into a massive ball of fire.

“Shields are down to fifty-four percent,” said Yates.  “We sustained moderate damage to sections seventy-one, seventy-two, and seventy-three on decks thirty-five through forty-one.”

“And the Romulans?” demanded Gelez.

“Two Warbirds destroyed, one heavily damaged.  Their entire orbital defense system has been obliterated.”

Though Yates didn’t come out and say it, Christopher knew that the Romulans had just been on the verge of a horrible defeat.  He calculated that at least five thousand Romulans had died.  If they encountered the Borg again, and the Paris wasn’t in range… Christopher didn’t want to think about how much more he would have to tack on to that figure.

Not surprisingly, Rivers slowly rose from the command chair, and stood to face the view screen.  “Stand down from red alert.”  He waited several seconds for the lights to return to their customary illumination before adding, “Open a channel to the lead Romulan ship.”

“This is Admiral Rustann. We are grateful for your assistance,” said the Romulan Admiral who popped onto the screen a few moments later.  He was a smug-looking fellow, with a devious smile and a curious gleam in his eyes, but one whose words clearly spoke the truth.  “Had you not intervened, we’d all be drones right about now.”

Rivers nodded.  “That was only a small attack,” he said flatly.  “Now that the Borg know you can resist them, they’re going to be back… with more than one cube, I can guarantee it.”

Recalling the Captain’s words in sick bay, Christopher knew exactly where Rivers was taking this conversation.  He glanced at Keller.  She had a few scorch marks on her face, and her hair was a mess, but otherwise, she looked unharmed and as aware of the situation as any.

On the view screen, the Romulan considered Rivers words.  “Over the decades, the Romulan Empire has had little contact with the Borg.  They had their interests vested in the assimilation of the Federation.  We knew the day would come when they turned their fury to us, but we were confident that such a dark day was still decades away.  Never have we been more wrong, and now we will pay the price for our inaction.”

“Maybe you don’t have to,” said Rivers softly, catching Rustann’s attention.  He paused for a dramatic moment, and then continued, “The Federation is also in grave danger of succumbing to the collective.  In the past, we’ve been up against one cube, and still took heavy losses.  But now that the collective is sending entire armadas after us, we hardly stand a chance.  We both have the same problem, Admiral.  If we work together, maybe we can fix it.”

Rustann produced a faint smile.  “What are you suggesting, Captain?”

“An alliance.  Alone, we’re vulnerable.  It’s when we’re together, pooling our resources toward the common good… that’s when we stand a chance.  Otherwise, we’d might as well surrender right now.”

At first, Christopher didn’t know what to make of Rustann’s reaction.  The Romulan didn’t exactly jump at the chance to make friends with the Federation.  He leaned back in his chair sighed, undoubtedly considering the alternatives.  But then the Admiral smiled… and the alliance was born.

THREE

The Mempa Sector was not one that Klingon warriors yearned to enter since the civil war some twenty-five years ago.  It was not because of the dark deeds committed by the contemptible House of Duras, nor was it because of the humiliating defeats suffered by Gowron over the course of the war.  It was a reason far more contemptible than the Duras…

  And as Commander Ko’Vrak ordered his ship into the Mempa Sector, he could already see the honor of his crew vanishing.  There was no chance for glorious battle in the Mempa Sector.  It was in the heart of Klingon territory, far from the front lines.  No heroes would emerge from this mission.  No songs would be sung to venerate it.  The Mempa patrol route was meant to dishonor those who embarked upon it; they were not worthy of Kahless or Sto’vo’kor.  So away they would rot, in the Mempa Sector, awaiting Gre’thor and his shameful barge of the dead.

No true Klingon would accept such a grave dishonor. He would challenge his enemies, slit their throats, rip out their hearts and eat them before taking a bat’leth and finishing the p’takh.  

But not Ko’Vrak and his crew.  They were already without honor.  Killing their enemies to reclaim it would do little in the eyes of the Empire.  Patrolling the Mempa Sector was all they had left.  So Ko’Vrak complied, waiting for the moment when someone would slit his throat so he could escape this pitiful existence with whatever shreds of honor he had left.  But Ko’Vrak knew his wait would be long.  This crew had no ambition to kill their commander.  They were all without honor as well, and many of them were disdainful cowards who fled at the very sound of battle.  Ko’Vrak chuckled.  They were hardly Klingon warriors.

Suddenly, he heard the sound of the alert klaxon.  At least he thought he did.  He was so intoxicated with blood wine that he could have been hearing things.  But as the buzz reverberated inside Ko’Vrak’s head, he knew it was true.  Honor awaited.

“What is it?”

Ko’Vrak waited several tense moments for his tactical officer to muster up a reply, “A Borg armada has just dropped out of transwarp.”  Ko’Vrak admired the officer’s calm demeanor in the face of certain doom.  He would die well.

And as the cubes appeared on the view screen, Ko’Vrak knew he, too, would die well.  “Arm all weapons and fire!  Today is a good day to die!”

Again, the sensors logged an incoming transmission, and again, Commander Harrison turned to Lieutenant Bator for confirmation of his greatest fear.  Harrison desperately hoped that it was a recipe for mova fruit cake, or something equally nice, but given the Phobian’s grim look, Harrison knew better.

“The Klingons have confirmed two Borg sightings in their space,” he said.  “One small vessel was destroyed in the Mempa Sector, and another, much larger fleet was obliterated in the Praxian Corridor.”

Harrison sighed.  “That makes for the sixth attack in as many hours.”  He glanced down at the computer station between his seat and Captain Christopher’s and brought up the data on the attacks.  A few moments later, a grid appeared, labeled with several notable star systems, and six flashing green dots.

At first, there didn’t appear to be any organization to the attacks.  Aside from the fact they all took place near or inside Klingon territory, the incursions had nothing in common.  But the more Harrison stared at the green blips, the more certain he became that there was some sort of pattern to the attacks—he just wasn’t seeing it.

“They all appear to be getting closer to Denatos VII,” said Drayge suddenly.  Everyone was surprised—even the young Bolian himself, but as Harrison picked up on the Ensign’s theory, it started to look more and more like a valid one.

“It is unfortunate that there is nothing of value on Denatos VII,” grumbled the first officer.  “Definitely nothing of interest to the Borg.”

Christopher, who had been silent up to that point, finally broke his silence, as he tapped his finger on the screen between them.  “Denatos VII,” he said softly, as if some sort of revelation was on the tip of his tongue, but an explanation was not forthcoming.  “There’s definitely nothing for the Borg in our universe, but I seem to recall reading a report on Borg activity near Denatos VII in the parallel-past…”

“It’s a Klingon colony,” said Yaro, gesturing toward the planet prominently displayed on the viewscreen in the conference lounge.  He looked each officer in the eye before returning to his seat.  “The Klingons annexed it from the Dominion during the war, and have occupied it ever since.”

