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Guilfoy / “The Infinite Perfectionist”


Star Trek: “The Infinite Perfectionist”

Christopher Pike’s legs pumped hard, just as hard as his exploding lungs.  He threw himself into the air and came down hard on a rock slab before him.  He slid across the top, kicking up a cloud of dust around him, and then rolled off the other side to cover.  Energy bursts chewed up the rock, and he pressed against it for protection.


He looked over the top of the slab, and watched his wife stalk toward him, arm extended, weapon forward.  She fired burst after burst at the slab, chipping away at it a little at a time.  Pike went down again and looked around behind him; the next large hunk of cover he could see was too far away.  She’d nail him before he was half way there.

He wondered how he’d gotten where he was.

Of course, in a literal sense, he knew the answer to that question: it had all started, innocently enough, with a bartender.

Pike entered the bar and glanced around.  It was only mid-afternoon, so the place had little patronage.  A few gruff-looking individuals were seated at the bar, a couple more at the tables lining the edges of the room.  None of them looked particularly friendly, and a few didn’t look particularly clean, either.

But without a second thought, Pike walked up to the bar like he owned the place.  Of course, that’s actually because he did.  Pike’s Bar, despite the mid-afternoon lull, was actually a fairly busy place once the after-dinner crowd rolled around.

Pike sat backward on the barstool and looked out the windows at the busy New York street beyond.  The street was clogged with yellow cabs, and the sidewalk with suited businessmen and women.  Soon, it would be clogged with tourists and other people not looking for business, but for pleasure.  And he knew they’d come to Pike’s.

He turned to the bar, looking to evaluate his newest employee: Quentin, he called himself.  Quentin was tall, and a bit older than the bartenders Pike usually hired.  However, he knew how to make every drink Pike had thrown at him in the interview, and made them well, to boot.

“Howdy, boss,” Quentin said with a smile, putting a glass mug of beer down in front of Pike.

“I didn’t order anything,” Pike said.

“Didn’t have to, chief,” Quentin told him.  “I could tell that’s what you needed.”

Pike nodded, sipping the beer.  “Mm.”

Quentin leaned in.  “And trust me, you are going to need it.”

Pike looked at him through the frosted bottom of the mug.  “Eh?”

A mischievous grin came across Quentin’s face.  “It took me a while to make sure you were the one I was looking for, of course.  All you humans look so alike on the outside.”

Now, of course, Pike was incredibly confused, and not terribly amused at all.  “What are you talking about?”  He started to wonder if he’d made a grievous mistake in hiring this man.  He put the mug down, and gave Quentin a sober look.  Quentin’s grin, on the other hand, did not disappear.

“I’m talking about, drum roll, the fate of humanity,” Quentin said, “and how it lies, pretty much, in your hands.”

Pike laughed.  “You must be joking.”  He took another swig of the beer, and then another.

“I’m not,” Quentin said, and snapped his fingers.

When Pike put the mug down, it floated away.  He jumped off the stool, and stumbled in the low gravity, floating lightly off the ground.

“I… I’m on the moon!”

Quentin looked at him as though he’d said something incredibly stupid.  “Well of course you’re on the moon.  You’d look at that view and think it was somewhere else?”  He shook his head, and muttered, “Maybe I made a mistake…”  He reached out and grabbed Pike, pulling him back down to the dusty moon surface.  Pike looked like he was having trouble breathing.

“Oh don’t even think that,” Quentin said.  “You’re perfectly safe.  It really wouldn’t serve me at all to bring you here just to let you suffocate.”

Pike slowly calmed down.  “What the hell is this?  Who are you?”

“My name is Q,” came the reply.  “I am, for all intents and purposes regarding you, an omnipotent being.  A god, if you will.”

“You’re… You’re God?”

“No, not the God, a God.  And if you don’t shut up and let me explain things to you, we’ll be here all day,” Q said gruffly.

Pike stood still.

“Now then,” Q said.  “I need your help, Mr. Pike.”

“My help?”

