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Prologue

The Farhelian Mountains, Ka’Tula Prime

Stardate 73591.7
As the side of a mountain rapidly filled the forward view, thick smoke and crimson flames spewed into the Dark Star’s decrepit cockpit.  Alan Christopher held onto the helm for dear life as Erin Keller hastily worked underneath the operations station next door.  And just as he closed his eyes to prepare for the end, Keller emerged the underside of the station.

“You’ve got thrusters, little buddy!” she shouted.  “Use them!”

Without saying anything, Christopher placed his hands on the barely lit helm—thanking himself for taking the time to memorize the controls—and then set a course away from a horrid death in the side of a mountain.

For her part, Erin simply clutched the arms of her chair and watched as the mountain’s face slowly crept out of sight.  For a very—very—brief moment, Erin thought they had averted disaster… but the ship was still moving incredibly fast, and without anything but maneuvering thrusters, it was still heading for the ground—and a very large pine tree.   Erin’s eyes briefly crept over to Alan, who was concentrated solely on the helm.  “Alan,” she said quietly.  “You might want to watch out for that—”

But her warning was too late.  

Rocks and pine needles danced over the windshield, and the forward section of the hull made an unpleasant creak as it was forced out of shape by the tree. Christopher quickly shoved himself away from the helm as it burst into flames—and by that time, the helm didn’t really matter.  The Dark Star had already gone out of control, and was skittering rampantly across one of the rocky terraces about halfway up the mountain—nothing could be done to save it.

The manic Dark Star skittered over a large rock, throwing the vessel onto its side and into the air amidst a massive cloud of roiling dust.  As one of the warp nacelles broke away from the hull and crashed to the ground, the other belched out a considerable amount of pasty blue drive plasma before bursting into flames.

After cutting through some thick underbrush and a few more rocks and trees, the smoldering hulk that was once the Dark Star finally came to rest in its rocky grave.

 “We have to get out of here!” Christopher shouted as the ship finally came to a stop.

That task was easier said than done, however.  The ship was resting at nearly a forty-five degree angle, and flames were pouring out of every conceivable access point.  In the background, the faint sound of the dying warp core could be heard, a sound that concerned Christopher greatly.

Without hesitation, Erin ripped the phaser from her belt and increased its setting to maximum—a setting that would completely vaporize anything everything that came in contact with the beam.  She pointed it at the ceiling and fired.  The bright orange beam pulsed rapidly as it encompassed its target in a radiant red-orange hue.  Moments later, as Keller ceased firing, the ceiling simply withered away, revealing the great outdoors once more.

Rapidly, Christopher stepped through the new doorway, followed closely by Erin.  Without bothering to look back, both Christopher and Keller raced for cover behind a considerable rock as the agitated warp core started to fracture, an event so powerful that it shook the ground.

“Get down!” Alan told Erin as they crouched down behind their rock.  He just hoped it would be sufficient.

Seconds later, an immensely powerful explosion rocked the entire mountain, spewing a mushroom cloud of flames and debris out in every conceivable direction.  For a brief moment, Alan saw the rush of flames creep around the edge of their rocky alcove—only to be extinguished by the lack of oxygen at their altitude—if anything, that was their saving grace.

As the debris settled down and the flames died out, a feeling of doom flooded over both Christopher and Keller—they had just witnessed the death of the Dark Star…

As the Dark Star’s smoldering hulk elicited its final gasps of thick gray smoke, Erin slowly placed her back up against the large gray rock that served as their shelter, and slid to the ground.  “Now what?” she asked after expelling a hopeless sigh.

“I’m not sure,” said Alan as he joined her on the ground.  “We’re all by our lonesome in the mountains in a region where sensors can’t find us, and any ship that tries will be destroyed.  It sounds less than optimistic, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” Erin concurred.  “I could use something to eat.”

Alan pulled a small, leafy plant from the ground and held it up before Erin.  “Balifexis,” he told her before throwing it over the edge of the cliff.  “Not a very tasty plant, but high in nutrients—and toxins.  If I were you, I’d stick to emergency rations.”

Erin pulled up a similar plant and threw it over the edge.  “To bad there aren’t any,” she said, motioning with her head toward the Dark Star’s remains.  “If I starve to death, promise you’ll eat me.  I’d hate to rot on this damn mountain.”

“There’s not enough oxygen up here to start a fire—I hate raw meat,” said Alan.  “But if you’d like, I can throw you over the edge of this precipice.”

Erin tossed yet another plant over the edge.  “Just make sure I’m dead first.”  As she moved to grab another balifexis from the ground, her hand stumbled upon a sharp object in the vegetation.  She quickly thumbed the object and brought it to Alan’s attention.  

It was a small diamond-shaped crystal with alien writing inscribed upon the golden sphere in its center.  “It looks like ancient Ka’Tulan writing,” Alan decided.  “I can’t read it, though.”

Erin hastily surveyed the surrounding terrain for other similar crystals.  Though she didn’t see any, she did see something else.  “Footprints,” she whispered.  “And they look fairly recent.”

“I’m fairly certain this spot isn’t a very popular tourist attraction,” said Alan.  “Those footprints could be Drayan’s.”

Erin frowned. “Is your sister related to Bigfoot?” 

“Big-who?”

“Some sort of almost-human beast that lives deep in the forest on Earth,” explained Erin.

“Oh,” said Alan.  “Well in that case, there’s a good chance they’re related,” he quipped before realizing his joke probably wasn’t as funny as it sounded.  

Though Erin smiled, she didn’t laugh.  Instead, she rose to her feet and brushed aside the excess dirt clinging her filthy uniform.  “Let’s go,” she decided.

And without any additional banter, Alan abandoned his spot beside the rock and made haste to catch up with Erin, already several meters ahead of him.  

Little did they know, they were being watched…

Chapter One

USS Starlight
Stardate 75488.2
Stephanie Kerrigan was not fond of the late shift, and generally tended to avoid it like the plague.  Most of the time, her evasion techniques were successful: pawn off the crappy shift on a hapless subordinate.  Unfortunately, once in a great while, everything backfired and Kerrigan found herself brooding over some dreadful status report and a cup of coffee in the wee hours of the morning, cursing the man who put her there:  Kendall Johnson.

Tonight was one of those nights.

Though it was barely 2100 hours, Kerrigan’s eyelids already grew heavy.  She had been perusing one of Megan Reinbold’s numerous reports on the Sra’xa’diin, the malevolent alien species formerly known as Species 8472.  As a whole, the document was a fairly entertaining read, but at times, Reinbold’s passion for her work led her to report the most miniscule details in the known universe.  This would have been perfectly acceptable had her report been for Starfleet Intelligence, but those reports had been transmitted weeks ago.  The report Kerrigan held in her hand was more of a public release—something for the Federation News Service to dissect.  And as she glanced back at the report one last time, Kerrigan knew this was overkill.

Normally, Kerrigan might have tried to weed through the report herself—but the Sra’xa’diin were definitely Reinbold’s territory… and in all reality, Kerrigan didn’t feel like making the revisions.  She just wanted to brood over her still-steaming mug of coffee… and of course, curse Kendall Johnson’s lineage.

Over the years, their working relationship had indeed mellowed.  Though it took some doing on her behalf, Kerrigan was eventually able to accept him as head of the science lab… and perhaps even as a friend—though at times like this, she wasn’t so certain.  Maybe if he spent a few more nights in the lab her tune would change?

The sentiment brought a wry grin to Kerrigan’s face.  Kendall Johnson was a brilliant scientist, but he abhorred the late shift as much as she did—and as long as he was head of the science lab, there was no way in hell he would stay late more than was required of him.

That, of course, left Kerrigan with two choices.  She could either be a little more forceful whilst pawning off her crappy shifts… or she could get rid of Kendall Johnson.  Neither option was overly appealing to her, but if push came to shove, she knew she would have to make a choice sooner or later—and as a faint sensor alert floated across the otherwise silent lab, Kerrigan realized later would have to suffice.

It was an odd-sounding alarm—definitely not something she was familiar with.  Instead of the standard chirps or bleeps, this sounded a bit dire, like a muted version of the alarm indicative of a warp core breach.  Knowing that the warp core was fully intact (the ship wasn’t vibrating), Kerrigan set aside Reinbold’s report and started to wander the lab in search of the mystery alarm.

It sounded like it was coming from the corner of the lab, very near the entrance to Johnson’s office.  To the best of Kerrigan’s extensive knowledge, there was nothing over there to cause such a ruckus, but as she approached the vicinity, it was obvious that something had indeed managed to trip a sensor alarm on the workstation nearest Johnson’s office.

Kerrigan quickly muted the alarm and then delved into the controls, her deft fingers dancing over the interface—only to receive an error message: ACCESS DENIED.  She immediately slapped her communicator.  “Kerrigan to Johnson…  We have a problem.”

Erin Keller sat quietly on the side of her designated biobed, watching intently as Sarah Hartman tapped away at her tricorder.  Given the placid look on the Doctor’s face, Erin assumed that her condition wasn’t that serious… but given the constant throbbing in her temples, she knew that something was wrong.

After a few additional moments of study, Hartman carefully placed the tricorder on the biobed beside Erin.  “Headache, blurred vision, difficulty concentrating.”  The doctor ticked off the symptoms on her fingers as she recited them.  “Anything else?”