“It’s become one of their primary sources of energy,” added Yates.

When Yates finished, Rivers did nothing to further the conversation for several moments.  Instead, he analyzed the padd before him, placing the data contained within under close scrutiny before gazing up, and tossing it on the table.  “Denatos VII is under attack by the Borg,” he said, gesturing toward the padd.

The mood at the table suddenly turned from a serious one, to downright bad.  Not a single person there knew what the future would hold, but with the news of this most recent attack, it was clear that the Borg would definitely be a part of that future.  They were already making impressive inroads into the Federation.  With the newly opened fronts in Romulan and Klingon space, it was becoming clear that the Borg were done with the Delta Quadrant.

“We will be joining a combined Federation-Romulan-Klingon fleet in the Archanis sector before heading to Denatos VII to make a stand,” said Rivers.  His gaze immediately shifted to Yates.  “I want to weapon ready by then.”

She nodded.  “It will be.”

“Good.”

“So the Borg are attacking Denatos VII in both universes.” 

Christopher sighed, affirming Keller’s hunch.  Not only was her assessment of the situation probably right, it was also very disturbing.  When they attack Denatos VII, and find nothing there, that phase will end—but since they appear to be receiving orders from the parallel-past, there was little doubt in Christopher’s mind that the collective would open up a series of new fronts in the Alpha and Beta Quadrants.  But one question still lingered in the back of his mind…  “Why?”

Christopher had complete faith in his crew’s abilities to find the answer to that question, but even he was a bit stumped by it…  And he wasn’t alone; the silence that filled the bridge in the aftermath of his question was a testament to that.

He decided to give the silence a few more moments to assert itself before making an attempt to break it, but the moment his lips parted, Christopher was cut off by Keller’s sudden inspiration.

“Damn I’m good,” she said, running a few calculations at her station before turning her attention to Christopher.  “What if that weapon we’re constructing in the parallel-past is somehow emitting sigma waves?”

That was definitely not something that Christopher had speculated during his many ponderings.  Sigma waves were extremely rare—encountered by Starfleet on only a handful of occasions, and were usually telltale signs of equally rare interdimensional rifts.  The last one encountered was over a century ago.  But it was definitely within the realm of possibility, especially if there was some sort of tachyon field involved.

Despite this breakthrough, Christopher still wasn’t totally satisfied.  “If it’s the weapon, why did we start receiving the memories before it was created?”

He had Keller this time.  The look on her face was blank like an empty canvas, and her eyes were wide with confusion.  “How the hell am I supposed to know,” she exclaimed before rambling off a seemingly random answer,  “Maybe the Borg cube we were fighting was the original source.  The weapon is just amplifying it… breaching the interdimensional barriers, and causing our beloved Borg to respond.”

When she finished, Keller folded her arms and sent a sheepish smile in Christopher’s direction, terribly pleased with her explanation.  It still didn’t cover all the bases, but Christopher was satisfied enough not to pursue the matter any further.  Keller’s word was enough for him.

As he turned back to his chair, Christopher caught the glance of Kendall Johnson at the science station.  His lips were parted; Christopher could tell that the Lieutenant wanted to say something, but the science officer’s nerves were holding him back.  “What is it, Kendall?” he inquired, coming to Johnson’s rescue.

Johnson put his station in stand-by mode, and pulled in a lungful of air.  “If the Borg invasion is spreading to our universe… we would appear to be in a lot of trouble.  We don’t have a Paris to protect us.  The Romulans have sealed their borders; their empire has probably collapsed.  The Elorg are sitting by in the Kilka Sector, preparing to invade.  What are we going to do?”

Christopher smiled.  “Forever an optimist?” he inquired sarcastically. But the fact of the matter was, Johnson had brought up several good points.  The Paris universe had yet to plunge into war with the Romulans and the Elorg were still trapped deep in subspace, posing no threat to the Borg situation.  They were better equipped to fight such an invasion.

Equipped or not, Christopher knew that unless they could do something, they, too would be fighting a Borg invasion.  The Captain took a few weary steps away from the command chair and started pacing slowly in front of it before stepping foreword to the helm.  “We have two days until the Borg reach Denatos VII.  At which point, the attack will begin, and we’ll be thoroughly decimated.”

The others showed their agreement by way of nodding their heads, but Bator took it one step further, adding, “Starfleet will be unable to mass a fleet large enough to defend against a Borg invasion in that amount of time.  Thoroughly decimated indeed.”

A plethora of alternatives started to flood Christopher’s mind, ranging from asking the Klingons and Romulans for help to attempting to devise some sort of profoundly new weapons.  He knew both would fail miserably, but for two seconds worth of thought, those suggestions weren’t half bad.  Not half bad until they were compared with Keller’s same two seconds.                                                                                                                                      

“There’s a really easy way to solve our little problem,” she said, already beaming.  “We can just destroy the weapon ourselves.”

“Profound indeed.  But there is just one problem,” said Christopher, waving his index finger around as he approached the operations station.  “We have no control over our actions in the parallel-past.”

It was a minor detail, really, but served as a major hindrance when taken into consideration.  It would be like attempting to control the characters in an ancient motion picture.  One could yell and scream at the characters all day, but in the end, would have no influence over their actions.  The same applied right now, but before Christopher could extrapolate upon the concept, Keller had already begun to extrapolate her side.  He smiled politely, and let her speak.

“So Cadets Keller and Christopher are as helpful as a pile of shit.”  She looked to Christopher for his disapproving frown, which he readily provided, before continuing, “I guess that means Commander Keller and Captain Christopher will have to go there and do it themselves.”

“What?”  The voice was Commander Harrison’s, filled with his usual concern over placing the Captain in a dangerous situation.  He flanked Christopher at ops, and quickly launched into his protest.  “It is too much of a risk!  You could be quashed!”

“It has been done before,” reminded Tompkins.  He had been situated at the engineering station until a few moments ago, when Christopher watched him migrate toward the conversation.  He took up Christopher’s other flank and continued, “Unfortunately, we don’t have the technology to get them there.”

“I’ll bet the Borg do,” chirped Johnson from the side.

Tompkins nodded readily.  “I’ll bet you’re right,” he confirmed.  “The invasion of 2373; they opened a temporal rift to Earth’s 21st century.”

It wasn’t much to go on, but it was enough to convince Christopher that that would be their course of action.  He turned away from the conversation and stepped back down toward the helm.  “Neelar, how far away is the nearest Borg cube?”