“Yes.  You see… Hmm, how to put this without exploding your brain?  Ah.  Well, time is fluid.  Like water.  It pours; it flows, generally, in the same direction.  Like a river, it can branch off into other streams and go off into infinite other directions.”

“Okay.”

Before them, a small river appeared.  Crystal clear water flowed past them, without any regard for the lack of atmosphere or gravity on the moon.  Q picked up a rock.  “And, of course, like water, one can make a splash.”  Q dropped the rock, and water splashed up.  Droplets sprayed in all directions.

“Something has happened to the river of time, if you will,” Q said.  “Those more in the know call it ‘the space-time continuum’.  But you’re a beginner, so I’ll forgive you this time.”

“I see.”

“I bet not,” Q said.  “Anyway, that’s what’s happened.  Someone dropped a big rock in the river of time, and really screwed up the flow.  And somehow, it has something to do with you.”

Pike nodded, still looking at the rock.

Q said, “I’ll bet you’re asking yourself, ‘Why me?’  And that’s a pretty good question, I have to admit, even to an omnipotent being such as myself.”

“Yeah,” Pike said.  “I mean, I’m a bartender.”

“Well,” Q said, “you’re not supposed to be.”

“No?”

“No.  Actually, in the original timeline, you were a starship captain in what you’d call the twenty-third century.”

Pike laughed.  He looked up at the stars, and noticed that they didn’t twinkle on the moon.  The look Q was giving him stopped him mid-laugh.  He knew that if this conversation had taken place back in the bar, he’d still be laughing.  But somehow, here on the moon, it all made perfect sense.  A starship captain.  Could he even begin to believe such a thing to be true?  Simply, he had to, given his surroundings.

“Alright,” Pike said.  “You still haven’t answered the question of ‘why me?’”

“To be honest, perfectly honest, for once, I don’t know everything,” Q said.  “It took a lot out of me to get here, knowing what I do know.  I’m incomplete, and crippled, despite the minor tricks I’ve been able to perform here for you today.”  Q’s tone convinced Pike of the truth of his words: he was not only depressed, but also outright insulted by his current state.  “I know that what’s happened to the space-time continuum has something to do with you.”

“But you don’t know what it is?”

“No,” Q told him, deadly serious.

Pike sighed.  “So, what do you want me to do?”

“Obviously, I need you to figure out what happened and set it right,” Q said.  “Even a human with such relatively low intelligence as your own should’ve gotten that by know.”

“I meant, specifically,” Pike said.  “As in, where do I start?”

Q hesitated, confirming Pike’s fear.

“You don’t know that, either,” Pike said.  He turned away from Q and looked at the Earth, floating off in the distance.  He reached up, and placed it between his thumb and forefinger, pretending as if he was holding it in the air.  “What must it be like?  To have the power to hold an entire world in your hands?”

Q appeared beside him.  “It’s wonderful,” he said, and Pike had no trouble believing that it was an absolutely honest answer.

“I can’t imagine it.”

“Few of your kind could,” Q told him.  “The closest most of you could come is your popular entertainment.”

Pike smiled.  “Y’know, I was never really a fan of that sci-fi junk.”

Q snorted.  “Me neither.  But the fact is this: right now, you do have the world in your hands.  Or rather, it’s future.  If you fail…”  He turned and pointed to the stream, which had blocked and no longer flowed evenly around the rock Q had dropped into it.  Pike walked over, and picked up the rock.  He hefted it, then wound up and hurled it off into space.

With a snap of Q’s fingers, Pike found himself back in the bar.  Q stood nearby, and Pike looked around; no time had passed at all.  

“Alright,” Pike said loudly. “Bar’s closed.  All bums out.”

Grumbling, the meager patronage shuffled toward the door after paying their tabs.  Pike turned to Q.

“So, it’s 2007.  Exactly how am I supposed to investigate changes to the space-time continuum here?”

“You can’t from here,” Q told him.  “We need to go somewhere else.  I don’t remember where.”

