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PROLOGUE

Stardate 72416.9; June 01, 2395

Once upon a time, in a land hundreds of light years away, there was a cadet whose life seemed to be governed by the game of velocity.  She would train hard, strive for perfection, and make sure she ruled the court.  As a result, she became known as one of the most potent velocity players at Starfleet Academy, one of the few to have graduated with a perfect record.

But a series of tragedies befell the galaxy as the cadet became an ensign, and separated her from her first love.  As the war raged on, she could only dream of her intense, heated matches, and long for the day in which they returned.

That day was today.

The target stormed over Erin Keller’s head, creating a gentle breeze as it did so.  Keller ducked to avoid being touched by the target, and quickly rolled aside to get out of its way.  Once she found her bearings at her new position, Erin quickly took aim for the disk-like target and opened fire.  The vibrant orange phaser beam lashed out of her phaser and summarily struck the wall.

“Damn,” she muttered under her breath as she watched the target dissolve from red disk to a blue one. As long as the target remained blue, two points were awarded to Erin’s nemesis—Rachael Meyer.  And should Erin take aim upon the target and miss, Rachael would again be awarded points.  Erin knew she needed to earn a hit, and get the target red once more.

As the target bounced off the hologrid, Erin took several steps back to get a clear shot at the target while it was still moving at a relatively slow velocity.  But to Erin’s consternation, as she took aim with her phaser, the target veered in the direction opposite the one she had anticipated, allowing Rachael to score several strikes.

With each hit, the target increased its speed, making it more difficult for both Rachael and Erin to take aim.  Erin concentrated, and carefully took aim as the target seemed to slow for a moment of vulnerability.  But just when Erin thought she had seized the moment, Rachael’s phaser beam collided with the target, sending it in the opposite direction.  Erin’s phaser beam waywardly streamed into the ceiling, only widening the gap between their scores.

“Shit,” Erin cursed under her breath as the target went into what she had liked to call ‘ballistic mode.’  While it was still possible to hit the target, the opportunities were rare seconds at the very most.  So Erin made due haste to take advantage of the moment when it presented itself.  As if by magic, the spinning blue target came to a momentary halt while Rachael had her back turned.  Without hesitation, Erin allowed her skills to take over, and she fired.

The orange beam soared out of her phaser, but as it hurtled toward the target, Erin realized it was obviously off course.  But by some stroke of luck, the target veered straight into it, and moments later, dissolved back into Erin’s colors.  Taking advantage of the newfound sluggishness, Erin quickly cast several phaser blasts toward the target before Rachael could even turn around—but by that time, there was nothing that could be done…

The target vanished.

“Game over,” called out the computer.  “Keller wins.”

Erin allowed a smile to crack upon her face as the computer relayed the results.  She slowly folded her arms and turned to Rachael.  “Hey, good game,” she said in a warm voice—she almost meant it.

Rachael forced a diplomatic smile upon her face and took several steps toward Erin.  “So much for beginner’s luck,” she grumbled.  “You could have at least humored me for a while longer.”

Erin raised an eyebrow.  “You’re lucky I let you hit the target once,” she quipped.  “Usually, my opponent’s score is a big, fat zero.”

  Erin couldn’t help but beam.  It was the first game of velocity she had played in years, but it seemed as if she had never stopped playing.  To her consternation, Rachael seemed less than enthusiastic about the game.  Even so, Erin, on her high, didn’t feel like quitting yet.  “Do you want to try again?” she inquired.

Rachael gazed quizzically at her phaser and phlegmatically fiddled with the controls.  “I suppose,” she mumbled.  “But go easy on me, okay?”

Erin shrugged.  “Very well, then.  Computer, reset ho—”

She stopped mid-sentence. As the hologrid suddenly disappeared.  At first she thought she activated the wrong program, but she quickly realized she never finished her sentence.  Nor had she ever seen the program that replaced their velocity playing field.