Erin carefully considered the question, just to be certain that she had covered all the bases in her initial analysis—and sure enough, she had.  “Nothing else,” she chirped.

Satisfied with the response, Hartman allowed herself a faint smile.  “Well then, allow me to be the first to congratulate you…”

Her interest suddenly piqued, Erin arched a curious brow.  “Congratulate me?  Why?”  Never had she received congratulations for a simple trip to sickbay—aside from the time a couple of years ago when…  “I’m not pregnant.”

“No,” Hartman quickly replied.  “You’re just getting old—you have a little something called hyperopia.”

“Hyperopia?” repeated Erin.  The term sounded vaguely familiar to her, but she couldn’t seem to place her finger on the exact meaning.  Or any meaning, for that matter.

  Thankfully, Sarah was more than willing to explain.  The doctor haphazardly toyed with her inactive tricorder as she searched her mind for a simple explanation.  “You’re far-sighted,” she said a moment later.  “It’s quite common for someone of your age.”

“Someone of my age!?” Erin’s jaw dropped in disbelief.

Sarah nodded her head.  “Is there an echo in here?  That’s pretty much what I said.  I can correct the problem quite easily if you’ve got a few minutes—that is, unless you were hoping to get back home to Alan so you can work on getting pregnant—time’s running out in that department, too, you know.”

The sentiment made Erin flinch.  “Sarah,” she said quietly, “I’m thirty-seven!”

The doctor paused.  “Your point?”

“I’m not that old!” Erin exclaimed.

Hartman immediately raised a defensive hand.  “Hey, it’s never too early to start thinking about menopause,” she replied, her voice a bit louder than Erin would have liked.  Thankfully, there was nobody else in sickbay to overhear the conversation.  “I recently started a new health and fitness regimen to—”

“Sarah.”  Erin grabbed the tricorder at her side and promptly placed it in the doctor’s hand.  “Treat my eye-condition and leave it at that, if you don’t mind.”

 “Suit yourself,” said Hartman with a shrug.  She carefully flipped open the proffered tricorder and started tapping commands into its flashing interface.  It responded with a series of amicable bleeps and bloops that resonated throughout the empty sickbay.  “The procedure will be a fairly minor one,” Hartman continued matter-of-factly.  “Basically, you’re going to sit here, and I’m going to wave an ocular regenerator in front of your face.  You might attempt to engage me in some inane conversation, which I will promptly blow off… and the procedure will be done before you know it.”

The incredibly candid analysis brought a faint smile to Erin’s face.  “At least you’re honest,” she replied.

Hartman promptly retreated to the island workstation in the center of sickbay.  She sifted through the assortment of tools scattered across its obsidian surface before finally lifting a cone-shaped object from the mess—undoubtedly the aforementioned ocular regenerator.  With a little tinkering, Hartman fitted the device to a hypospray and returned to Keller’s side.  “You won’t feel a thing,” she said.

Not wanting to get caught up in the beginnings of some ‘inane conversation,’ Erin simply nodded her acknowledgement and watched as the ocular regenerator’s flashing tip filled her right eye’s view.  The myriad lights flashed almost at random, creating a kaleidoscope of hypnotic imagery for Erin to watch—but as promised, the show was brief.  Less than ten seconds later, the blinking ceased.

Hartman withdrew the generator and took a moment to examine her handiwork with the tricorder.  “Looks good to me,” she decided after a moment’s study.  “Your left eye is still, for the most part, normal.  I don’t think we need to perform the procedure on it just yet.”

“So I am free to go?” asked Erin, already poised to abandon her biobed.

Hartman nodded her assent.  “…Unless, of course you want to take a minute to discuss—”

“No thanks.”  Knowing what vile conversation lurked in the back of Sarah’s mind, Erin quickly abandoned the bed and slowly made her way toward the exit.  “Maybe later…”

Hartman shrugged, and motioned for the exit.  “Suit yourself.”

And on that note, Erin Keller was on her way—but the simple prospect of the dreaded conversation still lingered in her mind.  She hastily strode into the corridor and made her way to the turbolift not far from sickbay, hoping she could leave behind those thoughts with deck five.  The doors slid apart with a hiss and Erin started into the lift without putting much thought into her actions—and in doing so, she practically bumped into Kendall Johnson.

Thankfully, Kendall was on the ball.  He took a quick step back to avoid the collision, and Erin strolled into the lift without incident.  “…Looks like you’ve got a lot on your mind,” he mused as the doors slid shut.

“Deck seven.”  Erin expelled a weary sigh.  “I guess I do, little buddy.”  She stood quietly beside Kendall for a moment before deciding that he would be more than willing to discuss those problems…  Or not.  But, at least she could clear her mind.  “Kendall,” she started, “do you think I’m old?”

“Old?”  While Kendall may have been on the ball in a physical sense, Erin’s question had slammed him into a mental brick wall—as was customary for most conversations with the science officer.  He stammered a few senseless words before finally deciding upon:  “Um… no?”

Erin smiled.  “That’s the right answer,” she warmly replied, placing a hand upon his shoulder.  “It just kinda lacked the confidence I had been hoping for.”

“If it was confidence you were looking for… uh, well, you should have asked someone else,” he mused, even managing to produce a faint chuckle.

To his credit, Kendall recovered from the encounter much quickly than he used to.  Erin could still recall the days when Kendall would freeze with terror whenever she smiled at him.  “Maybe I wasn’t looking for confidence,” she admitted.  “I guess I just needed a second opinion.  Sarah seems to think I’m getting old…”

“We’re all getting old,” said Kendall softly, his nerves slowly beginning to subside.  “But age is just a number.  You’re not old unless you believe it.”

Erin smiled at the sentiment.  “That’s some pretty good advice.”

“I learned from the best,” he said.

“Megan?” Erin had noticed a marked change in Kendall’s behavior ever since the two of them started hanging around each other.  It was a good trend to see, and one that Erin hoped would continue—but much to her surprise, Kendall shook his head at the suggestion.

“No,” he said.  “Rachael… And you.”

“Me!?”  The stupid grin on Erin’s face was undoubtedly apparent, but at that point, she didn’t really care.  She playfully wrapped her arm around his body and squeezed him tight.  “That is so sweet, Kendall!”

“Thanks.”  He allowed himself a satisfied smile, but otherwise took the compliment with stride.  “So… um… I was actually looking for you—there is something we need to talk about.”

Erin’s grasp on Kendall slackened a bit.  “Oh?”

He nodded.  “Commander Kerrigan just contacted me a few minutes ago about a strange sensor alert in the science lab.  Apparently, someone has scanned the artifact you purchased on Earth a few months ago…”

“Who?”

“Unknown,” Kendall replied, just as the turbolift came to a halt.  The doors slid apart to reveal the myriad corridors of deck seven.  “We need to make sure everything is okay, though.”

  Erin nodded her agreement.  “I don’t want this one vanishing like the last one,” she said, referring to the strange artifact she found in the mountains of Ka’Tula Prime two years ago—the same artifact that mysteriously disappeared in the years the followed.

“Daddy, can I eat with Kitty?”

And with those words, something in the back of Alan Christopher’s mind told him that this was going to be a long night.  He begrudgingly set aside his game of Metrix and turned his eyes to the little girl standing just a few meters away.

Angela was the epitome of curiosity, constantly asking questions on a vast array of topics, ranging from the relatively simple to the insanely complex.  Thankfully, tonight’s question was an easy one.

Alan quickly plucked Angela from the floor and placed the little girl beside him on the sofa.  “Cleo likes to eat all by himself,” he explained.

“Why?”

“That’s just the way kitties are.  They don’t like to be bothered when they eat.  It makes them grumbly.”

Angela shook her head as she tended to Molly’s hair.  “He didn’t get grumbly yesterday!” she exclaimed.

Alan’s eyes widened.  “…Did you… eat with Kitty yesterday?” he asked, though he wasn’t particularly eager to hear the answer.

“He eats little cookies,” Angela happily continued, no doubt referring to the dry cat food in Cleo’s dish.  “He said I can have some more today.”

“Did he?” asked Alan, cringing at the very thought of munching on cat food.  “Well, I don’t think it’s a very good idea to eat with him, Angela.”

She paused, and set Molly aside.  “He won’t get grumbly!”

“Maybe not…”  Alan forced a smile to his face as he sifted through his mind in search of a decent way to explain this to Angela.  “But you see, you are a little girl—and little girls eat people food.  Cleo is a little cat, and he eats cat food… so you—”

The doors suddenly slid apart, and much to Alan’s relief, Erin had finally returned from sickbay.  Hopefully she would have better luck sorting through this cat food catastrophe with Angela—and eager to find out, Alan was immediately on his feet to greet her.  “How’s the headache?”

Erin flashed a smile.  “Better,” she admitted—but as Kendall Johnson appeared in the doorway behind her, Alan instantly knew that not every one of Erin’s problems had been solved.

Without uttering another word, Erin marched into the bedroom, leaving Kendall to explain everything.  He hesitated for only a moment before finding the right words to do so.  “Two years ago, you and Erin found some sort of ancient artifact on Ka’Tula Prime…”

Alan recalled the day vividly.  They had been searching for Drayan in the Farhelian Mountains when some sort of Elorg dampening field brought about the Dark Star’s destruction.  The artifact was just sitting in the grass not far from the crash site.  “We brought the artifact back to the ship, but answers were not very forthcoming.”