The Bolian quickly checked his data before reporting, “Six hours at transwarp.”

“Lovely.”  After running a quick rundown of the timeline in his mind, Christopher decided that six hours would be plenty of time to prepare himself for the mission.  And if not, six hours would be a good time to be assimilated.  Either way… six hours it was.  “Well then, let’s stroll on over for a visit.  Engage when ready.” 

Christopher stepped toward the doors at the aft exit and relinquished command to Harrison before summoning Tompkins, Johnson and Keller to join him in the astrometrics lab to prepare for the mission.

The trip to astrometrics was hardly eventful.  Everyone was so tense that no words penetrated the air for the duration of the turbolift ride.  Christopher knew he could have spoken, but he doubted his dry cracks of humor were needed at the moment.  Instead, he attempted to formulate some sort of rhythm out of the chugging of the lift.  It was a constant chug, but nothing that would pass as worthy of listening to outside of the turbolift.  Hence, it was good that the sound stayed inside.

When the doors finally parted, Christopher was glad his scintillating analysis of the turbolift chug had come to an end, and he quickly whisked the others away to the astrometrics lab almost directly across the hall.

They entered the lab, passed through stellar cartography and the astrometric offices before climbing the ramp that led to the large observation deck in the apse at the back of the lab.  Keller tapped at the controls on the workstation, bringing the panoramic view screen to life, and immediately, they got to work.

Working beside Keller, Tompkins brought up a schematic of a Borg cube.  The computer dramatically pivoted around the vessel for a moment before zooming inside of it and highlighting a cylindrical piece of equipment located inside a Borg work alcove.  “The first thing you’ll need to do is get a chronometric beacon.  It should be fairly easy to set the time parameters.”

“And I’m already familiar with the device,” added Keller, recounting her incident with the Yelss and twenty-ninth century Starfleet several months ago.  “Borg, Yelss, Starfleet, I’m sure it all works the same.”

Johnson momentarily cut in between Keller and Tompkins, tapped a few controls, bringing the simulation of the cube back out to the exterior, and then gave that his complete attention.  The simulation began to rotate, and the cube started emitting a series of red pulses from its core.  “Every time there is interaction between universes, sigma waves are produced.  It’s a very rare, and a very weak signal—the Starlight can’t detect it, but if you access a data distribution node on the cube, it should contain the exact frequency of the waves.  To get to the parallel universe, you need to set the chronometric beacon to the inverse of that frequency.”

“Did you get that?” Christopher inquired of Keller upon the conclusion of Johnson’s explanation.  Scientists loved to explain things—and Johnson was definitely one of them.

“I think so,” Keller chirped.  “It’s a good thing one of us knows what we’re doing.”  She turned back to Tompkins and Johnson.  “Once I’ve done all that, I need to drag Alan to a transport chamber and beam away, right?”

“Right,” said Tompkins.  “And unless you decide to beat the hell out of them, the Borg should ignore you.”

“What a pleasant thought,” mused Christopher.  “I think we can refrain from such frivolous activities for one away mission…  Is there anything else?”

Tompkins considered the situation for a moment, and after briefly locking eyes with Johnson, he turned back and answered, “No.”

Christopher extended his arm toward the doors.  “Then you two can go and have some more fun, doing actual work, at your stations!  Enjoy.”

Christopher watched as the two of them strolled down the platform and into stellar cartography, already locked in some sort of thrilling conversation.  Secretly, Christopher admired their friendship.  Yes, Harrison was a friend, but they didn’t really have the depth of conversations that those two had… and Harrison tended to worry about the Captain’s safety and health far too often.  As the doors slid shut behind the two friends, Christopher couldn’t help but wonder if he would ever find such a companion.

 He turned his back to the doors, and looked at Keller.  She was still sitting at the computer terminal, and hadn’t noticed his gaze.  He took a few steps foreword, an action that eventually caught her attention.  Erin looked back at Alan and cracked a simple smile, and suddenly, he felt those strange tingly sensations return.  Suddenly, he recounted their conversations on several occasions—most of them were absolutely frivolous, but others had the depth that Christopher had so admired in Tompkins and Johnson—only he doubted that Lucas was come over with a tingling rush of exhilaration when talking with Kendall.  Was Erin the companion he was looking for?

She tapped a few controls on the station in front of her before rising from the chair and approaching Christopher.  As she did so, the panorama of twinkling stars and Borg cubes around them faded away, and Keller’s voice pervaded the air, “I hope you’ve got the stomach for time travel.”

“Why?”

Keller placed her hand on his shoulder.  “Three words: temporal shock syndrome.  I don’t think Captain Rivers would appreciate it if you lost your cookies on the bridge of his ship.”

Temporal shock syndrome was an ailment often associated with time travel.  Though it was easily treatable, Christopher knew that the moments leading up to treatment were not the most fun—and since the treatment, chronozine, only existed in the 29th century, he hoped that he had the stomach for it as well.  “Then again, we won’t be paying Captain Rivers a visit, will we?  Maybe next time.”

“If there is a next time.”  Keller lowered her voice slightly.  Something was bothering her.

“When did you convert to pessimism?”  Christopher inquired.  It was unlike Erin to think any negative thoughts whatsoever.

She looked up, locked eyes with Christopher, and pulled in a deep breath.  “Alan, we’re effectively damning these people.  They need this weapon, and we’re going to go over there and take it away from them.”

“Remember,” said Christopher, trying to maintain objectivity, “if we don’t do this, we’ll be condemned ourselves, giving the Borg free reign in two universes.  And once they’re through with this one, what’s going to stop them from strolling on over to another universe?  We have a unique opportunity to stop this here and now, Erin.  It may very well prove fatal for the parallel-past, but if we sit here and watch the grass grow, the consequences will be doubled.  It’s risky business, but I think it’s worth it…”

Erin smiled yet again.  “My petite little counterpart might be inclined to disagree, but I think you’re probably right.”

Christopher met her smile.  Seeing that the serious overtones were vanishing, he finished the conversation on a positive note, hoping it would curry such emotions for the rest of their journey,  “My dashing young counterpart would undoubtedly tell your petite little counterpart that I am always right—in any universe, so how can we possibly go wrong?”  

FOUR

“Take us to two-thirds impulse, Neelar.”

Christopher’s cool voice penetrated the eerie silence of the bridge as the tense crew looked at the dreaded Borg cube that hung ominously on the view screen.  Of course, Christopher was as tense as all of them combined, no doubt.  This was his first time seeing a cube, aside from simulations or historical archives.  It lived up to all of his expectations, and then some; for his part, Christopher was thoroughly petrified.

“It is scanning for sigma waves,” said Bator.