It was a massive forest, darkened by a moonlight sky, and an eerie fog rolling through the murky thicket around them.  “What the hell?” Keller demanded as a small green-skinned troll emerged from the mist bearing an axe and no reservations about using it.  Erin quickly reached for her phaser, but soon realized that it dissolved with the velocity program, leaving her defenseless against the troll.

Not ready to become lunch for the holodemon, Erin approached the green imp and introduced his face to the bottom of her boot.  He squealed feverishly and tossed his axe aside as he careened to the muddy forest floor with a satisfying splat.

“I’ll have you know you just assaulted the Holy Warlord  of Tehr’zul,” came the familiar voice of Matthew Harrison from the back of forest, near the location Erin recognized as the holodeck doors.

She turned to the Commander and his companion, Bator, and frowned.  Seeing that it was Harrison that interrupted her velocity match, Keller’s anger only grew.  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded of him, coming only a few centimeters from his face.

Harrison slowly backed away, but not by much.  “Coming to enjoy the holodeck,” he said, matching Erin’s wicked tone.

“I believe it would be beneficial for your health if you enjoyed one of the other holodecks,” Erin replied tersely.  “Or else you might just find yourself getting cozy with the Holy Warlord of Tehr’zul.”

“Leave the Holy Warlord out of this,” Harrison said evenly.

With that said, Erin reclaimed the centimeters Harrison had withdrawn and looked him square in the eye with an icy glare.  “You’re fortunate I don’t feel like battling you tonight,” she snapped before pulling away from Harrison and turning back to Rachael.  “I guess we’ll continue this at a later time,” she chirped before demanding the computer show her the way out.

As soon as Erin entered the dark, cozy atmosphere of her quarters, she was immediately relieved of her troubles.  She liked that effect her quarters had on her, and wished she could find such refuges in other places on the ship.  But to her consternation, no such places existed, so after a long, stressful day, Erin always enjoyed the retreat to her quarters.

With her skin still clammy and sweaty from the workout on the holodeck, Erin knew a trip to the sonic shower would be the best way to rid of her filth.  But her encounter with Harrison had only put her on edge, draining her of her energy.  Despite the sonic shower, Erin could hear her cozy bed’s enchanting call even louder, and more clear.

And so, without a second thought, she quickly migrated to the aft section of her quarters and plopped down into bed, not even bothering to slip into some more comfortable clothing.  This day had been longer and more tiresome than she had thought.  Sleep would overcome her in a matter of moments.

And so, not one to defer a dream, Erin slowly closed her eyes and relaxed, allowing her thoughts to run free in the vast reaches of her mind.  Only to be stopped dead in their tracks by a sound near her bed.

At first, she thought it was Cleo playing rough with his toys, but that idea was quickly quashed by the fact that Cleo was already sleeping comfortably at the foot of her bed, leaving one other option Erin dreaded to think—she wasn’t alone.  Slowly, she opened her eyes, half expecting to see one of her friends playing some sort of trick on her.  What she saw was no joke.

A frail, one-eyed alien stood beside her bed, simply staring at her with its haunting gaze.  As it realized it had been seen, the alien cocked its head and took a few steps back.

Erin was simply frozen…

ONE

Stardate 72418.8; June 02, 2395

Despite her initial drowsiness, sleep did not befall Erin Keller very easily in the aftermath of her encounter with Harrison.  Not that she let such encounters bother her, and indeed, that was not the cause of her ire.  Instead, it was an incident far less easy to explain.  The eerie, one-eyed alien that had seemingly peered over her bed frequented itself in her dreams that night, as well, bringing her to the conclusion that the alien was just that—a dream.

Given her past experience, Erin knew she was prone to having wild dreams.  Last time, it was a fantasy revolving around Kendall Johnson.  Now it was a strange one-eyed alien with four legs watching her sleep.  Erin knew she could dream up worse things, but even so, this one bothered her a great deal more than any of her other nightmares.

And so, as she stumbled into the mess hall for her cup of hot chocolate, Erin was immediately under the gun.  Standing quietly at the replicator was Rachael Meyer, who apparently had arrived only a few moments before Erin.  Rachael took one glance and Erin and immediately sensed something was wrong.