Kendall nodded.  “Well, at some point during the past two years, the artifact vanished…”

“Vanished?” Alan repeated.  “Why didn’t someone mention this earlier?”

Kendall shrugged indolently.  “Erin and I figured the fewer people that knew about the artifact, the better.  Aside from you, me, and Erin, only Lieutenant Trinn knows of this incident.”

A few moments later, Erin emerged from the bedroom carrying a small red crystal in her hand.  “It’s still here,” she said, holding it up for everyone to see.

Alan frowned.  “I thought it had vanished?”

“It did,” said Erin, nodding.  “This is the one I bought from that Rutanian merchant in Barbados… along with that nice tapestry?”

It took a moment for Alan to recall their brief trip to Barbados.  So dreadful was that particular visit that he had blocked most of it from his memory, but Erin’s mention of the tapestry—which still looked like a bath towel—ultimately helped to jog his memory.  “I went through most of that day in a daze,” he said.  “Shopping is not my idea of a fun afternoon.”

“Tough,” said Erin with a shrug.  She forked the artifact over to Kendall.  “We should probably get this down to the science lab for a more in-depth analysis.  I don’t know what we’ll find… but obviously someone out there think it’s interesting.”

“A sensor sweep of unknown origin scanned the artifact not too long ago,” Kendall said to Alan before he had a chance to inquire.

And that pretty much brought an end to the confusion sailing through Alan’s mind.  “Keep me informed,” he said.  “I’ll stay here with Angela…”

Five minutes later, Kendall Johnson stood before his console in the science lab, utterly puzzled by the high level of interest in the crimson artifact.  Aside from its aesthetic qualities, there was almost nothing to distinguish it as even remotely interesting.

The sensor analyses—even the most in-depth ones—were concluded in only a couple of moments, and along with Erin Keller, Kendall watched as the wealth of uninteresting results flitted across the computer screen.  “There’s probably one thing worth mentioning,” Kendall gleaned from the display.

“And what might that be?” asked Erin.  Her ethereal brown eyes slowly perused the data, and given a few more minutes, she probably would have discovered the one interesting facet for herself—but Kendall didn’t feel like waiting.

He casually pointed at a few blocks of data near toward the beginning of the analysis.  “Aside from a few scratches… um, well, this artifact is virtually identical to the one you found on Ka’Tula Prime two years ago.”

Erin’s eyes widened.  “Could it be the same one?”

“Unlikely.”  It undoubtedly took a lot of work to lift the original artifact from the Starlight without anyone noticing.  As such, Kendall highly doubted the thief would be so careless as to lose the artifact to a Rutanian mercenary in the subsequent months.  “But then again… well… anything is possible.  I’m not going to rule anything out until we…”

Kendall’s voice abruptly trailed off as the Starlight began to rumble.  At first it was little more than a faint tremble, but as the seconds passed, the tremors grew more violent until ending just as abruptly as they started.  Perplexed, Kendall furrowed his brow.  “What was that?”

Erin shrugged.  “I have no clue, little buddy…”

Amidst the rumbling, Neelar Drayge worked frantically to mute the cacophony of strident sensor alerts that suddenly befell his workstation.  With virtually nothing of interest on long-range sensors, the Bolian had been anticipating a nice, quiet evening on the bridge—as such the sudden eruption of chaos caught him by surprise.  “Our warp field is destabilizing,” he called out after a moment of study.  “We’ve dropped down to warp 2.6!”

Sitting in the command chair behind Neelar Drayge, Matthew Harrison was quick to take action.  “Harrison to Tompkins,” he called the moment the rumbling ceased.  “Is there some sort of problem I should be aware of?”

Down in engineering, Lucas Tompkins sincerely wished he had an answer for Harrison.  The moment the Starlight ran into the turbulence, he knew something was wrong, but aside from that, very little was revealed to him in the way of answers.  “I’ll be damned if I know,” he grumbled, still pouring over the sensor data on the workstation in the center of engineering.  There wasn’t much to go on, but the little data that existed was enough to make some speculations.  “As far as I can tell, we were just bombarded by some sort of tachyon surge—but it shouldn’t have disrupted our warp field like that.”

“Can you determine the source?” Harrison inquired.

Tompkins glanced back down at the data.  “No,” he said after a moment.  “Tachyons are a naturally occurring phenomenon.  It’s possible that we just blew through some sort of tachyon burst, but between you and me—I don’t have a clue…”

Chapter Two

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75489.8:  The mysterious tachyon surges have continued to bombard the Starlight, and despite our best efforts, the origin of the tachyons remains a complete and total mystery.  Consequently, we have been forced to drop out of warp in the Yaraka Sector to avoid taking any damage from our failing warp field.

“I swear, we have run every test in the book!”  Megan Reinbold exclaimed, slamming her hand on the science workstation for added emphasis.  “It’s like these tachyons are coming out of thin air.”

Though Alan Christopher highly doubted the tachyons were coming out of thin air, he had to admit, after twelve hours of constant bombardment, he was almost inclined to throw science out the window and agree with Reinbold.  “Is it possible that there is a second edition of this book you mentioned?  Maybe the answer we seek is in there?”

Reinbold merely rolled her eyes at the incredibly lame sentiment, while Jayla Trinn, standing on the opposite side of the console, chose to ignore it completely.  And while the Trill’s sense of humor was definitely a bit lacking (in Christopher’s opinion, anyway), her technical abilities easily made up for the deficiency.

“I’ve been going over the sensor data with Commander Tompkins,” she said, alluding to the rather short file on her console.  “It’s not much to go on, but if there’s any good news, it’s this: the tachyons don’t appear to be harming the Starlight at all.  If we could get our warp field stabilized, we could very easily get out of here.”

“But unfortunately, if this is a phenomenon, it’s not a very localized one,” said Reinbold.  “We’ve been plagued by these tachyon bursts for twelve hours.  This whole sector could be a veritable minefield.”

“What do we know about the Yaraka Sector?” asked Christopher a moment later.  His own knowledge of the sector was fairly limited, but the last time he checked, there were no reports of tachyon minefields in the region.

Reinbold tapped a few commands in to her console and brought up all the pertinent data regarding the Yaraka Sector—and given the look on her face, there was little of consequence.  “It has one B-type star system with an absolute magnitude of negative four… there are three J-class planets, all of them more than three times the size of Jupiter… and there’s a rogue comet fragment passing nearby.  It should get caught in the star’s gravity sometime within the next two million years.”

Christopher raised a curious brow.  “That’s it?”

Reinbold nodded.  “That’s it,” she affirmed.  “There has never been a major interstellar incident here… or anything of interest, for that matter.”

“Obviously.”  Seeing that the Yaraka Sector itself wasn’t likely to be the source of their mire, Christopher went to the next theory on his reasonably short list of theories.  “Is it possible the tachyons are coming from within the ship?  Could something in the temporal science lab be malfunctioning?”

“We’ve run a level-three diagnostic,” said Trinn evenly.  “It didn’t indicate any problems with the ship’s temporal systems, but I guess it’s possible.  Kendall will have to check that one out, though.  He’s about the only one on the ship who can understand that crap.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher—and since the temporal science lab was presently the only possibility he could think of, it was time to delegate.  “Jayla—you and Megan can take over the artifact investigation.  Tell Kendall and Erin to stroll on over to the temporal science lab and make sure everything is functioning there.  I hate this temporal stuff, so if you need me, I’ll probably be in my ready room, repeatedly banging my head into the wall.  Dismissed.”

When she first came upon the odd sensor alert last night, Stephanie Kerrigan had been mildly curious as to its origin.  It didn’t seem overly ominous at the time…   but now, after twelve hours of almost continuous tachyon bombardment, Kerrigan had to admit, her curiosity had blossomed.  Thus, as she entered the science lab to begin her shift, she fully expected to receive some answers.

After exchanging some brief pleasantries with the departing Captain Christopher, Kerrigan slowly wandered over to the workstation in the center of the lab.  Kendall Johnson, of course, was nowhere to be found (that much was to be expected this early in the morning) and as she glanced at the sensors, the answers she sought were also a bit lacking.

She casually perused the limited data available to her—and while none of it was restricted like last night’s sensor alert, Kerrigan would have been a fool to believe that the meager amounts of data before her was the extent of the information.  For one reason or another, she was being kept out of the loop… and she didn’t like that at all.

Eager to rectify the error, Kerrigan cleared the data on her screen and approached Commander Reinbold and Lieutenant Trinn, both of them hovering over the console near the testing chamber in the corner of the lab.  “Excuse me,” she said, not really concerned about interrupting something.

Reinbold glanced up from her data and flashed a pleasant smile.  “Good morning, Commander.”

Kerrigan nodded her acknowledgement, but was in no mood for pleasantries.  Instead, she cut straight to the point.  “If you don’t mind my asking, what is going on around here?  I know there’s more to these tachyon bursts than…”

The ship suddenly rumbled as one of the aforementioned bursts passed through.  Kerrigan grabbed hold of Reinbold’s workstation to steady herself, and moments later, calm was restored.