They walked out onto the street.  Pike locked the door behind them, and they began down the street towards downtown.  Neither spoke to the other during the walk.  Q seemed utterly confident in what he was doing, threading his way through pedestrians like a man on a mission.

He is on a mission, Pike chided himself.  But what mission?  What’s wrong with this timeline?  So what if it’s been changed?  I lead a good life.  Why would I give that up?
“Quentin,” Pike began, unsure of how to phrase his questions.

“Spit it out,” Q replied, sounding annoyed.

Pike frowned as they crossed the street.  He looked at the flashing green hand on the traffic light telling him he had only seconds before vehicular traffic would resume.  

“Well?” Q said.

“I guess, I don’t understand what’s so wrong with this timeline,” Pike said.  “Everything seems okay to me.”

Q stopped and made a face like he hated himself for forgetting something simple.  He turned to Pike with his shoulders drooped.  “I swear I’ll explain everything once we get under way, okay?”

“Sure,” Pike said, shrugging.  “I guess.  Where are we going?”

“Your apartment.”

“Why?”

Q took off down the sidewalk again.  “Gotta pick something up,” he said over his shoulder.  Pike hurried to catch up.

Pike’s apartment was about as immaculate as they come, though that was through no fault of his own.  Q and Pike entered the moderately sized living space and quickly headed into the kitchen.  Q seemed to be examining the place, as though looking for something hidden, going through the neatly organized drawers and cabinets, and even looking into the alphabetized refrigerator.

“You alphabetize your refrigerator?” he asked.

Pike shrugged, “My wife does it.  I don’t care, really.  Except that she beats me up if I don’t.”  He added the last bit with a slight grin, but Q seemed not to notice, responding only with, “Ah,” and kept on looking.

“What are you looking for?” Pike asked finally.

“Oh, nothing really,” Q answered.  “I’ve just never seen a human apartment that was so… neat.”

“My wife’s something of a perfectionist,” Pike said.

Q stopped at that and looked Pike dead in the eyes.  “Where is she?”

Pike checked his watch, “Uh, I don’t know, shopping maybe…  So why did we come here if you’re not looking for anything?”

“Like I said,” Q told him, “my powers are limited.  We have to wait for the right time to leave.”

“Alright,” Pike said.  “Should I bring anything with me?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know,” Pike replied.  “Something you think would be useful?”  Sarcastically, he added, “A towel, perhaps?”

“No, that won’t be necessary,” Q told him.

Just then, the apartment door opened, and Pike’s wife walked in.  Her name was Marsha; she wore neatly pressed business attire, and her long dark hair was, as always, perfectly kept.  She smiled lightly as she entered the kitchen, putting two paper bags full of groceries down on the counter.

“Hi, honey,” she said.  “I didn’t expect you here.”  She looked at Q and added, “And with company.  I’m Marsha.”  Marsha smiled and offered Q her hand.  Q shook it, somewhat awkwardly.  When he touched her, something sparked and Q was distracted for a moment.  A dark look came over him, which neither Pike nor his wife noticed.

“Yes, but it is about time that we were leaving,” Q said as Marsha began to unload her groceries into ordered piles on the counter next to the fridge.

“Oh, you two are going out?  Alright,” Marsha said, reaching into the bag.  “I’ll just—“

Q snapped his fingers, and Marsha suddenly found herself reaching into a bucket of live worms.  They were standing in front of a stall in some kind of marketplace.  The lighting was drab, the air more humid than was comfortable for most species.  The stall was rickety, built seemingly out of scavenged metal bits.  Along its countertop, various strange creatures writhed in buckets or in bowls.

The man behind the counter was huge, the largest being Pike had ever encountered.  His ridged forehead went up high, with long, flowing black hair extruding from the top and back of his head.  The man leaned forward at Marsha and growled something.

Marsha screamed and pulled her hand back.

“Gagh,” the big man said.

“…What?” Pike asked.

Q told him, “The worms. They’re called ‘gagh’.  It’s… a delicacy.”