“What is it?” she asked.

Realizing she failed to straighten her hair, Erin made use of her reflection in the replicator’s basin to make herself look presentable as she spoke of her encounter.  “It was really weird,” she concluded.  “But the thing is, I don’t know if it was real or not.  I mean, Harrison had me so flustered, I just went straight to bed.”

Rachael nodded pleasantly.  “So I gathered.”  She took a sip of her coffee.  “Did you check the sensors for intruders last night?”

Satisfied with her hair, Erin pulled back from the replicator. “Hot chocolate,” she ordered before turning back to Rachael.  “Nope.  Between sleeping and waking up this morning, I haven’t quite found a chance for that…”  She plucked her sultry mug of hot chocolate from the replicator basin and in tandem with Rachael, strolled over to their customary table in the center of the room, where Neelar and Bator were already situated.

“I hope the Holy Warlord wasn’t too offended last night,” Erin mused as she took her seat.  “I don’t take very kindly to little green men coming at me with an axe.  Maybe it’s just me…”

Bator raised an eyebrow.  “He was furious to say the least.  We had to reset the program.”

Erin grinned.  “Well, if you’d have just waited for us to finish, that wouldn’t have happened.  Or you could have visited another holodeck.  There are four of them…”

Bator shrugged off the sentiment and buried his face into his beverage before Erin noticed he, too was giving her appearance a bit of scrutiny.  She looked down to see several dribbles of hot chocolate on the front of her uniform.  “Damn it!” she exclaimed.  “This is not my day.”

“You should also note that your communicator is crooked by four degrees,” Neelar added quietly.

Erin didn’t want to hear that.  She turned to the Bolian and cast him an icy glare.  “Thank you, Neelar,” she said, forcing an almost-pleasant tone in her voice.

“She had a rough night,” Rachael explained.

Bator’s eyes flickered.  “Again?”

Erin didn’t bother to hide her irritation this time, and simply sighed unpleasantly.  “Again,” she confirmed.  “But I wasn’t having a wild trip in fantasyland.  I was dreaming about you,” she told the Phobian in the most serious voice she could muster.

His eyes rolled slightly, indicating his disbelief of the story.  Erin allowed herself a latent smile before delving back into serious mode.  “It was actually quite disturbing.  Nothing more than an alien watching me sleep, but it gives me the creeps just thinking about it.” 

“The creeps, eh?” Bator repeated quizzically.

Erin nodded.  “Yeah, the creeps, because I don’t know if it was real or not… it was like, a waking dream,” she said, trying to explain what she had experienced.  “Would you mind browsing through the sensor logs for last night to put my mind at ease?”

Bator considered it for a moment.  “If you insist.”

“I do,” said Keller.  “Because either I’ve got a good imagination, or we’ve got a problem on our hands…”

“Neither one would surprise me,” said Rachael.  “Should I clear my calendar now, or wait for Bator to give the word?”

“You’d better clear it just in case,” Erin quipped.  “You know how us crazy people are.”

Rachael smiled.  “Yes, I do.  I work with them every day…”

After a few additional minutes of banter, Erin saw the bottom of her mug and decided the time had come to depart for the conference lounge.  And so, a few minutes later, after a short ride in the turbolift, she found herself following Bator and the others into the aforementioned lounge and taking her customary seat as far away from Harrison as possible.

Only a few minutes later, Captain Christopher rose from his chair and leaned on the palms of his hands, placed firmly upon the table top.  “Admiral T’Lari has just sent me the status report on the Kilka Sector.  The Ividian rift has completely collapsed.  They won’t be paying us another visit any time soon.  The Elorg also suffered heavy losses, but still have more than enough ships to fortify their rift.  The defense perimeter they established a few weeks ago is already back up in place.”

“And,” Harrison interjected, “the verteron radiation appears to have become more widespread.  Two Rutanian frigates in sector 15391 were abandoned this morning because of warp drive failures.”