Christopher turned to Harrison for an analysis.  The executive officer sighed, but quickly provided, “They must be attempting to pick up the transmission—confirmation of their orders to proceed to Denatos VII, no doubt.”  He went on to explain that the Borg only moved when the memories were being transmitted, as those few moments were the only times that those orders to attack were valid.

Christopher knew that with those transmissions growing closer together, and longer in duration, that the Borg would be making good progress in no time.  It seemed the closer they got to the actual event, the more data was sent.  Hence, both Christopher and Keller had agreed to adorn the annoying cortical monitors behind their ears to prevent any further transmissions.

Speaking of transmissions, Christopher suddenly heard the sound of a disgruntled computer at the tactical station.  He half-rose from his seat and turned to Bator.  “Now what?”

“The cube has discovered us,” reported the Phobian.  “They are probing us with a lateral EM scan.”

Immediately, Harrison bolted from his seat.  “Shields up, red alert!” he called out.

Remaining calm, Christopher sunk back into his own chair.  “Belay that order, Mr. Bator.”

Harrison immediately turned on his heel and sent Christopher a terribly confused look.  “It’s only a lateral EM scan, not the end of the universe,” said Christopher, maintaining his calm.  “It doesn’t threaten us, so we don’t threaten them.”

“And it is working,” said Bator.  “The Borg have resumed searching for sigma waves.”

Christopher sent a victorious smile in the executive officer’s direction.  He didn’t gloat often, but when he did, Christopher made sure it was for a good reason.  This was.  Though Harrison was often concerned about the Captain’s well being, Christopher had also noticed that he had been growing more adversarial in the past few months.  Harrison wouldn’t to so far as to challenge orders, but he no longer blindly followed every last order Christopher gave.  He wasn’t about to suspect mutiny, but this was indeed cause for some concern.  Or to be more specific, cause for concern down the road.  As he looked back to the view screen, Christopher knew they had bigger problems on their hands.

“I guess we should stroll on over there,” he said, hinting on nervousness.  The cube dwarfed the Starlight, and if it so desired, had the ability to wipe them out in an instant.  Nervous was, at the very least, an understatement.

But when he looked to Keller, Christopher was relieved to see that his companion shared his nerves.  Maybe together they could form one brave soul.  When the Captain began approaching her station, Keller called over her relief, and waited for him by the turbolift doors.  “Wish us luck,” he called out upon reaching her position.

Keller smiled.  “Yeah.  We’re going to need all the luck we can get…”

The last time Erin Keller had been this close to a Borg ship had been some twenty-six years ago when the Borg attacked the outpost on Ohniaka III, and even then, she didn’t have any direct confrontations with the cube.  Her parents’ ship, the Gorkon, was merely sent as a part of a task force in case the Borg returned—and they didn’t.

In the Borg incursions that followed, Keller was nowhere in the vicinity, hence, she was nowhere near the action.  She hadn’t minded.

But now, she found herself firmly entrenched in the middle of a Borg cube.  The hot, humid air was thick with a mechanical stench that seemed to pervade every corridor.  The harsh illumination was accented by the slightest glow of green from the nearby computer terminals, which were about the only things of interest within sight.  The wall in front of them was lined with empty, coffin-like regeneration alcoves.  Behind them was an extensive wall that, according to Erin’s tricorder, was occluding an assimilation chamber.

She quickly turned her attention away from the assimilation chamber, and started looking for the data distribution node.  The tricorder bleeped, indicating there was such an installation about thirty meters down the claustrophobic corridor.  Erin motioned with her head for Alan to follow.  “I was hoping I would never have to do this,” she said as she passed by several alcoves that were inhabited by drones.

“I was hoping the same thing,” said Alan softly, affording a quick gaze at the oblivious drones.  “If we’re lucky, we’ll never see one again…”

“And if we’re unlucky, we’ll end up looking like him,” Erin mused, shining her wrist-light in the face of the drone she had stopped in front of.  Its pale white face and cybernetic implants were unable to hide the fact that this drone had once been a Trill.  Its myriad spots were still visible running down the side of its face.

“I don’t know… you might look good with a few cortical implants,” mused Christopher.

“And I’d get to wear one of those sexy little outfits,” she added lightly.  “Hell, I just might sign up to be assimilated.”

Suddenly, the drone’s eyes blinked open.  Keller quickly jumped back as series of injection tubules removed themselves from his abdomen. The drone, oblivious to the spectators, hastily left his alcove and headed down the dark corridor the two Starfleet officers had been traveling.

“I guess he doesn’t find the outfit sexy,” Christopher mused.  He reaffirmed his grip on his phaser and took up his position behind Erin.  “Take us to your distribution node,” he said in a sarcastic, mock-Borg voice.  “You must comply.”

Keller took a few steps foreword before stopping dead in her tracks.  She turned back to Christopher.  “And what if I don’t?”

“I’ll revoke your golden stars.”

“I’m scared,” she said flatly.

Erin proceeded to lead the way through the dreadfully straight corridor for several meters, encountering a few oblivious drones along the way.  Alan motioned for Erin to lower her weapon, and the drones passed by without incident.  After several more meters, the corridor ended, leading to a considerable chamber, lined with computers, workstations, and Borg drones.

Not wanting to draw any attention, Erin quickly lowered her weapon and weaved her way through the plethora of drones until she and Alan stood before a wall-mounted console near the back of the chamber.

Featured prominently on the console was a pyramid-shaped nodule, illuminated with a faint green aura.  Keller scanned the nodule with her tricorder and confirmed it to be the node they were searching for.  She quickly slid the pyramid-base aside, revealing a series of controls underneath.  She tapped in a series of codes, but her tricorder did nothing but produce a series of foul bleeps.  “These sigma waves are important to the Borg.  You would think they’d be a little easier to find…”

Suddenly, Erin felt Christopher bump her shoulder with his own.  “Well I hope you find it soon.  I think our friends are starting to get a little curious.”

“Just a little?”

He nodded.  “I’ll keep you informed of any progression in their curiosity level.”

“Thanks,” said Keller.  She continued to work at the controls, but they proved to be thoroughly unruly.  If this was a data distribution node, it wasn’t distributing very much data that fell into the useful department.  The status of Seven of Eleven, Quaternary Adjunct to Unimatrix Zero-Nine… the assimilation of Species 7246… an encounter with Particle 404 in spatial grid 348… but nothing about sigma waves.

Keller cursed under her breath several times, tempted to try beating the data out of the node with her fist.  But she knew that such an action would only ‘progress the curiosity level.’  So she tried again…

And lady luck was on Erin’s side.  “The Borg have detected a series of sigma waves with a frequency of 5.47 terahertz,” she read from her tricorder’s screen—and not a moment too soon.  When she turned around to look at the crowded chamber her eyes instantly fell upon two approaching drones.  “Shit!”  She closed her tricorder and jammed it into its holster, favoring to clutch her phaser instead.