Pike turned to him, incredulous.  “Seriously?”

Q shrugged.  “Well, to him, anyway.  Let’s move along.”

Pike put his hand on Marsha’s shoulder, and squeezed.  Her breathing calmed slowly but she stared, wild-eyed, at the bizarre creatures streaming around her as they made their way through the market.

Q brought them to a corner of the market shrouded in darkness and steam.  Pike peered through it, and saw a long corridor, lit only sporadically by flickering light posts.  Q led the way down the corridor.  They passed numerous aliens, many of them looking a bit worse for wear.  A few were eating, but most just seemed to be huddling in the darkness, thankful for the shelter.

“Who are all these people?” Pike asked.

With a touch of solemnity, Q replied, “They’re the lost.  They’re the ones that the time change has completely screwed up.  They don’t know who or where they are; everything they are was torn to shreds and didn’t quite come back together when time reshaped itself.”

“Why isn’t everyone like this?”

Q turned to him, his expression totally serious.  “Some of you are just lucky.”

After a moment, they continued on.

They entered a small room with a single light overhead.  The walls were grimy and cracked, but the room was empty otherwise.

“What is this?” Pike asked.

“A portal,” Q told him.  “Come.”

He walked forward, right into the far wall, and disappeared.  Marsha looked up at Pike’s face.  “I don’t want to,” she said.  Pike gripped her hand tightly, and began to walk forward.  “I don’t know what’s going on here, Chris!  I don’t—“

They stepped through, and the universe exploded around them.  Lights streamed by as a harsh wind whipped at them.  Marsha screamed as they seemingly accelerated through… whatever it was.  The experience was so alien to them, that neither could have described it if they’d tried.  Strange feelings flowed through them, gripped their minds, while energies coursed through their bodies and out their eyes and in their mouths and—

And they were in an identical room on the other side of the portal.

Q stood, waiting for them.  “We’re about to meet someone,” he explained.  “I think she can tell us where to go.  But I’m going to warn you, she’s a bit… strange.”

Pike replied sarcastically, “Really.”  Pike turned to Marsha, and said, “Maybe you should stay here?”  She nodded quickly, and moved to sit down against the wall nearby.

Q smiled, and motioned for him to follow.  In the next room, a single woman sat on a cushion chair, reading a book.  Her skin was dark, but seemed to hang off her bones.  She wore a dark purple robe that came up into a hood that covered her face.  She seemed to shift somehow, and Pike realized that she was literally shifting; she seemed to fade and blur slightly every few moments.

He whispered to Q, “What’s wrong with her?”

“The same as me,” Q whispered back, “she tried to remain whole during the time shift, but her powers were inferior to my own.”  Q walked forward, looking nervous.  He kneeled in front of the strange woman, and looked into the darkness beneath her hood.  The woman reached forward and turned the page of the book.

“Guinan?” Q asked.  “It’s Q.  I found him.”

The strange woman, Guinan, nodded.  Her head turned slightly to read the facing page of the book.  Q frowned.  “What now?  This was your idea, woman!”  His frustration rose quickly; he seemed on the verge of lunging forward and shaking her.

After a few moments, Guinan faded away, then popped back.  She raised her head, and Pike saw her face for the first time.  Her skin was dry and mottled, she had no eyebrows, but her eyes… they were deep, mysterious, piercing.  They seemed to look right through him, and indeed, they did.  Her eyes saw him the way he should have been, in another timeline.  She saw his gold uniform shirt, a weapon clipped to his side, a patch on his chest that signified his membership in a grand fleet…

“The waves,” she said, her voice croaking.  “Where they are strongest, is a world… a world where visitors are forbidden.”

Pike said, “Where visitors are forbidden?”

Guinan nodded.  “On this world, any man holds the fate of the universe in his hands.  Questions hold sway over time.”

Q nodded.  Pike looked at him, “What the hell is she talking about?”