“…I know there’s more to these bursts than the sensors over there would have me believe,” Kerrigan finished. 

“You’ll have to talk to Lieutenant Johnson about that,” said Reinbold, carefully tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear.  “The situation is a touchy one and he believes the fewer people involved in it, the better.”

“Figures,” grumbled Kerrigan.  After establishing a fairly decent working relationship with Johnson over the past couple of years, the last thing she wanted to do was confront him.  But she wasn’t about to be left in the dark…

The temporal science lab was not Erin Keller’s favorite place on the ship.  It was tucked away in some dark corner of deck eleven, filled with the most mind-bending technology known to exist within the Federation, and had an odd metallic smell that Erin could never seem to place.  Thus, she tended to avoid going there whenever possible—but with the sudden attack of the tachyons, Erin knew that a visit to the lab was suddenly a must.  At least she had Kendall and Lucas there to keep her company… in a manner of speaking.

“…I’m telling you, Kendall, you’re not going to find anything wrong down here,” Lucas exclaimed for about the tenth time.  After spending so much time with the Yelss earlier in the year, his affinity for time travel definitely waned; in fact, he probably hated the lab just as much as Erin.  “I performed the diagnostic myself!”

Kendall chuckled as he pecked away at the circular console in the center of the lab.  “That’s all the reason I need to check for abnormalities,” he joked.

Hoping to speed up the process, Erin took up the position across from Kendall and began making some inquiries of her own.  “The temporal matrix appears to be in perfect working order,” she stated.  “Our chronometric beacon is in perfect alignment; there doesn’t appear to be anything out of the ordinary down here.”

“Heh…” A satisfactory grin very quickly spread across Lucas’ face.  “I told you so.”

“So you did,” mused Erin, only glancing up from her workstation for a moment.

For his part, Kendall continued to delve into the sensor data.  Even though he was one of the most well versed temporal scientists on the ship, even he sometimes had difficulty sorting through the data.  This was one of those times—the only certainty in the data was that something just was not right.  “I’m getting an odd reading,” he said, transferring the data in question to Keller’s terminal for her to examine.

She immediately furrowed her brow.  “It looks like some sort of disruption in the space-time continuum—but it’s barely there.”

“It could be a temporal probe… or a ship or something,” said Kendall.  “But whatever it is, it’s just barely phased into our timeline.”

Erin glanced back at her sensors, but she didn’t say anything to further the conversation.  In fact, she just stood there, as if frozen by time…

Erin blinked, and suddenly the science lab was gone.  She found herself standing amidst an impressive flower garden in… someone’s backyard.  It was not anyplace she had any recollection of seeing—yet somehow the entire place felt oddly familiar.

There was a small brick pathway that meandered through the garden and into a verdant expanse of rolling hills that seemed to stretch well beyond the deep blue skies on the horizon.  Whatever this place was, Erin definitely liked it…

Pulling in a deep lungful of the sweet, flowery air, she happily strolled through the garden in search of some answers.  Doubtful that the flowers would provide any clues, Erin began to look for a person to speak with—and it didn’t take long for her to spot an older woman on the fringe of the garden, happily trimming the crimson leaves of a large fire bush.

“Hey there,” Erin happily called as she approached the gray-haired woman.  “Lovely afternoon!”

The older woman said nothing—in fact, given her distinct lack of a reaction, Erin was quite certain the woman hadn’t even heard the greeting.  As such, Erin repeated herself again once she got a little closer, only to receive the more of the same—silence.

The older woman was tall and thin.  Her short silvery hair was pulled back into an elegant French braid—similar to the one Erin would sometimes put in her own hair upon special occasions—and it wasn’t until Erin glimpsed the older woman’s face did she realize the silvery hair was hers.  Though she couldn’t explain it, the oblivious older woman was indeed a future version of Erin Keller.

The older Erin trimmed a few more branches off from the fire bush before setting her shears on the small rock nearby.  She happily sorted through the newly trimmed bush, plucking out any stray leaves and branches, and once satisfied it was trimmed to perfection, she grabbed the rake lying on the ground and started to clean the area.

“Ambassador Keller!”  The perky female voice called out from the far end of the garden.  The speaker was a tall blonde-haired woman in a Starfleet uniform who apparently knew Erin quite well, given the smile upon her face.

And indeed, the older Erin reciprocated with an equally jovial smile.  She immediately set aside her rake to greet this newcomer.  “Angela!” she called.  “I had no idea you were out in this neck of the woods!”

Angela!?  Erin could hardly believe her eyes.

The older Erin quickly strolled through the garden to embrace her not-so-little girl—and much to the younger Erin’s delight, the older incarnation moved with incredible ease.  “And Sarah thought I was getting old,” Erin quietly mused to herself.

“The Mariner was en route to the big conference on Tekeni IV,” said Angela as she gave her mother a big hug, “and since we were in the area, I was able to convince Captain Drayge to make a little detour.”

Both Kellers smiled at the mention of Captain Drayge.  “How is Neelar?” asked the older Keller.  “I haven’t heard from him since the Molari Incident three years ago.”

“Oh, he’s doing quite well,” said Angela.  “His oldest son just graduated from high school a couple of months ago.”

“That’s good to hear,” said the older Keller.  She paused for a moment and then shook her head in apparent disbelief.  “Where does the time go?  It seems like just yesterday you were finishing school.”

“It’s been almost fifteen years,” Angela promptly replied.  “But I remember the day I graduated just like it was yesterday.”

“Be glad,” said the older Erin, a faint smile upon her face.  “I can barely remember yesterday.”  She paused, and put a playful hand upon her daughter’s shoulder.  “Don’t get old, Angela.  It sucks.”

Angela adamantly shook her head to dispute the sentiment.  “You’re not old, Mom!” she exclaimed.  “You’ve got plenty of years left in you!”

The older Erin shook her head.  “It’s not the years in your life that count, Angela,” she said warmly.  “It’s the life in your years… And ever since your father passed away, my years just haven’t been as vibrant.”

Young Erin felt her mouth go dry at the mention of Alan’s death, and a flurry of questions flew through her mind… What happened?  When did it happen?  How?  Why?  But the moment panic began to set in, Erin Keller blinked and the dreary confines of the temporal science lab were before her once again.

“Hey,” said Lucas, his voice filled with concern.  “You okay?”

Erin shook her head and tried to convince herself the little jaunt to the future was just a dream.  A bad dream. “I’m fine,” she said, almost believing the words.  “But we may have a bigger problem than we think…”

Chapter Three

“I was talking with Justin Reinbold this morning,” Alan Christopher candidly mentioned to Matthew Harrison from the warmth of the Starlight’s command chair.  It probably wasn’t the most pertinent matter at hand, but amidst all the tumult of the tachyon bursts, Christopher needed something to distract him.  “He said that Nights of Evermore III is coming out next week… and I really think that you and I should—”

“Nights of Evermore III?” Harrison skeptically repeated.  “Is that not some sort of… video game?”

Christopher readily nodded his head.  After spending a few years playing Metrix, Christopher slowly started to experiment with other video games; a few of them stood out, but Nights of Evermore II was definitely a cut above the rest.  “The second game was pretty good, but I’ve heard that the third is even better.  I was thinking you and I might want to check it out.”

Harrison shook his head without even taking the proposal into consideration.  “I do not play video games,” he hastily replied.

Christopher arched a disbelieving brow.  “Yet you spend countless hours slaying the Undead in the holodeck…  Isn’t that just like a video game?”

“Perhaps,” Harrison conceded.  “But you don’t get nearly as much exercise playing video games.”

“But you’re working on your hand/eye coordination,” Christopher quickly countered.  He had to keep his defenses sharp for when the inevitable repeat of this conversation came in Erin Keller’s presence.

And the argument gave Harrison a moment’s pause.  “I don’t know,” he mumbled after a moment.

“Trust me, Matthew, you’ll love it,” said Christopher, grinning.

Again, Harrison considered the proposal, but before he could even begin to assemble some sort of answer, a faint azure light began to ripple in front of the helm.  And while the phenomenon was completely new to Christopher, Harrison looked on with a glimmer of recognition upon his face.  “So that’s what he spoke of…”

Christopher frowned.  “Who?”

“Lieutenant Johnson.”  Harrison swiftly rose from his seat at Christopher’s side and approached the swirling temporal distortion at the helm.  “If you recall, a few months ago, a Lieutenant Johnson from the future materialized on the bridge…”

As the distortion threw glimmering shards of light into the air, a faint humanoid outline shimmered into the maelstrom.  As the moments passed, the figure grew more defined, until ultimately, Kendall Johnson stood on the bridge.

“You are here about the tachyon bursts,” said Harrison knowingly.

The future Johnson nodded his acknowledgement.  “And it only took three tries,” he mused.  “Not bad.”

“Three?” asked Christopher.  “This is only the second time…”

Johnson raised a dismissive hand.  “You’ll be seeing me again in a few weeks.  This time travel stuff… it’s um… still experimental, I guess.”  He tapped a short succession of commands into the chronometric beacon attached to his arm and then approached Harrison at the helm.  “What is the exact date?”

The first officer glanced down at the helm.  “Stardate 75491.9,” he gleaned from the chronometer.

“So it’s been about… um… thirty-one hours since the first tachyon burst,” Johnson quickly surmised.  “We… we still have plenty of time.”