Christopher did the same.  “Watch your language,” he whispered as he took aim upon the drone on the left.  He fired, and the orange phaser beam struck the drone squarely in the chest, prompting it to crumple to the floor with a satisfying thud.

Erin quickly pulled her own trigger, downing the other approaching drone.  “Then what should I say, dear Captain?”

“Anything!  Just not that!” he said, marching over the disabled drones and back toward the corridor.

“Not what?” Erin asked sheepishly.

Alan stopped once he reached the threshold of the corridor and turned to her.  “You know what I mean,” he replied evenly.  “Now, we need to find our good friend, the chronometric beacon, do we not?”

“We do,” she said confirmed a faint smile, deciding it best to leave that situation alone and proceed with the mission.  She pulled her tricorder back out and glanced over the data.

“I doubt we’re going to find a crate labeled ‘chronometric beacon,’” mused Alan as Erin checked the sensors.

He was right.  “We’re going to have to replicate one,” she determined.  “Some gizmo called Device 316.”

Christopher smiled.  “And from what I gathered on the cube’s schematics, there’s a replicator alcove on the way to the transport chamber.”  He quickly headed back into the bowels of the cube… Erin followed.

“We’re in weapons range,” called out Ezri Dax from the helm.  Captain Rivers watched the young Trill maneuver the Paris amidst the fleet for several moments until they reached the front line.  As the cacophony of allied starships cleared out of the line of sight, two ominous Borg cubes loomed in their place, orbiting high above the surface of Denatos VII.

Rivers pulled in a lungful of air and turned to Yates.  “Status of the weapon?” he demanded.

She briefly checked her data before reporting, “Ready.”

Rivers simply nodded his acknowledgement, and then slowly backed himself into the command chair beside Vee Gelez.  “Let’s make sure history doesn’t forget the name Paris.”  He allowed a brief moment for his words to sink in before straightening his shoulders and sitting back in the chair, undoubtedly preparing for the coming onslaught.

From his science station in the back of the bridge, Cadet Christopher turned his attention briefly to his comrade.  “This is it,” he said softly.

She nodded.  “So it is,” she agreed.  “Think we’ll make it?”

Christopher honestly didn’t know.  But given what they had been through in the past few days, he was ready to make a guess.  “I know we’ll make it,” he said, at least sounding sure of himself.  He briefly patted Keller on the back and returned to his work as the first tremors started to plague the ship.

“The Borg have opened fire,” said Yates.  “One Romulan ship has taken moderate damage.”

Rivers nodded.  “Lock weapons,” he said evenly, watching the ominous cube on the view screen.  

Suddenly, a garbled humming noise pierced through the bridge.  “We are the Borg.  Existence as you know it is over.  We will add your biological and technol—” 

Rivers motioned for Yates to close the comm channel.  She complied, and the Borg were summarily muted.  Watching intently as a part of the Klingon fleet came under fire, Rivers slowly sat back in his seat and gave the fateful order, “Fire.”

A cacophony of weapons fire blazed out of the Paris, crashing into the cube’s hull with explosive force.  Flames, polluted with an eerie green tinge, shot out from the surface of the cube and ballooned into a mushroom cloud in the vacuum of space.  It swirled about for several moments before simply vanishing.  In its wake, several gaping holes were visible on the side of the cube, but the vessel, and its companion, continued to strike out at the fleet.

“Six ships have been destroyed,” reported Yaro.  “Eight others have sustained heavy damage.”

“And the cubes?” demanded Gelez.

“Their outer hulls have sustained heavy damage, but both vessels continue to function normally,” Yaro continued.

As Rivers absorbed the data, the ship resumed its unnerving rumbling that had been a constant throughout the battle.  He pondered their course of action for several moments, before realizing they had come this far—there was no turning back.  “Fire at will!”

“Aye, sir,” said Yates.

But before a single torpedo could be launched, the sight of the approaching cube suddenly filled the view screen.  Rivers watched as Dax tried to move out of the way, but the rampant cube was determined to catch the Paris.  Moments later, the ship rumbled as it came under heavy fire.  Sparks rained down from exploding stations, the lights flickered, and a thick smoke, illuminated red by the flashing alert lights, filtered inside the bridge.

“Shields down to sixty-nine percent,” shouted Yates over the explosions.

“There’s a hull micro-fracture on deck thirty-seven, section twenty-four,” said Yaro as the ship jolted yet again.  “It’s expanding to deck thirty-eight!”

“Get repair teams down there now!” shouted Gelez before turning her attention to the Captain.  “Where the hell is our support?”

“Gone!” shouted Dax.  “Ten ships have been destroyed!”

Rivers sighed, and turned his attention to the view screen just in time to see number eleven—a Romulan Warbird being decimated by the Borg cutting beam.  “Bring us hard about,” he shouted.  “Have any remaining vessels form up behind us!”

“Aye, sir!” said Yates.

“Target our weapons on the existing hull breaches.  If we can open up a big enough hole, they’ll have to take their mind away from battle and focus on repairs,” Rivers postulated.  It was a sound idea, and nobody objected, so he sat back in his chair and gave the order for its execution.

Christopher, however was not so calm.  As the Paris led the way toward the Borg cube, he could feel the sweat collecting on the palms of his hands.  He wiped it off on his uniform, but by the time his hands returned to the controls, they were already moist. “We’re going to be just fine,” he reminded himself.  He almost believed it.

The ship jolted, catching Christopher off guard.  As he crashed to the floor, the last thing he saw was a generous shower of sparks raining down on him before everything went dark.

Meanwhile, the remainder of the fleet bathed the Borg cubes in a constant barrage of weapons fire.  The Borg gladly returned the favor, and allied starships were blowing up left and right.  But Rivers watched intently as flames started to roil around the nearest of the two Borg vessels.  Suddenly, a jet of flames burst through the hull, arching out into space like a fiery rainbow.  As the Paris traveled beneath the swirling arch, it dealt the final blows to the cube, and moments later, the vessel was swallowed in a massive ball of flame.

Rivers bolted from his chair.  “Report!”

“Shields down to thirty-nine percent; weapons are off line, and life support is failing on decks sixteen and seventeen.  Sick bay reports forty-three casualties, eight fatalities!” Yaro read from his station.

“Nine,” came Cadet Keller’s grim voice from beside Christopher’s bloody body.  “He must have been hit by an exploding station.”

There was a long, grim silence, but as the ship started to rumble yet again, it became obvious that there was no time to grieve…

“Only five of our ships are left,” added Yates.  “Three of them are heavily damaged.”