Pike’s strange companion stood and said, “I think I know the place.  I should’ve thought of it before, but…”  He shook his head.  Pike was still confused.  Q turned back to Guinan.  “I know we haven’t been the best of friends,” he said to her, “but… thank you.  If we set things right, I’ll owe you one.”

Marsha jumped up and hugged Pike when he and Q returned to the outer room.  She cried into his shoulder, but Pike was watching Q the whole time.

“So what is this planet she was talking about?” he asked the supposedly omnipotent being.

“It’s a planet far from here,” Q said, “quietly tucked away from the rest of the galaxy because… because no one should ever go there.”

“Why?” Pike asked.  “Why not?  What’s this all about?”

Q sighed.  “I’ve never told anyone this, but… even with the nigh unlimited powers of my race, that place scares me.  I don’t remember everything from the other timeline, of course, but I do know that even I don’t want to mess with what’s there.”

Frustrated, Pike hissed, “What’s there?”

Q walked back toward the portal.  Over his shoulder, he said, “The Guardian.”

When they came out on the other side, Q turned to the Pikes and said, “Ready?”  He held up his hand, ready to snap his fingers once again.  Pike and Marsha both nodded.

“Where are we going?” Marsha asked.

Pike said, “Just hold on tight to me, hon, okay?”

“Okay,” she said, and hugged him.  Q snapped his fingers, and the three of them found themselves standing on a dusty plain, halfway across the galaxy.  The light breeze seemed to sing with some unearthly voice.  Marsha hugged closer to Pike as they all looked around.  The ruins of ancient buildings, filed away to nearly nothing by blowing dust, lay all around.  The sky was tinged a deep red, and overcast, giving the entire area a dull, bloody look.

“She said ‘waves’,” Pike said, looking over at Q.  “What did she mean?”

“You’ll see in a moment,” Q said.  And he was right.  Almost as soon as he’d stopped speaking, a shudder seemed to pass through the entire area.  The breeze picked up for an instant, and in the distance, Pike saw a blue glow rise from beyond a grouping of fallen structures.

“Oh.”

Q started walking toward the blue glow.  With some effort, Pike got Marsha to follow along.  She stayed close to her husband, frightened and unsure of her place in all this.  She felt something inside that Pike felt as well, a strange sense of confusion about… everything.  She suddenly began to feel that the universe was wrong, that this wasn’t the way things were supposed to be, the way she was supposed to be.

Her mind began to tell her things.

Soon, they came around a corner and saw the source of the blue glow.  Another wave passed over them, this one much stronger.  The whole place seemed to shift around them, like Guinan had.  The rocks and ruins strewn about seemed to subtly shift positions with each wave.  Pike noticed that his clothes seemed different, too.  He reached up and felt his hair, shorter than it had been.  His shirt had taken on a golden tinge, and his jeans were darker.

He looked over at Marsha, and watched her skin grow paler, and her hair shorten.  She saw his expression, and started touching her face, trying to figure out what was different about herself.  She seemed frustrated that her perfectly manicured look was falling apart, and she tried to pull her hair back into a tail, but had nothing to secure it.

“Q, what’s happening to us?”

Q suddenly appeared to be wearing some sort of gaudy red and black jumpsuit.  He looked down at himself, frowning.  Pike nearly laughed at the absurd costume.

“I think… I think our proximity is letting the original universe bleed through,” Q said.  They began to walk toward the source again, a giant stone object in the middle of a clearing in the rubble.  It was large, and round, and seemed to emit steam from… nowhere.  Pike gazed at it, and almost laughed again.

Q noticed his expression, and said, “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” Pike answered, “other than the universe is screwed up because of this stupid donut.”

“It’s not a donut,” Q said.  “That’s the Guardian of Forever!”

“The Guardian of Forever?” Pike asked.  “I thought you said you didn’t like that sci-fi junk?”

Q shook his head, and started toward the Guardian once more.  The donut suddenly came to life, spewing steam.  It glowed from within, a pulsing light that seemed almost… alive.