“To do what?” asked Christopher, folding his arms upon his chest.

Johnson took in a nervous lungful of air.  “This… this is going to take a lot of explaining,” he said.

“Then perhaps we should sit down.”  Christopher’s eyes immediately darted toward the conference lounge adjacent to the bridge.  “This temporal mechanics… stuff makes my head spin, and I’d rather be seated in a comfy chair—and in private—when I pass out.”

Johnson nodded his consent, and without further ado, made his way for the lounge.  Harrison swiftly followed in his footsteps, but Christopher lingered on the bridge a moment longer.  “Christopher to Keller,” he said, tapping his communicator.  “Meet me in the conference lounge… in one minute.  Bring everyone else involved in the artifact investigation with you.”

* * *

The summons didn’t exactly seem urgent, but Erin Keller could tell there was something in Alan’s voice that meant business.  And with her curiosity piqued, Erin quickly gathered her companions and made her way to the conference lounge on deck one—though she missed the one-minute deadline by almost ninety seconds.  It was the turbolift’s fault, of course.

But the deadline was the last thing on Keller’s mind when she set foot into the conference lounge.  In fact, she had to do a double-take, just to make certain that her vision hadn’t failed her yet again—two Kendalls!?  Eager to hear this particular story, she dispensed with her usual pleasantries and seated herself at the table with the others.

“You all know our guest,” said Christopher, gesturing to the second manifestation of Kendall.  “He has apparently traveled all the way from the future to make my head implode.”

“It doesn’t,” said Johnson evenly.  “As of stardate 76534, your head is still intact.”

“That’s good to hear,” said Christopher.

And in the aftermath of her little temporal incident, Erin Keller had to concur.  At least she knew that Alan wasn’t going to die during the next year.  That would give her some peace of mind—at least enough for her to tend to her duties.  “So what’s up with these tachyon bursts?”

Future Kendall pulled in a deep lungful of air as he prepared to recount the situation.  “Well…  about a year from now—stardate 76502.4, to be exact—a man by the name of Illidan is going to use some experimental temporal technology to steal your mystery artifact from the science lab—the seco… first—FIRST—artifact… uh… the one that’s already been stolen as far as you’re concerned…”

Christopher’s eyes were already starting to glaze over.  “If the artifact is already stolen… wait, I don’t want to know.”

“Anyway,” continued Johnson, “as you may have suspected, the artifact is indeed Iconian in origin.”

Jayla Trinn nodded her agreement.  “When we brought the artifact to Antha’nuel two years ago, it granted us entry to the gateway inside the structure.  We had always suspected it to be Iconian, but never had any concrete evidence.”

Johnson sighed.  “You’ll get plenty of evidence in the coming year,” he wearily replied.  Keller knew he was hinting at something, but the temporal prime directive kept him from saying what.  “Now… I can’t fully explain all of the details at the moment—but… um, well, Illidan is up to no good.”

“What does this have to do with the tachyon bursts?” asked Lucas Tompkins.

“Illidan has retrofitted his starship with a temporal matrix.  Unfortunately, it’s barely compatible with his ship, and is causing massive tachyon surges to pulse throughout the space-time continuum.  As a result… his ship has… um… become unstuck from time.  Not even a chronometric beacon can keep him in one place anymore.”

“So he is basically just drifting through time,” Tompkins surmised.

“Exactly,” said the future Johnson.

“And he’s about the drift through the Yaraka Sector,” said the present Johnson.  “That’s why you’re here.”

The future Johnson nodded agreeably.  “In less than six hours, Illidan’s ship is going to intersect with your timeline.  Your mission is simple:  you have to stop him.”

That immediately raised a red flag in Keller’s mind.  “If he’s drifting backward through time, he’s only going intersect with us for a blink of an eye.  We’ll never be able to stop him in that amount of time!”

“Can’t you do anything from the future?” asked Harrison.  “At least provide some assistance?”

The future Johnson shook his head.  “As I said, time travel highly is experimental.  We can barely send one person through time, let alone an armada to fight Illidan.”

“So how do you expect us to defeat him?” asked Christopher.

“You don’t have to defeat him,” said the future Johnson.  “Leave that to me.  All you have to do is disable his ship…” His gaze slowly turned to the present incarnation of Kendall.  “I’m sure you have some ideas—and don’t worry about them failing… because if they do, I’ll… I’ll just come back and try again.”

An hour later in the science lab, Kendall Johnson was wondering when those alleged ideas would come to mind.  Ever since his counterpart from the future departed, Johnson had sorted through dozens of potential ways to stop Illidan’s ship, but none of them seemed overly feasible.  “Maybe I should just wait for five more hours to pass,” he grumbled to Megan Reinbold.  “Then a past version of myself would have to come up with this plan.”

Reinbold shot him a curious glance.  “I don’t know if that’s procrastination or brilliance.”

“It’s probably a little of both,” Stephanie Kerrigan commented as she strolled passed the workstation.  Johnson flashed her a faint smile as she went on her way—but out of the corner of his eye, he could see that she didn’t get very far.

“Do you need something?”

Kerrigan kept her distance for a hesitant moment before finally retracing her steps to the workstation.  “Actually, I do,” she said, this time sounding a bit more stern. “I need to know what’s going on around here.”

Johnson shook his head.  “Trust me, you don’t want to know…”

“Yes,” said Kerrigan adamantly. “I do.”

Seeing that a delicate conversation was at hand, Reinbold graciously excused herself from the premises.  “I’ll see you tonight, Kendall,” she said thoughtfully.  “Or if this doesn’t go well, I’ll see you six hours ago… I guess.”

And on that cryptic note, she departed… but Kerrigan was more than eager to take her place.  “You and I have worked together in this lab for five years, Kendall.  I know we’ve had our battles and disagreements and all the stuff in between…  But when it comes down to it—like it or not—you and I are partners. 

“Now, I can understand your desire to keep some of our staff out of the loop—especially the younger members…  If the situation is as delicate as you would have me believe, I would do the exact same thing.  But I deserve to know what’s going on, and I’m not going to leave you alone until you tell me.  You never know, I just might have that elusive idea that you’ve been brooding over for the past hour.”

Like it or not, Johnson had to acknowledge that two heads were indeed better than one—and aside from Erin or Lucas, Stephanie Kerrigan was probably the best sounding board for ideas aboard the whole entire ship.  And better yet, she was sitting here before Kendall, more than ready to help.  “I… I… um, apologize.  I guess I probably should have kept you informed… but it’s such a complex situation and…”

She smiled.  “What is the situation, Kendall?”

He paused.  “Oh… right…” He sorted through his thoughts for a moment to get his bearings, but quickly found the effort had the exact opposite effect.  In the time it took him to consider his words, Johnson had managed to get caught up in some sort of anomaly…

He now stood in his quarters, watching as his double—this time a figure from the past—approached the desk in the corner of the room.  He phlegmatically seated himself at the computer terminal and tapped the screen to activate it.  “Computer,” he said softly as he reached into his desk drawer, “deliver message Johnson-Omega to Captain Alan Christopher in exactly one hour.”

It chirped pleasantly.  “Acknowledged.”

An instant later, Kendall knew exactly what this figment of his past intended to do—he intended to kill himself.  What he couldn’t fathom though, was why he was being shown this.  Were these temporal anomalies random?  Or did they have some point?  Johnson knew not…

After resting in the drawer for several moments, past Kendall’s hand finally emerged—with a type-two phaser in tote.  He brought the weapon to eye-level and placed it under close scrutiny.  Once he was satisfied the weapon would do the deed, he carefully increased it to maximum setting and pondered his actions.

Standing in observation of his life’s darkest moment, Kendall knew his shadow would not pull the trigger…  In fact, he couldn’t even fathom why he had contemplated taking his life in the first place…   Sure, things had been bad—but had they truly been that bad?
The reflection of the past certainly seemed to think so.  “So sorry,” he muttered, gazing down at the phaser.  

With little hesitation, he raised the phaser to his head and trained its barrel in the middle of his forehead.  Pulling in his last few breaths of air, Kendall Johnson closed his eyes, mustered his courage and…

And the door chimed.

“Damn it!” he cursed, and the past version of Kendall tossed the phaser to the ground.  As the weapon clinked around on the floor beneath his desk, he turned his attention to the doors.  “What is it?”

And though he knew she would be coming, the present incarnation of Kendall Johnson was nevertheless startled by Rachael Meyer’s slender figure standing at the threshold.  A large part of him was simply wanted to go over to Rachael’s side and talk to her—tell her of all the wonderful things that had happened since her departure.  She would have been so proud…

Rachael took a few hesitant steps into the poorly lit room.  “Is everything okay?” she asked.

Past Kendall did not choose to enlighten the counselor with an answer, however.  Instead he sat in his chair, folded his arms, and stared outward into some distant netherworld.

The counselor approached the desk.  “Kendall?”

He sighed.  “What?”

She produced a faint smile.  “Is everything okay?”

Utterly exasperated, past Kendall rolled his green eyes and shoved himself away from his desk.  “Yes,” he lied.  “Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Rachael shook her head.  “I think work can wait,” she said softly.

“I think not,” he replied.  “Unlike some people on this ship, I actually do work!  And it’s people like you that keep me from doing it.  Now unless you have something important to say, please leave.”