“And the other Borg cube?” demanded Gelez.

Yates gazed down at her sensors.  “It’s fully functional.”

“We can’t beat them with two ships,” said Rivers softly.  He turned to the tactical station.  “Yates, get the weapon and proceed to the cube at once.”

Yates nodded, and started to head for the doors when Keller suddenly sprung up from Christopher’s side and grabbed her arm.  “Wait!”

“What is it, Erin?”

“I want to go.”

Yates frowned.  “Why?”

“No offense, but I know more about this weapon than anyone.”  She paused for a moment and gazed down at Christopher’s body.  “And I’m expendable.”

“No one is expendable,” Yates countered.  “We need you here.”

“Not as much as you’re needed.”  Keller was about to continue her digression when she suddenly saw movement out of the corner of her eye.  She turned and saw the Captain standing by his chair.

“Return to your station, Jennifer,” he said before turning his gaze to Keller.  “Don’t disappoint me, Cadet.”

Christopher watched intently as the small cylindrical chronometric beacon fabricated before them on the replicator basin.  When it finally solidified, he grabbed it and carefully inspected its sleek metallic curves.  “Device 316,” he mused.  “Somehow I expected it to be a bit more awe-inspiring.”

Erin smiled.  “Inspiration is irrelevant.” She plucked the beacon from his hand and quickly plugged the inverse of the sigma wave frequency into the device.  When she was done, it bleeped, and illuminated itself with a faint orange glow.  “Tada!”

“You know, I’d be inspired right about now if weren’t irrelevant,” Christopher mused.  He caught Keller roll her eyes amidst her sheepish giggle, and then turned his attention to the transporter chamber a few meters ahead.

It was a dreadfully claustrophobic alcove crammed into the side of the wall.  It was probably meant to transport equipment and technology instead of Federation infiltrators, but it was a transporter, and it would suffice.  Christopher slowly stepped into the alcove alongside Keller, his hands hovering over a control station inside.  “What do I do?”

Keller fidgeted with the beacon for a few moments before replying, “Stand there and look pretty.”

Christopher smiled, and stepped away from the controls.  “That shouldn’t be a problem,” he grimaced.  “It’s what I do best.”

“It’s about the only thing you do.”  She activated the device.

The amount of sarcasm in Keller’s voice was just barely detectable.  Any other commanding officer would have taken that the wrong way, but Christopher just stood by and waited for the Borg transporter to whisk him away.  Sure enough, within a few moments, a tingling sensation came over his body, and after a flash of green light, he found himself still at Erin’s side, still inside the transporter alcove.

For a moment, he thought they had failed, and the Federation was doomed.  But then, Christopher opened his eyes and realized that though they were inside of a Borg cube, it was a very different one.

A thick green haze filled the air as countless drones littered the myriad corridors making repairs to the damaged systems.  As Christopher stepped out into the corridor, the cube shook gently.  “We’re under attack,” he suggested as two drones approached.  He started to move out of their way, but the drones, in their haste, shoved Christopher aside, pushing him into the slimy metallic wall.  “Excuse me,” he grumbled once the drones were gone.

Keller waited a few moments before emerging from the transport alcove, and then reached for her tricorder.  Christopher mimicked her actions and gazed at his own, searching for the weapon that was tearing down the walls between the two worlds.  Almost immediately, his tricorder bleeped.  “I’ve got it,” he said.

Keller’s did a moment later. “Me, too,” she confirmed.  She gazed at her data for several moments, and for each second that passed, Christopher noted the look on Keller’s face grow increasingly concerned.  “The weapon just activated…”

Harrison watched in horror as the Borg cube lurched about on the view screen.  It had remained utterly stationary the entire time the Starlight had been present, a sign Harrison took as a good omen.  But now, it appeared that their fortune was changing.  

“It’s resuming a course for Denatos VII,” Drayge reported.

Harrison pulled in a nervous lungful of air and turned to Lieutenant Johnson, who was manning ops while Keller was away.  A part of him wished it were a more permanent change.  “Why the sudden movement?”

Johnson glanced at his data.  “Sigma waves,” he said simply, before adding, “Lots of them.  The weapon might have been activated.  I’m reading dozens of transwarp signatures all converging on the planet.”

Harrison clenched his fists.  “Drat!”  If that was the case, things were about to get very interesting.  He paced before the command chair and tried to think of a course of action, but the Borg took that luxury away from him—it jumped to warp.

“Should I follow?” asked Drayge.

Harrison’s gut told him “no.”  Dozens of Borg cubes were not something he wished to encounter—but if they didn’t go, the Captain and Commander Keller would be stranded.  He forced himself to accept the conclusion, and then retreated to the command chair.  “Pursuit course,” he said flatly.  “Execute at maximum warp!”

Pinpointing the location of the dreaded weapon was the easy part.  But as Erin Keller stormed through the dank, dreary corridors of the Borg cube, she quickly came to the realization that getting to that point was a far more complicated task. 

The heat generated by the cube was unbearable, and Keller found herself constantly picking at her uniform to keep it from sticking to her sweaty skin. 

Making things worse was the necessity to keep looking straight foreword.  Though most of the Borg were oblivious to their guests, Keller didn’t want to take any chances by somehow catching the attention of one of the drones.  So she avoided eye contact at all cost, simply following Alan as he charged through the corridors.

The only calming presence was the constant CLINK-CLANK of their boots on the metallic grating on the floor.  It allowed Erin to focus her thoughts on finding the weapon, which her tricorder indicated was just ahead.

And sure enough, it was.  She barreled right into Alan’s back as he stopped to gaze at the spectacle.  But she knew something was wrong the moment he didn’t have some sort of sly remark in the aftermath of the collision.  Was there an unruly drone protecting the weapon?  Or worse?

Erin slowly sidestepped and saw nothing but a thick green haze up ahead.  Mixed inside was a shadowy figure lurking over the device.  Keller took a few additional steps closer before she realized what it was.

The shadowy figure suddenly looked up from its work.  The harsh lighting of the cube managed to peel away some of the haze, and Commander Erin Keller’s eyes befell the source of their mire:  Cadet Erin Keller.

FIVE

“Who the hell are you?”

Cadet Keller’s voice pierced the air with a conviction that her older counterpart had heard only on rare occasions—and not usually coming from herself.  But if one thing was certain, it was that nobody knew Erin like Erin.  So they had a chance.  “I’m you,” said the older of the two.

“Me?”  The cadet frowned, and raised a skeptical eyebrow.  “You must be from the future, or something.”