Pike and Marsha walked forward, as well, and the waves began to come quicker, reverting them back to whom they had been.  Pike’s mind was flooded with new memories.  He remembered amazing places, and strange people.  He remembered hurtling through the stars at speeds he’d previously only imagined, going on adventures that would thrill the minds of any on Earth in his time.

He smiled, and turned to Q, wanting to tell him all the wonderful things he knew.  But before he could speak, an energy blast caught Q in the chest, pitching him backward and onto the ground.  Q began to fade like Guinan, and he cried out in pain.  Lightning arced around the entire area, the strange temporal energies reacting to weapons fire.

“Q!” Pike shouted, rushing forward.  He tried to grab Q, but his hand went right through him.  Q clutched the wound on his shoulder, a blackened area that seemed to be growing.  “What…?”

“It wasn’t you!” Q said.  “Oh, I was so stupid!”

“What are you talking about?”

“I brought you here because I thought you were the one that caused this,” Q said quickly, his body fading away.  He seemed to be having trouble breathing, though at this point, Pike knew that was only an illusion.  “I thought if you were here, you could reverse it.  But it wasn’t you!  It was her!”  Q pointed just as he faded entirely, leaving Pike alone with…

Pike turned, and saw what his wife had become, and he gasped.  She strode forward, form-fitting armor growing over her entire body as she went.  Her skin was a sickly white, punctuated by black veins just underneath.  There was no hair on her head, only a grotesque grouping of cables and cords that looped back on her skull.

Pike scrambled away from here, crying out in shock.  “What… What are you?” he shouted.

She raised her arm to fire her weapon, which was built onto the top of her wrist.  With a voice that radiated evil, she said, “I am the Borg.”

She’d nail him before he was halfway there.

He wondered how he’d gotten here.

“This sucks,” he muttered, and brushed dust out of his hair.  The energy bursts stopped, but he could hear her footsteps coming near.  She was making no effort to be stealthy.  He tried to think, tried to search his new memories, to see if he recognized anything like what his wife had turned into.

“Marsha!” he shouted.  “What are you doing?”

She didn’t respond.

He looked around quickly, and saw part of the rock slab was shattered at the bottom.  He grabbed a large bit, the size of his fist, and hefted it.  He took a few breaths, and then leapt up.  Pike prepared to hurl the rock at the thing coming toward him that used to be his wife.  But he saw her face, and hesitated for a moment.

Her arm swung toward him, and she fired.

Pike recovered almost in time, and dodged.  The blast nicked his shoulder, and he twisted in the air, grunting in pain.  He went down behind the rock again, and glanced at the wound; it was superficial.  His gold tunic was singed black.

“C’mon,” he muttered to himself.  “She’ll kill you!”

He jumped up again, and threw the rock right away.  This time, there was no distraction.  The rock sailed straight, and would have clocked her on the side of the head.  Instead, some kind of barrier flared up around her, and the rock shattered just inches from her face.  Pike’s eyes went wide.

“Oh you gotta be kidd—“

She fired, and Pike ran.  He sprinted from ruin to ruin, trying not to let her get a bead on him.  Her blasts tore up the ruins all around, and he wondered how much ammo she had in there.  His second set of memories told him that it was an energy weapon, and wasn’t dependant on “ammunition.”

“Great,” he muttered as he dove past a fallen column.  “Great.  Great!”

He slowly circled his way back toward the pulsing Guardian.  Behind him, Marsha stalked through the ruins, temporarily having lost track.  Pike skirted the edge of the clearing around the Guardian, and then ran toward it when she was out of sight.

“I AWAIT THE QUESTION.”  The booming voice crackled through the area, and Pike stumbled, surprised.  He looked into the center of the Guardian, which began to show him images from the deep past.  He saw star systems forming, single-celled organisms coming to life.

And then the images began to jitter.  Things went wrong, the images broke up and he could no longer make sense of them.

“What happened?”

“SOMETHING THAT SHOULD NOT HAVE.”

“Can you show me?”