Rachael was obviously taken aback by past Kendall’s outburst—as was Kendall himself.  Indeed, those had been dark, dark days…  

…And just as quickly as the threads of fate conspired to bring Kendall his dark vision, they brought his mind back to the present, to the light.

“I’ve changed,” he whispered as his mind finally wrapped itself around the present.  And as he recalled his encounter with Erin in the turbolift yesterday… the encounter featuring an almost charming, reasonably thoughtful Kendall Johnson… he realized it was a change for the better.

Chapter Four

Kendall Johnson stared at the chronometer.  The hours continued to pass, and even with Kerrigan’s help, inspiration failed to strike.  It seemed he was doomed to hand this project off to a counterpart six hours into the past.  “What if… what if we flooded the entire region with anyon particles?  That might cancel out the tachyons…”

“…Might,” Kerrigan reiterated.  “Anyons are far better at neutralizing chroniton particles—besides, we’d never be able to produce enough of them.  Illidan’s ship is generating so many tachyons… we’d literally have to sit out here for weeks to counter them.”

“And we have two hours,” Johnson gleaned from the dreaded chronometer.  “If only we could disable his engines with a torpedo or something—but it’s never that easy.”

And while Kendall was content to move on to other ideas, Stephanie seemed to linger on the notion for a moment.  “Why can’t we just take out the ship with a torpedo?” she asked. “We have temporal technology too, you know.”

And the inspiration suddenly hit Kendall Johnson like a slap in the face.  For all these hours he had been sitting there looking for some intricate and brilliant plan—but in all reality, the most logical course of action was something far simpler.  “We could launch a temporal probe,” he realized.  “When it detects Illidan’s ship approaching our timeframe, we can target our torpedoes to the coordinates and program the computer to fire when he’s in range.”

Kerrigan flashed a satisfied smile.  “I knew we’d come up with something if we worked together.  Now… don’t you wish you’d brought me into the loop a little sooner?”

“I guess,” said Johnson—though admittedly, he was fairly confident that he could have come upon the same conclusion without Kerrigan… of course, he wasn’t about to say as much.  They were partners in this lab, and any help she could proffer was certainly welcome.  “I mean… you were definitely helpful and I… um, well…”

Instead of letting Kendall babble incessantly, Kerrigan wisely absolved him of making any further explanation.  “Why don’t we get to work on that temporal probe?” she asked. 

And since his end of the conversation hadn’t been going particularly well, Johnson was more than happy to oblige.  “Let’s go,” he said, and headed for the temporal science lab.

“You know,” said Megan Reinbold as the computer processed the latest round of scans on the Iconian artifact, “it’s amazing that something so very small can stir up such a commotion.”

For her part, Jayla Trinn tended not to think about such things.  She was hardly a philosopher—in fact, she often found that the more one thought about something, the less sense it made.  Engineering was far simpler and much more to her liking:  find the problem and fix it… no pondering required.  Thus, the enigma posed by Reinbold was not something she really wanted to think about.  “As far as I’m concerned, it’s a rock; it doesn’t have any meaning to me other than that—and I think it’s safe to say that it never will.  I don’t see what could possibly be driving this Illidan guy to seek it with such vengeance.”

Reinbold arched a curious brow.  “Then perhaps you should try to find out why it’s important to him—what makes this more than a simple rock?”

Trinn shrugged.  “Ultimately, it’s not my problem.  I’m not the scientist here; if anyone needs to seek the answers, it’s you.”

“You can’t fool me…  You just want to get away from here so you can take your lunch,” quipped Reinbold.

The thought hadn’t even crossed Trinn’s mind—but now that the subject had been broached, she had to admit, she was a little hungry… and a quick glance at the chronometer on the computer display only made things worse.  “We’ve been sorting through this stuff for five hours,” she realized.  “It’s practically time for dinner.”

“Is it?” asked Reinbold, the disbelief in her voice was evident.  “Time flies when you’re having fun.”

Trinn rolled her eyes.  “I hadn’t noticed.”  The computer suddenly bleeped, and for a moment, she thought the sensor analysis had completed—but much to her chagrin, Reinbold quickly muted the sensor alert.

“It looks like the lab’s sensors are going to need realignment soon,” she said.  “Nothing major.”

Nothing major, but a problem that Trinn could very easily fix.  “Give me a call tomorrow morning.  I’ll come down and fix it.”

“I’ll do that,” said Reinbold with a nod.  She tapped a few more commands into her console before taking the conversation in a new direction.  “Well… I would invite you over for dinner tonight, but Kendall and I already have plans.”

“Well… I appreciate the sentiment,” replied Trinn—but in all reality, after ending her relationship with Lucas, she was used to eating dinner alone.  “Maybe next time.”

Of course, in retrospect, Trinn knew that perhaps she should start looking for new companionship.  She had sat here in the science lab with Reinbold for most of the day, and this conversation was the most enthralling they had come upon.  All around her, people were constantly changing… forging new relationships and things of the sort—but for her part, Jayla Trinn wasn’t going anywhere.  “It’s like I’m in a time warp,” she mused to herself—and apparently aloud, given Reinbold’s curious reaction.

“What?”

Trinn shook her head dismissively.  “I was just thinking,” she said, hoping she wouldn’t have to get too philosophical by sharing the sentiment.

“About what?”

“Me,” Trinn admitted.  “All of this temporal stuff has me thinking about my place in the universe.  I don’t know what that place is, and it’s clearly not something that can be fixed with a hyperspanner.”

As usual, the computer chose the most inopportune moment to complete it sensor sweep.  Reinbold was quick to mute its cheerful calls, but she nevertheless delved right into the new data.  “Then I guess you have something in common with our Iconian artifact,” she calmly replied.  “Its place in the universe is a mystery as well.”

Trinn glanced at the data flitting across her screen.  “Nothing?”

Reinbold shook her head.  “I wouldn’t say that; in fact, we got a fair amount of data this time around.  The artifact is about 337,000 years old and is presently emitting a faint energy signature that we hadn’t been able to detect in previous scans—and given the distressed look of the artifact’s bottom, I’m guessing it could be a small component to a greater whole… part of an ancient Iconian gateway, perhaps.”

The pieces were falling into place—but not just for the artifact.  “Before you can find your place in the universe, you have to do a little soul searching,” Trinn realized.

Reinbold smiled and glanced at the artifact.  “You know, it’s amazing how something so very small can stir up such a commotion…”

Trinn smiled.  “I see your point…”

In the back of his mind, Alan Christopher could hear the echoes of an epic battle.  Great explosions glittered in his mind’s eye, and the faintest inklings of fear rippled through his beating heart.  If he was experiencing some sort of temporal incident like Erin had spoken about earlier, it was definitely a far cry from her placid visit to the future (though in retrospect, Alan knew she hadn’t told him everything about her occurrence).  But if it was some manifestation of the future, Christopher knew he would someday find himself engaged in a fierce fight to the death…

But with most of his conscience still planted firmly in the present, Christopher knew the battle was something to be ignored.  The enigmatic Illidan and his junky time ship would be strolling through the Yaraka Sector soon, and the last thing he needed was some theater of war playing out in his mind.  Thus, he concentrated on the matters at hand.

“Report.”  Christopher calmly rose from the comforts of his command chair and turned his curious gaze upon Erin Keller.  She quickly looked up from the operations console and flashed him and equally curious glare.  Something was definitely on her mind… but Christopher knew she wouldn’t say as much until after Illidan’s ship had been secured.

Keller’s gaze lingered on him a moment longer before delving into the computer for a report.  “Kendall just put the finishing touches on the temporal probe,” she said.  “I have taken the liberty to link the computer’s targeting sensors to the probe; according to my calculations, it will take 2.447 seconds for the torpedo to leave the Starlight and crash into Illidan’s ship.  So… when the temporal probe indicates that Illidan is 2.447 seconds away, the computer will acquire the target and fire.”

“So… we just have to sit back and do nothing?”  Christopher really liked this plan.

Keller rolled her eyes.  “I might have to push a button or two.”

Matthew Harrison promptly cleared his throat.  “And you will, of course, be carefully observing the sensors?”

Again, Keller rolled her eyes, this time accompanied with a sigh.  “Gee, Matthew… I’ve only been doing this for fifteen years,” she cheerfully quipped.  “Maybe you could show me how to work the tractor beam later on…”

The Commander raised his hands defensively.  “Just checking,” he said before quickly adding, “And you have been spending far too much time around your husband.”

“And this is a problem because?” asked Christopher.

“Because the last thing we need aboard this vessel is another you,” Harrison deadpanned.

Christopher had to admit, that was a very good response—but of course, he could never say as much.  “You keep working on that sense of humor, Matthew.  One day you might actually be funny.”

A garbled hiss suddenly filled the Captain’s mind.  He glanced up at tactical for an analysis, but very quickly realized that he was the only one concerned by the noise.  “…fire at will!” called a frantic voice that sounded curiously like his own.  “I want that ship destroyed!”

“Primary phaser banks were destroyed in that last attack,” said Lieutenant Bator—though Christopher knew it was not the Phobian speaking, because he and Talyere were still en route from Kalidar.  “Secondary systems are coming online now.  We might be able to get some more firepower if we bypass the…”

The voice began to fade, and Christopher suddenly realized that Harrison was standing less than a meter away, looking extremely concerned.  “Captain?”