“In a sense,” confirmed the older Erin.  She approached her younger self, slowly at first so not to provoke her, and walked through the roiling green smog until she was at the Cadet’s side.  “If you don’t deactivate this weapon, I won’t have a future to go back to.”

Erin watched as the cadet contemplated the statement.  She took her time, but given the look on her face, the cadet wasn’t convinced of it.  “If I deactivate the weapon,” she said tersely, “this cube will reactivate, and the Borg will destroy the Federation.  This is a trick…”

“No,” said the older Keller adamantly.  “Think about this.  I’m you.  Would you try to trick somebody like this?”

Again, the cadet considered Keller’s words, this time looking more concerned about her actual thoughts.  “I wouldn’t,” she decided after a moment.  “But we’ve tested this weapon a million times.  It’s foolproof!

“Did you check it for sigma waves?” demanded Alan from the rear.

The cadet looked up, and her eyes immediately widened.  “Alan!”

“Did you?” he pressed.

The cadet gulped.  “Not that I know…  Why?”

Christopher slowly came up alongside Keller, looking as morbid as he could possibly muster.  “We should have been a little more blunt,” he said.  “Not only are we from the future, we are a from a future of a parallel universe—a universe where the Borg have stayed in the Delta Quadrant for decades…”

Keller glanced at her younger counterpart.  She was in awe of the story—but clearly not sure if it was fact or just that, a story.  Keller decided to convince her of the facts.  “Your weapon produces sigma waves at an accelerated frequency that transmits them to our universe.  The Borg are attacking us now.  If you don’t deactivate that weapon, we are doomed.”

The cadet frowned, and quietly turned her attention to her weapon.  She tinkered with it for several moments, prompting it to flicker, but clearly, it was not shut down.  “You’re from the future?”

“Yeah,” said Keller.

The cadet looked up, tucked a lock of stray hair behind her head, and sighed.  “Then you’re more advanced than us.  Use your own technology to stop them.”

This definitely was a parallel universe.  Keller couldn’t believe the words coming out of her counterpart’s mouth.  “Look,” she said evenly, “We don’t have hadron torpedoes to defend ourselves.  We don’t have a Romulan Empire to ally ourselves with, and we don’t have a Paris to come to our rescue.  We are damned!”

Christopher slowly stepped foreword.  “Deactivate the weapon,” he said firmly.  It wasn’t suggestion.  It was an order. 

But Cadet Keller did not comply…

If the trip Harrison was leading the Starlight on hadn’t been exciting enough already, he didn’t know what to call the sudden problem with the lights.  Without warning, any source of illumination on the bridge began to randomly fade in and out of existence—what made things worse, they were nearly at the planet…  “Status report?” he demanded.

He didn’t get one. The sudden jolt experienced by the ship as it dropped down to impulse was enough to toss around most of the bridge crew.  “Now what!?”

“We’ve dropped down to one-quarter impulse,” said Drayge.  “I can’t get the warp engines back online!”

Harrison slapped his communicator as the deck plating started to vibrate.  “Harrison to engineering!  What has transpired?”

“Something is keeping us from creating a stable warp field!” came Tompkins’ voice a moment later.  “I can’t do anything about it!”
Harrison turned on his heel and looked to Johnson, but the sudden sensor alert kept him from asking his question—but he had a feeling that the alert was the answer he was seeking.

“I’ve got multiple transwarp conduits on sensors!” he exclaimed as the gentle vibrations grew into something more catastrophic.  “Twenty-six Borg cubes have just dropped out of transwarp and are on a direct course for Denatos VII!”

“Get us out of here, Ensign,” called out Harrison.  “Maximum impulse!”

“Aye, s—”

Countless pillars of swirling green light flooded the bridge.  Within moments, more Borg drones than Harrison could count had littered the bridge.  Many of them were accessing the computer, but several had already begun to assimilate the crew.  Quickly, Harrison drew his phaser and began to open fire.

“Intruders on all decks!” called out Bator.  “We’re outnumbered six to one!”

That was the last thing Harrison heard from Bator.  The Phobian had no choice but to fight.  Staring at sensors was a fairly useless task at this point.  Harrison had managed to down several drones, but as he took aim upon his fifth target, he saw the one thing he dreaded most—a shield zap into place around another nearby drone as it came under fire.

“They’ve adapted!” someone shouted.

Harrison fired, and watched in terror as the shield zapped into place around his drone.  It seemed to smile as it drew closer and closer, unfazed by the assault.

Closer.

Closer.

Closer.  It extended its hand, reaching for Harrison’s neck.  Assimilation was only moments away…

Quickly, Harrison ducked out of the way and attempted to swing around to strike at the drone from behind.  But the immutable creature just kept coming.  Harrison tripped over his own feet, and crashed to the ground, watching his phaser skitter across the floor.  He scrambled to his feet, but when he looked up, the only thing Harrison saw were the faces of two more drones, and their assimilation tubules reaching for his throat…

“The cube is shutting down.”

Jennifer Yates’ words were a relief.  For several moments, Rivers was concerned that the cube would continue to function normally.  But sure enough, the ominous green illumination visible from afar was beginning to diminish.  It looked like a success.  “Get Keller out of there,” he said, sounding almost excited.

“Aye, sir,” said Yaro.  But as he complied, the computer didn’t elicit the normal happy bleeps that it should have.  Rivers frowned, and waited for Yaro’s reply, “I can’t get a lock.  There’s too much interference!”

Rivers touched his communicator.  “Rivers to Keller!”

No response.

“Rivers to Keller!”

“What are you doing?” demanded Commander Keller from her younger counterpart as the latter continued to peck away at the weapon’s controls.

“Nothing,” she replied.

The cube suddenly shuddered.  Keller realized that it was under attack.  She didn’t know what would happen if the weapon wasn’t deactivated, but she was certain that if it continued to transmit in the aftermath of the cube’s destruction, things would turn quite nasty in her own time. 

Slowly, she stepped back, only briefly locking eyes with Christopher.  He gave his approval when he saw Keller reaching for her phaser, and stepped back with her.  

Then, without hesitation, Keller took aim upon the device and opened fire.  A ragged orange beam of light streaked through the green haze, and engulfed the device, casting it in an eerie red glow until it vaporized.  

“What the hell are you doing?”  Cadet Keller’s rage was extreme to say the least.  She cursed several expletives, and lounged at her older counterpart.

Commander Keller quickly jumped out of the way, and shoved the Cadet into the wall.  Not one to easily give up, the Cadet wiggled her way to freedom and struck her older self squarely in the jaw.  She saw Christopher try and intervene, but the cadet lashed out at him as well.  He managed to lounge out of the way, distracting the cadet just long enough for Commander Keller to adjust her phaser settings, take aim upon the cadet and fire.