The images in the Guardian’s center stabilized, and Pike was looking at an image of… the Guardian.  For a moment, he was confused, but then three figures appeared before the Guardian, materializing in a greenish energy mist.  The three figures looked much like Marsha did now, covered in black body armor, strange mechanical devices protruding from their skin.  One of them stepped toward the Guardian, and Pike was shocked – it was Marsha!  She cocked her head, looking at the device with a strange curiosity.

The other two each took up positions on either side of the Guardian.

In the image, the Guardian spoke: “I await the question.”

Marsha said, “Resistance is futile.”  With that, the two other (what did she call herself?  Borg?) stepped forward and raised their arms toward the Guardian.  Tubes shot out of their knuckles, and tried to drill into the Guardian.  Lightning began to flare all around, and the entire area shook.  The two Borg were struck multiple times, the energy coursing through their bodies, cooking them inside their armor.  Their corpses flew back from the Guardian, and landed limply in the dirt.

Marsha stepped forward, ready to try it herself.  She stepped into the center of the Guardian…

…and the image Pike saw shattered.

“TOO MANY VOICES, ALL ASKING AT ONCE.”

Pike began to understand.  “You were over-loaded,” he said.  “But how?  I don’t understand!”

A hand grabbed him on the shoulder, and lifted him.  He turned and saw Marsha, all the emotion drained from her face.  “The Borg are a collective consciousness,” she said.  “Millions of beings, existing as one.”

“All of them… in there?”  He nodded toward her head.

“In all Borg.”

“Must get pretty loud,” Pike quipped.  Marsha threw him to the ground.  He grunted, the wind knocked out of him.

“I bring order to chaos,” she said, as though that explained everything for him.  She leveled her weapon.  “I seek perfection.”

Pike pulled himself up on his elbows.  “You always did,” he said.  “But can you remember what happened the last time you were here?”

She turned toward the Guardian, her weapon still aimed at Pike.

“It didn’t turn out the way you’d hoped,” Pike said.  “It doesn’t work that way.  It’s a powerful machine, but it’s still just a machine.  It can’t break its own rules.  C’mon, how many times did you crash our computer, honey?”

Pike saw her twitch, ever so slightly.  He pressed on: “You remember what it was like, us living together, right?  You always claimed we had the ‘perfect marriage’.  You drove our friends nuts with it!  They were jealous, and you never made it any easier for them.”

“Yes…” she said, a softness creeping into her voice.

“So you tell me you seek perfection, sounds to me like you already had it!”

Her arm began to drop.  She looked to him, and a tear fell.  He started to stand, and she looked down at her body.  She gasped in horror at what she had become, two sets of memories struggling to coalesce.  

“I can hear them,” she whispered.  “So many voices…”

He hugged her.

“They keep telling me things,” she said.  “Telling me things I have to do.  But… I… she can control them.”

“Turn them off,” he told her.  “Maybe… maybe you can come back with me.”

“Maybe?”

“Honey, I have to put things right,” he said softly.  Her lip began to quiver.  He kissed her, forgetting how awful she looked.  “You saw all those people, the ones Q said were ‘lost’.  They don’t deserve that.”

“But what about us?”

“I don’t know,” he said.  “We’ll ask the Guardian.”

He turned away from her, and looked into the center of the Guardian.  “Guardian, can you put time back the way it was?”

“IT CAN BE DONE.”

“Can…” He looked Marsha in her dark eyes, and continued, “Can I take my wife with me?”

“ALL WOULD BE AS IT WAS.”

Marsha was confused.  “What does that mean?  Does that mean no?”

“Guardian,” Pike began, unsure of how to phrase his question.  “Guardian… if all were as it was, would my wife and I still be together?”

The Guardian paused, the pulsing sped up a bit, giving Pike an impression like it was searching its databanks.  Pike and Marsha waited, holding hands.  They squeezed tighter and tighter as the moments stretched out.  The Guardian began to play images in its center again, and they watched.  

Pike saw himself on an alien world, holding hands with a beautiful blond woman in a short white dress.  The two smiled at each other, walking up a slight embankment toward an elevator set into the stone.