Christopher blinked himself out of the battle and shook it out of his wandering mind.  “I think our friendly neighborhood tachyons are getting to me…  My mind keeps delving into this raging battle.”

“Those tachyons aren’t going to be a problem much longer,” said Kendall Johnson, who now stood at Erin’s side.  He must have come to the bridge during the battle, because Christopher knew he hadn’t been there previously.

“The temporal probe is ready for launch,” Megan Reinbold added—also a new addition to the bridge.

Christopher promptly turned his attention to Megan, who stood at the mission operations station directly behind the command chair.  “Did you and Jayla get anything from the artifact?”

She shook her head.  “We’re beginning to form some theories around it,” she said, “but we’re still a long way from an answer.”

Christopher knew they wouldn’t piece together the entire puzzle in one day.  But he had been hoping for something more than vague theories.  Oh well.  “We have until stardate 76502 to figure everything out.  And I have a feeling that all the pieces will fall into place at some point in time.”  He turned his attention back to the viewscreen, ready to see this temporal situation to an end.  “Launch the probe, Kendall.”

Johnson tapped a few commands into the operations console, and moments later the sleek metallic probe zipped across the viewscreen—but it lingered for only a moment before hazy azure ripples pulled it into the chaos of the space-time continuum.  “Probe is away,” Johnson noted a moment later.

After sampling the future, Christopher was suddenly inclined to seat himself.  Though he knew not when the battle in his mind would take place (or even if it would occur), he decided he didn’t care to take any chances.  If the tachyons had indeed brought him only moments into the future, Christopher wanted to take the opening volley sitting down.

“We are receiving telemetry from the probe,” said Johnson after a moment.  “Illidan’s ship is fifty-three seconds away.”

“Red alert!” Harrison called.  “Raise shields and load the torpedo bays.”

Christopher had no objections.  Even if this wasn’t the fateful battle predicted in his dream (and since Bator was still not present, he assumed it was not), Illidan was still likely to be disgruntled.  “We know next to nothing about Illidan’s tactical capabilities,” he reminded.  Even though the future incarnation of Kendall Johnson indicated that Illidan’s ship was a junker, any ship equipped with a temporal matrix could very easily have its armaments upgraded.  “So be prepared for anything!”

“Forty-five seconds,” said Johnson, just as the lights dimmed to a crimson murk.

Forty-five long seconds, no doubt.  Christopher sighed, and turned to Harrison, hoping to pass the time with a brief conversation.  “So, have you given Nights of Evermore any consideration?”

But Harrison was gone—and in his place was a smoldering bulkhead covered in soot and debris.  Christopher was tempted to rescue his friend, but he quickly realized that he was little more than an observer in his hellish nightmare.  He couldn’t help even if he wanted to.

The ship shuddered under the impact of another massive torpedo blast.  “Shields have failed!” Bator’s voice was barely audible over the roar of the explosion—and his face was completely obscured by the thick haze lingering in the Starlight’s command center.

“Hull breach on deck sixteen—engineering section!” shouted Keller, her voice utterly mortified.  “We have a warp core breach in progress!”

The future incarnation of Alan Christopher sitting in the command chair immediately slapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Tompkins!  Can you—”

“No,” Harrison calmly replied from his seat.  “And I don’t believe this is an appropriate time to discuss such things.”

Still reeling from his little jaunt to the future, Christopher suddenly had to agree.  “What was I thinking?” he asked, hoping he didn’t sound as disoriented as he felt.

Harrison grinned.  “You weren’t.”  If the Commander noticed the change in his commander’s mindset, he certainly said nothing to indicate it.

“Thirty seconds,” Johnson called.

“Kendall,” said Erin Keller, “I’m detecting a slight modulation in the probe’s energy output.”  She tapped a few commands into her portion of their shared workstation.  “It looks like it might overload.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” he grumbled, sounding a bit crestfallen.  “These stupid probes aren’t very reliable…”
“Well, hopefully this one is reliable for another twenty-some seconds,” Christopher chimed in.  The last thing he wanted was some sort of incredible temporal disaster on his hands.

“It should be okay,” Johnson assured him.  “I hope.”

Though Christopher was hardly inspired by Kendall’s assurances—he didn’t sound too sure of himself, that much was certain—he knew there was little they could do at this point in time.  In fact, there was only one thing that they could do.  “Now we wait…”

Chapter Five

Five.

Four.

Three.

The computer bleeped, and suddenly, a golden transphasic torpedo streaked across the shimmering starfield on the viewscreen.  Christopher tensed as the weapon searched for its target.

Two.

One.

The fabric of space suddenly swelled amidst a shower of glittering azure light.  No ship appeared, but the transphasic torpedo nevertheless charged through the temporal distortions like a shark hunting for its prey; it would not stop until it found its target… And as it streaked through the opposite side of the distortion, Christopher knew the torpedo wouldn’t be finding that target any time soon.

Not wanting the rogue torpedo to become a navigational hazard, Christopher turned to Keller and said, “Detonate the torpedo.”

She nodded her acknowledgement, and moments later, the torpedo exploded.

“What happened?” asked Harrison a moment later, rising from his chair to face Kendall Johnson.

The scientist was frantically pouring over the workstation behind Keller’s.  “Our calculations… they were perfect!” Johnson said as his deft fingers flew over the controls.  “I… I don’t know what could have went wrong!”

“The probe’s energy output has stabilized,” added Megan Reinbold.  She glanced at her console for a moment longer, and with each second that passed, the curious look upon her face only grew.  “It still has Illidan’s ship on sensors…”

“Where… or should I say when is it?” Christopher asked.

Reinbold shook her head with confusion.  “That’s the thing,” she said quietly.  “I can’t make any sense of these readings.”

Erin Keller quickly transferred the data to her workstation.  “The torpedo might have had more of an effect than we originally thought,” she said after a quick glance.  “Illidan’s ship appears to be in a state of flux.  It’s randomly shifting through time now… but it’s not moving more than a few seconds in any particular direction.”

“So he’s still out there,” Christopher realized.

Keller nodded.  “And at some point in time, he’s going to phase back into our timeline.  In fact, he’s probably already done it about ten times since I’ve started talking…”

A wide smile fell upon Christopher’s face.  “Then perhaps it’s time you be quiet?” he said with a grin; Keller  grinned back and shot him a devious glare.

“We have 855 transphasic torpedoes left,” said Megan Reinbold.  “If we were to fire a continuous barrage of torpedoes in the general direction of Illidan’s ship, one of them is bound to make contact sooner or later.”

Wasting torpedoes like that wasn’t something Christopher would generally considered—but given the circumstances… and lack of other options, he was suddenly more inclined to do so.  Besides, the last time the Starlight ran out of torpedoes, they were given a full compliment of the most advanced torpedoes available to the Federation at the time.  “Let’s do it,” he said.  “Load all torpedo bays and fire at will!”

The Starlight hung in the void of space, the light of the distant Yaraka star casting ominous shadows upon the starship.  But the placid scene lasted only a moment, for a mere second later all hell was unleashed.  Dozens of golden torpedoes streaked through the cosmos, exploding in a grandiose fashion as they reached the extent of their range—but one torpedo didn’t quite make it that far…

Something stopped this particular torpedo dead in its tracks, and instead of exploding with its brethren in the distance, it crashed into the hull of a dark, ominous starship.

Tendrils of ashen energy crackled around Illidan’s vessel, which cartwheeled through the cosmos trailing great plumes of fire.  The torpedo had carved a massive breach into the smoldering hull, bringing about a definite end to Illidan’s journey.

“Lock a tractor beam onto the vessel,” said Harrison from his seat.

Christopher heard Keller tapping away at her console, but instead of hearing the pleasant chirps of the computer’s compliance, his ears were graced with the fuzzy bleeps of failure.  “I can’t lock onto the hull,” said Keller a moment later.  “Illidan’s ship is still seething with temporal energy; it’s reflecting the beam.”

Just then, an impressive explosion mushroomed through the aft section of Illidan’s ship.  As the vessel began to crumble apart in the roiling sea of flame, Christopher knew they needed to act quickly.  “Why don’t we…”

“Captain,” Johnson interjected before Christopher could reveal his exciting and wondrous plan.  “We’ve done all we needed to do—Illidan’s ship is disabled.”

“Your future self wanted to do the rest himself,” Christopher readily recalled—and since his plan, in all reality, was not that good, he decided to leave the fate of Illidan to the future.  After all, if Illidan was as threatening as Johnson had indicated, they might not be able to defeat him in the first place.  “Neelar, get us out of here, maximum warp!”

“Aye, Captain!”

Moving with incredible speed, the Starlight veered around the smoldering remains of Illidan’s vessel and streaked into warp.  Once the Federation starship was gone, Illidan’s vessel began to fall apart: a warp nacelle exploded… flames burst through the hull… and tendrils of temporal energy slowly conspired to drag Illidan’s ship to its doom amidst the chaos of the space-time continuum.  Glittering azure light danced around the dying starship and in the blink of an eye, it was lost to the ages…

Desperate to avoid capture, Illidan stormed through the rocky trail atop the Farhelian Mountains.  Ka’Tula Prime had not been his intended destination, but it would have to suffice… and if his plan was to succeed he would have to improvise.  He clenched his angry jaw.  “The cursed Federation will pay,” he hissed, rampantly charging through a knoll of browning conifers.