She gasped, clearly surprised, and then crashed into the wall before sinking to the floor.  A part of Erin wanted to stop and render aid to her counterpart, but another, larger part told her not to.  The cube was under heavy attack.  Sparks rained down from the ceiling began to burst apart.  The mission was as good as over, and with the weapon and the cadet out of the way, there was no danger of a repeat performance.

And so, Keller pulled the chronometric beacon from the holster on her belt, and activated it.

“What’s taking so long?” demanded Vee Gelez as she continued to watch the cube looming in orbit of Denatos VII on the view screen.

Rivers shared the Andorian’s concerns.  The cube should have been destroyed by now.  He turned to Yates.

“The cube is regaining power.  Our weapon failed.”

“Damn,” muttered Rivers under his breath.  “Keller?”

“No sign of her.”

But when he turned his attention back to the view screen, Rivers was relieved to see that the battle was indeed over.  While they hadn’t destroyed the cube, they had inflicted enough damage to cripple it.  Caught in the planet’s atmosphere, the cube was falling apart as it was pulled to a fiery death.

“Scrap any plans to create more of the devices,” Rivers said as he watched the cube, now engulfed in flames, descend into the atmosphere.  “I’m deeming this project a failure.”

He sighed.  It had cost them countless starships and  thousands of lives.  In its wake, the Federation was left in a terribly weakened, vulnerable state.  But the battle was over… for now… for Captain Rivers knew that this war was only in its infancy.  He would see more much more bloodshed before it was over…

Harrison tried to squirm away from the approaching drones, but it seemed there was nothing he could do to counter their efforts.  He was going to be a drone…  He closed his eyes and waited…

And waited…

And waited…

But nothing happened.  Concerned, he slowly opened his eyes.  The drones were still there, but they had stopped moving.  He could see they were still functional, but something had prompted the drones to suspend their movement.

Quickly, Harrison scrambled to his feet and saw that every last Borg drone had done the same.  On the view screen, the armada of Borg vessels had stopped their attack on Denatos VII.  He turned his attention to ops.  Johnson was still there.  “Report?”

“The sigma waves have stopped transmitting,” he said.

“I’m not reading any Borg activity,” added Bator.

Suddenly, the drones stood erect, and moments later, became engulfed in the same green aura that had originally brought them to the Starlight.  And they were gone.

“Sick bay reports seventy-eight people have been partially assimilated,” Johnson said in the silent moments following the Borg’s retreat.  “Doctor Hartman says they can all be restored without too much trouble.”

Relieved, Harrison plopped down in the command chair and surveyed the bridge.  There was a greasy residual residue on the floor where the damaged drones had vaporized.  A considerable bundle of EPS conduits dangled from the ceiling near the helm, and the view screen was plagued with a static distortion.  But the ship was in tact.

Suddenly, two more green pillars of light swirled about before Harrison.  Instinctively, he reached for his phaser, but then recalled it was on the floor, meters away.  Thinking the Borg had changed their mind about retreat, Harrison started to compile a battle-plan to counter this newest wave of drones.

But as the green aura gave way to the more familiar faces of Captain Christopher and Commander Keller, Harrison immediately stopped fabricating his battle plan and expelled a long sigh of relief.  Both the Captain and Keller were covered in a grime that was similar to the one that covered the Starlight’s floor.  And given the blood trickling down Keller’s face, they had definitely had some action.  But the executive officer was sure he would hear all about it later…  For the moment, he was just glad this was all over with.  For his part, Christopher just grinned as he took in the singed bridge.  “A sight for sore eyes?” suggested Harrison.

The Captain wearily nodded.  “Most definitely.”  As his attention drifted to the outline of a Borg body on the floor his weary look slowly turned into a grin.  “Was it absolutely necessary to fight the Borg?” he asked sarcastically.  “Do you know how hard it is to get those drone stains out of the carpet?”

Harrison glanced down at the darkened outline.  “I would imagine it’s quite a task…”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72909.6:  The sigma waves have terminated, and Borg armada has made a complete withdrawal from Federation space.  Damage to the Starlight was negligible, and we’ve already resumed our course for the Kilka Sector.

After such a long, dreadfully terrifying day, Alan Christopher wanted nothing more than one night of uninterrupted sleep.  After returning to his quarters, he proceeded directly to the sonic shower and stood there for what seemed like an eternity.  The amount of filth the Borg cube had deposited on his body was more than even he had imagined.  Following that, he made his log entry, informed the curious crew as to their encounter, and retreated directly to his quarters, hoping to embark upon that journey into dreamland…

When the door chimed.

Only inches from his bed, Christopher was tempted to ignore the chime and proceed to his slumber.  But he didn’t.  “Come in,” he beckoned.

It was Erin.  She stood sheepishly at the doorway for several moments, before Alan waved her in.  “Am I disturbing you?”

“Of course not,” he lied.  “I was just standing beside my bed admiring the sheets.  I’m thinking I should switch to something a bit more happy… this drab gray motif just doesn’t cut it…”

Erin giggled softly as she came up alongside him.  “Maybe some bunnies and pretty pink flowers?” she suggested.

He sighed.  “Who’s going to be sleeping in this bed?  You or me?”

Erin sat down on the bed and bounced on the springs.  “I could use the bigger quarters,” she chirped.  “And the extra closet space would be nice, too.”

Slowly, Alan sat down beside her.  “For some strange reason, I don’t think you came here to sleep with me.”

“Who said anything about you being here?” Keller mused.  “But you’re right.”

“As usual,” he added matter-of-factly.

They sat in silence for a brief moment, during which, Alan was almost tempted to lay down and sleep, but with Erin suddenly sitting beside him, his mind was suddenly brought back to the Borg.  “What do you think happened over there?  Are they doomed?”

“I don’t know,” Erin said softly.  “I know I am.  I can’t believe I shot myself…”

“That wasn’t you,” Alan said, matching Erin’s tone.  He slowly wrapped his hand around hers.  “That person you shot might have had your body… your name… but she didn’t do any of it justice.  You are a much better person…”

Erin batted her eyelashes and smiled.  “Thank you.”

Alan smiled back, and continued, “Those two universes are like day and night… and I think we may have guided them even further into the darkness.  If that’s the case…”

“We may have to slip back in and fix a few things while they’re singing their nocturne in the moonlight,” Erin said softly.

“…You took the words right out of my mouth.”  Suddenly, Erin produced a padd.  Alan looked around, and couldn’t fathom where she had been keeping it, but decided it best not to know.  “What’s that?”

“I did some checking,” she said, waving the padd about.  “I looked into our friends on the Paris… to see who they are in our universe.”

“And?”

She smiled.  “And… that’s a whole other story…”
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