“We are, essentially, in the same tactical state that we were prior to the Ividian invasion,” Talyere noted.  “However, the good news is my data indicates the next fleet is not due to arrive until early 2396.”

“So, we’re safe—for now,” Christopher noted.

Erin sighed uneasily upon hearing the news.  While she was glad to hear of the lull in the action on the Elorg front, she couldn’t help but concentrate on her own situation.  Given her continually worsening feelings about the dream, she made it a point to present her case to the Captain.

“On that note, we have been given a reprieve from our duties in the Kilka Sector,” said Christopher cheerfully.  He tapped upon the control pad before his chair and turned to the back wall.  A map of the Beta Quadrant suddenly appeared, and honed in on small system in the corner of the screen.

“The Corinth System,” said Drayge upon recognizing the astrometric chart.

Christopher nodded his approval.  “The Corinth System,” he repeated.  “We’re going to be strolling on over to deposit Captain Brantley and her crew.”

Erin frowned.  “There isn’t anything in the Corinth System,” she grimaced, watching Christopher intently as he licked his lips with hesitation.

“There is now,” he said enigmatically.

Erin wished he would continue, but given the cryptic finality of his voice, she knew whatever it was he spoke of, that little snippet was going to be the last she heard of it… until they reached the Corinth System.

“Is there anything else?” Christopher asked.  He quickly surveyed the table for an answer, and almost dismissed the meeting before Erin realized this was her opportunity.

“There is one other thing,” she blurted out.

Most everyone was half-way from their chairs when she spoke.  They all froze in place and cast their eyes upon her.  Erin looked briefly in the direction of each of them before relaying her haunting tale to the others.  Harrison was obviously unimpressed, but the Captain seemed to take it quite seriously, as did Lucas.

“Have you checked the sensors?” Christopher inquired.

“I asked Bator to check as soon as he gets a chance.”

Christopher looked to the Phobian and snapped his finger at him and motioning for him to head for the bridge.  Bator nodded, and made due haste to retreat from the meeting.

“This sounds an awful lot like the Yelss,” Lucas said once Bator was gone.  “Because I find it hard to believe that two one-eyed species of quadrupeds are both travel through the same sectors of Federation space at the same time.”

“Aside from their shadowy figures on the view screen, I never even saw them,” Erin added.  “There aren’t any other visual records, are there?”

“No,” said Kendall.  “Gul Tanekk confiscated our tricorders and summarily had them vaporized.”

“We’ll keep our eyes peeled for a Yelss ship, then,” Christopher decided.  “But proceed to Corinth as if everything was just peachy keen.  If the Yelss are out there, we don’t want them to grow too suspicious of us.”

“Agreed,” said Harrison.

Again, Christopher surveyed the conference table for additional remarks.  Upon seeing there were none, he clasped his hands together and rose from the table.  “Dismissed,” he chirped.

As the others began to depart, Erin slowly rose from her chair and peered out the windows behind her.  Enamored by the sight of something other than the Kilka Sector, she sighed, and then turned to Alan.  “You don’t think I’m crazy, do you?”

He smiled candidly, and approached her, pushing the haphazardly discarded chairs back under the table as he did so.  “Of course not.  If I did, Bator wouldn’t be out there checking the sensors, and you would definitely be chatting with Rachael right about now.”

Erin smiled.  “At least someone believes me.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”  He placed his right arm around her back, and indicated the way to the door with his other.  “Come on.  Let’s see what’s out there…”

After their brief walk through the conference lounge to the bridge, Erin quickly headed for the tactical station, and made her self at home at Bator’s side.  He frowned disapprovingly at her invasion of his space, but remained silent, simply continuing his work.

“Well?” Erin demanded.

Bator’s fingers flew over the controls, and quickly, he pointed to a sensor schematic near the center of his workspace.  “I’ve yet to find anything conclusive,” he explained.  “But I’m recompiling the data just to be sure.”