A phaser beam suddenly streaked over his shoulder.  Illidan glanced back to see three of the Federation’s vile henchmen in hot pursuit.  They wanted the artifact, but in order to retrieve it, they would have pry it out of his cold, dead fist.

In the distance, Illidan suddenly heard the roar of an engine.  Had the Federation managed to mobilize an aerial fleet this soon?  No, he quickly decided.  Their temporal technology was not that advanced…  This engine was from… Illidan glanced toward the deep blue sky and saw a small Federation craft hurtling toward the mountain.

“It’s the Dark Star!” called one of the Federation officers to Illidan’s aft.

The tiny craft veered awkwardly as it plummeted toward its doom.  The vessel was clearly out of control—and if it did not move quickly, Illidan knew he would be killed if he did not get out of its way.  Unwilling to hand victory to the Federation, he clutched the artifact in his hand and—fell to the ground, stunned by the phaser beam slicing into his back.

“You vile wretches!” he hissed, making haste to scramble back to his feet.

The dying vessel—the Dark Star—drew nearer with each second that passed.  Knowing he now stood very little chance of escaping the blast on foot, he summoned the dark energies within his angry body and blinked away to the relative safety of a distant conifer grove.  From the cover of his forested hideout, Illidan could still see the Federation forces seeking him—but unwilling to contaminate the timeline, they slowly scurried back down the mountainside to rethink their vile plans.

With an incredible roar, the manic Dark Star skittered over a large rock, throwing the vessel onto its side and into the air amidst a massive cloud of roiling dust.  As one of the warp nacelles broke away from the hull and crashed to the ground, the other belched out a considerable amount of pasty blue drive plasma before bursting into flames.

After cutting through some underbrush and a few more rocks and trees, the smoldering hulk that was once the Dark Star finally came to rest in its rocky grave.

Illidan watched intently as two additional Federation henchmen crawled from the wreckage.  Given the frantic looks upon their faces, they were in no mood to hunt him; in fact, they likely knew nothing of his existence.  

Seconds later, an immensely powerful explosion rocked the entire mountain, spewing a mushroom cloud of flames and debris out in every conceivable direction.  The tiny craft was reduced to little more than a pile of smoldering ash, and its inhabitants now sat huddled behind a large rock at the edge of the mountain pass.  The two chatted for a while before one of them—an ugly female—pulled something from the grass…  An artifact…

His artifact.

Slowly, he clenched his empty fist and cursed.  “It begins…” he muttered.

“So how does it feel to be a legend?” asked Stephanie Kerrigan as she strolled into the science lab for yet another evening shift.

Kendall Johnson had been sorting through some of the data from the temporal probe.  It had functioned well enough this time—at least it didn’t explode—but it was still a flawed piece of technology as far as he was concerned.  And flawed technology hardly made him a legend.  “I’ll tell you when I find out,” he grumbled.

Stephanie slowly approached his workstation and placed a hand upon his shoulder.  “You did good, today.  We both did,” she said.  “Of course, as payment, I get to spend most of the evening sorting through this data,” she mused, alluding to the data on Kendall’s terminal, “and you get to enjoy a nice dinner with Megan.”

Kendall expelled a half-chuckle; Stephanie had been joking, after all, and laughter was expected.  But then he realized that he could barely keep his eyelids open; she had done just as much work as he had… and was undoubtedly just as tired.  “We’re… we’re partners in this lab,” he said, recalling their earlier conversation.  “Why don’t we work on this data together?”

Stephanie immediately shook her head.  “No, you go have dinner with Megan!”

Kendall briefly locked eyes with his companion.  “Oh… I fully intend to have dinner,” he said.  “I was thinking that… um, well, I guess we could work on this data tomorrow morning.”

Again, Stephanie shook her head.  “And what would I do tonight?” she asked.

Kendall shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Enjoy yourself, maybe?”

“What?”

Kendall smiled slightly.  “Take the night off.  You deserve it.  Hataru can… ah, hold down the fort tonight.”

“Thanks,” Kerrigan happily replied—patting Kendall on the shoulder before making her way to the exit. 

“You’re welcome,” said Kendall with a smile.

Erin Keller expelled a long, weary sigh.  She wanted nothing more than a nice quiet evening to sit around and vegetate… But much to her chagrin, the moment she set foot in her quarters, Cleo was at her side demanding dinner.  Erin smiled at the little cat and asked, “Didn’t Alan feed you?  Or did Angela eat your dinner again?”

The cat only meowed, and flopped onto the floor with the additional demands of pets and scratches.  All too happy to oblige her little kitty, she knelt down beside the little furball and ran her fingers through his soft coat.  “You’re so good!” she affectionately told Cleo.  “And you’re such a cutie!”

“Meow!”  The meow had not come from Cleo—but from the other cat flopping on the floor a meter or so away.

Erin smiled and crept across the carpet on her hands and knees to greet her little daughter.  “Hi, Angela!  Did you have a good day today?”

The cat guise lasted only a moment longer, and Angela quickly sat up to recount her day.  “I played with Erika,” she said, referring to Lieutenant Gleason’s daughter.  “We saw a blue giraffe!”

“Wow!” said Erin.  “What else did you do?”

Angela started to say something but then she frowned.  “I don’t know,” she chirped.  It was perhaps her most favorite response; and of course she did know what had transpired in hours past, but this little game of hers was apparently a favorite.

Erin, however, was not in the mood to play tonight.  “Well, if you remember, you can tell me about it later!”

Angela nodded.  “Mommy, can we color?”

Coloring, however, was definitely something Erin could handle.  “Go get your crayons and we’ll color lots of pictures together, okay?”

And without another word, the little girl scurried off to get her things.

“Meow.”  This third catcall was from neither Cleo nor Angela, but from Alan, who was lazily sprawled out on the sofa with a bright yellow padd in hand. 

Erin grinned.  “Do you want me to scratch behind your ears?”

He shook his head.  “That won’t be necessary,” he said.  “But… I wouldn’t mind if you crawled around on the floor a—”

“Alan!” Erin tersely exclaimed.  She made her way to the sofa and gently lugged him with her arm.  “You’re such an idiot!”

His grin only grew wider.  “Well, I heard through the grapevine that you were beginning to feel old.  I thought I would help to counter that train of thought by appealing to your natural feminine charms.”

“That’s a load of shit,” said Erin softly.  “But I’ll accept the compliment anyway.”

Alan set aside his padd and made room for Erin to join him on the sofa.  “So what’s been bothering you?” he candidly inquired once she sat.  “Ever since you had your little ‘vision,’ you have seemed distracted.  Did all your teeth fall out?”

“No,” said Erin, shaking her head.  “I think I aged rather gracefully, thank you very much.”  She wrapped her arm around his body and then carefully rested her head upon his shoulder.  “It’s just… well, you weren’t there, in my future.”

Alan shook his head dismissively.  “I wouldn’t worry about it.  I was probably off on some mission—you know, saving the universe from destruction again.”

Erin shook her head.  “You were dead, actually.”

“Ahh…”  Alan’s bright turquoise eyes widened a bit.  “Well, everyone falls over dead sooner or later… and you did say that you were an old granny.  I probably nodded off during the night or something.  You know, due to old age.”

Recalling the conversation she had with Angela, Erin wasn’t left with the impression that age had factored into Alan’s death.  She tried to say something, but the words just kept getting stuck on the raw lump in her throat.

Sensing her distress, Alan leaned his head upon hers and said, “Listen Erin, I have the distinct feeling that you’re going to have to put up with me for a long time to come.”

She glanced up at him.  “Promise?”

“I promise,” he said, just as Angela entered the room with her crayons and paper. 

The little girl happily set out three pieces of paper on the coffee table before the sofa.  “Daddy can color, too,” she said, explaining the third sheet’s presence.  She sorted through her box of crayons for a moment before picking out her favorite colors.  Once they were in her little hands, she hefted the box onto the table for her parents to sort through.

Erin grinned as she situated herself on the floor across from Angela.  Alan joined her a moment later, quickly pulled a pale yellow crayon from the box, and then started to doodle on his provided paper.  “What are you drawing, Angela?”

She spent a thoughtful moment in consideration of her paper.  “I’m going to draw Kitty!” she exclaimed after a moment, carefully placing the first few lines of her pending masterpiece upon the page.

“Wow,” said Alan.  “I’m going to draw you!”

Angela’s bright blue eyes widened.  “Me!?”  She giggled and then turned to Erin.  “What are you drawing, Mommy?”

Erin sorted through the crayon box until she found a purple crayon.  She had no idea what she was going to draw, but it was definitely going to be purple.  “I might draw Daddy,” she mused.

Satisfied with the artwork being drawn, Angela made herself comfortable at the coffee table and continued drawing.

And Erin smiled.  Time was definitely a funny thing.  She didn’t know how much longer she had to spend with Alan or Angela… She didn’t know if or when her fateful vision of the future would come to pass—and ultimately she didn’t really care any more.  As she drew the first few lines of Alan’s body onto the paper, Erin Keller decided she would take things one day at a time…
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