Marsha squeezed his hand harder and harder.  Pike fell to his knees, his hand crushed between her fingers.  He began to hear his bones cracking, and he cried out.  He struggled against her, but her grip was like an iron vise.  Pike reached up, wrapped his arm around her waist, and lifted.  Struggling against her increased weight, he hauled her up and threw her against the side of the Guardian.  

Lightning arced down from the sky and burnt Marsha.  She screamed in pain, bolt after bolt slamming against her body as she wriggled from the shocks.  Pike was thrown away from her, landing hard on his back in the dirt.  Marsha’s body pitched up into the air, and came back down again, her neck twisted an awful angle.  Her skin was cooked, and smoked slightly.  Pike gagged on the smell, and struggled to stand, his energy thoroughly spent.

“Can you…” he tried, weakly.

The Guardian didn’t respond.

“Can you defend yourself… can you stop her from stepping through?”

“I CANNOT.”

“Then what can we do?”

“STEP THROUGH THE PORTAL, AND ALTER THE PAST AS YOU SEE FIT.”

The images began to replay again, and Pike watched Marsha step out of the Guardian in reverse.  Pike realized everything was playing backwards.  He rushed over to Marsha’s body, and pried at the weapon on her wrist.  He pulled it off, and found that it could still function by itself.  He ran back to the Guardian and saw the two Borg being zapped to death by lightning after trying to assault the Guardian.

Now…

Pike jumped through the Guardian.

When he came out the other side, there were no Borg to be seen.  Pike didn’t know how long that would last, however, and quickly darted toward the ruins.  Almost as soon as he’d taken cover, the three Borg appeared before the Guardian.  The two Borg went forward and tried to drill into the strange device, as Pike had seen.  Lightning roared down and destroyed them, leaving only the one he continued to call Marsha.

But he knew it wasn’t her.

That didn’t make killing her any easier.

Pike stood and aimed his weapon at her.  Shoot her in the back, he told himself.  You won’t have to look at her.

He took a few steps forward, and fired a single shot.  It hit home in the center of Marsha’s spin.  She stiffened, and then went down to her knees, confused.  She began to turn…

Pike fired again…

The shot hit…

Marsha pitched face-forward into the dirt, and disappeared.

Pike fell to his knees, sobbing.  He couldn’t believe what he’d just done, what he’d just been through.

The Guardian began to pulse.  The waves emanating from it grew stronger.  One of them went out with a BOOM, knocking Pike flat.  Energy began to course over the Guardian, and Pike wondered if he’d somehow done wrong.

“ALL SHALL BE AS IT WAS,” the Guardian boomed.  Pike smiled, just as another wave wiped the entire planet clean.

Christopher Pike sighed as he entered the bar.  He looked around, noting the clientele.  Most of them seemed respectable enough, and a few wore Starfleet uniforms like his own.  Pike walked to the bar and sat down on a stool.  The bartender, a man who seemed a bit older than the usual employees, tossed down a mug of beer in front of him.

“I didn’t order anything,” Pike said.

“Didn’t need to, chief,” the man said, smiling.  Then, he turned away to tend to other customers.  Pike shrugged, and sipped at the beer, waiting for his companion.  Jim Kirk entered the bar a few moments later and spotted Pike right away.  The eager young Captain approached Pike with a big smile, and sat down.

“Thanks for joining me, Jim,” Pike said.  The bartender gave Kirk his own beer, again without asking.

“Thanks for asking me,” Kirk replied.

“Are you nervous?”

“Weren’t you?”

Pike laughed, and finished his beer.  “The Enterprise is yours tomorrow.  Treat her well,” he told the younger captain.  “Like a lady.”

Kirk chuckled.  “You married, Pike?”

Pike smiled, waving the bartender over for another beer.  “No, not me.  Haven’t found the right one, yet.”  With a chuckle, he added, “Though… maybe I never will.  Just too much of a perfectionist.”