Erin’s heart sunk.  She patted the Phobian on the shoulder and slowly retreated from his space.  “I must have been dreaming,” she surmised.

She hated getting everyone exciting over nothing.  Not that it was a commonplace event, in fact, it was the first time in recent memory that she had been the source of such excitement.  Despite that fact, Erin almost wished sensors had shown something—because she wasn’t ready to accept the fact that a dream of such magnitude was a figment of her imagination.

Even so, she would accept the fact for  now, as duty called.  She cast one final look at Bator’s sensor data before retreating to her own workstation nearby.  Tempted to run a few sensor scans of her own, Erin’s hands fluttered over the controls.  But she trusted Bator, and knew, despite his jokes about her mental state, he wouldn’t falsify sensor data.

But as she glanced at the data before her, Erin quickly realized it wouldn’t hold her attention for long.  The Starlight was situated in a region of space practically devoid of anything of interest.  Aside from a few nondescript planetary systems, a class-K nebula and a rogue comet, there was little to report. 

But the second her fingers touched the controls, a tingle suddenly danced down her spine.  She froze, and slowly turned her attention to the monitor beside her.  Instead of the astrometric data she was cataloging, the stark, haunting image of a one-eyed Yelss filled the screen.  It glared at her constantly, practically drilling a hole in the side of her head.

Unsure of what to do next, Erin quickly turned to Bator.  He was immersed in his own data, clearly not paying any attention to the goings on at ops.  Deciding she had already bothered him enough, Erin decided Alan would be a better choice to contact.

But maybe not.  As she opened her mouth to call out his name, Erin suddenly noticed one of the quadrupeds lurking directly in front of the Captain, who remained totally oblivious to the intruder.  The Yelss stared blankly at her, and then as if by magic, it vanished.

She glanced back at her monitor—nothing.  Quickly, Erin accessed the sensors and ran a sensor sweep of the bridge.  In the agonizing moments that it took the compile the data, she could feel them watching her.  What is going on? she demanded in her thoughts…

Finally, the data was compiled—and to Erin’s total dismay, they confirmed her greatest fears.  They didn’t show a thing…

After a long, agonizing shift, Erin found herself once more, retreating directly to her quarters.  A part of her wanted terribly to visit with Rachael, but what she had seen on the bridge today had scared her beyond the point of allowing herself to believe the counselor could be of any help.  

But one question had plagued her more than any other.  Were this ‘visions’ real, or simply a figment of her imagination?  With each passing hour, Erin came closer to accepting the fact that something might be wrong with her…    Her mind was in a constant state of turmoil.  The unflappable sensors didn’t even show a stray electron out of place, and the most damning evidence of all—when the Yelss appeared on the bridge, the entire crew seemed oblivious to them.

And so, with her shift finally over, Erin couldn’t wait to get to bed and sleep the entire day from hell into the past—the sooner, the better.  Her eyes felt like lead weights, and her entire body ached.  And so it was with great relief that she plopped down onto her sofa.

Only when she sat down, it wasn’t on her sofa.  Erin quickly blinked herself out of her revelation, and suddenly realized she wasn’t even in her quarters.  In fact, it was the furthest place from her quarters she could imagine—the bridge of a starship.

Though it wasn’t the Starlight’s bridge, Erin clearly recognized it as belonging to the Federation by its signature computer layouts and insignia.  And while those few features remained, most everything else was far different.  Instead of the standard gray, the computer stations were encased in a sleek black.  The carpet was gone, replaced by a stark metallic alloy that accented the steely futuristic look.

Suddenly, Erin realized where she was seated.  It wasn’t comfortably behind the operations station, or even at one of the science stations.  She was seated in the sleek, black command chair in the middle of it all.  Given recent events, Erin immediately assumed she was hallucinating—but as she reached for the pips on her neck, she quickly quashed that idea.  It was no dream… there were indeed four pips on her uniform.  She was a Captain…

“Don’t get used to it,” called out a heavenly voice from the back of the bridge.  

Erin quickly rose from the chair to see the incredibly handsome body that voice belonged to.  Her heart instantly fluttered at the very sight of him, but she couldn’t produce the words to speak.  He was tall, with short, sandy blonde hair and the most perfect set of teeth Erin had ever seen (aside from her own).  He was obviously well-built, and walked with a metered gait that seemed to fit that theory well.

As he approached, Erin quickly realized that he, too had Captain’s pips on.  He stopped in front of the chair to the right of the one Erin had been sitting in and sat down, indicating with his hand for her to assume her former position.  

Brimming with fleeting emotions and an overwhelming sense of curiosity, Erin found herself barely able to comply.  But she forced herself to sit and hear his words.

But only moments later, his strong hands around hers and squeezed them tightly.  Erin forced back a giggle, and merely closed her eyes.  If this was a dream, she didn’t want it to end…. He smiled pleasantly, revealing his shiny white teeth once more before parting his lips to speak.  “Welcome to the twenty-ninth century.”

Erin’s jaw dropped in disbelief.  She tried to speak, but found herself utterly speechless.  As if the Yelss encounters hadn’t been enough, this was more than enough to put her over the edge.  But Erin knew she hadn’t gone to sleep yet—it was either a very real hallucination, or else it was simply very real…

TWO

Stardate 558774.4; October 10, 2880

The twenty-ninth century—some five hundred years into the future.  As she sat amidst the futuristic bridge, Erin didn’t even know where to begin thinking.  And so, she started with the first question that came into her mind, the moment she set foot in the future.  “What’s going on?”

Erin watched as her fellow Captain took her hands and guided them upward as he rose to his feet.  Erin mimicked the maneuver and looked on curiously as he addressed the strawberry-red haired woman beside him.  “The bridge is yours, Commander,” he said simply before motioning with Erin’s hands toward the ready room.  “I think we should discuss this in private… ‘Captain.’”

Without a moments hesitation, Erin began the slow march toward his ready room.  She knew not why she trusted this man so much, but she felt as if she would do anything for him—even after knowing him for these few minutes.

His ready room was sparsely decorated with a few trinkets and pictures, but overall, maintained the sleek, dark look of the bridge.  “Have a seat,” he beckoned as he strolled behind the desk.

Erin hovered around the chair for a few moments, but couldn’t bring herself to sit down in it.  She finally looked over at her comrade and sighed.  “I’d rather stand.”

He smiled, still maintaining his calm, cool demeanor.  “Trust me, if you don’t sit in the chair, you’ll be slumped over on in a few minutes… What I’m about to tell you is undoubtedly going to be the shock of your life…”

Erin forced herself into the chair and closed her eyes.  “I’m an undercover agent for the Temporal Investigations Committee, aren’t I?  I’ve been watching the late 24th century for the past few years, and this is my debriefing…”

“Um… no, not exactly.”

Erin opened her eyes with a sigh of relief.  “Good.  Those guys are so boring.  I’d hate to be one of them.”

“You’re not,” he assured her.  “In fact, you are Erin Keller… born May 1, 2361 in Maryland, I believe, to Amy and Jason Keller.  Graduated from Starfleet Academy on stardate 59956.7, first in your class…  This is the right Erin Keller, is it not?”

Thoroughly impressed by Starfleet’s record keeping, Erin nodded her approval of the data. 

“Snow Hill,” she said suddenly.

“What?”

Erin smiled.  “Snow Hill, Maryland.  That’s where I was born…”

His eyes widened.  “Oh.  I haven’t been to Maryland,” he admitted.  “Or Earth, for that matter.  But I’ll be sure to make note of that in my records—for future reference.”

Erin sat and admired her companion’s handsome physique for a few more moments before she finally found another question to ask.  “You seem to know a lot about me… But you haven’t told me your name.”

He smiled.  “Ah, yes… that.”  He clasped his hands together and sighed.  “This is the shocking part I mentioned earlier… I’m Eric Davidson.”

It was a nice name.  It had a lovely ring to it, but despite her best efforts, Erin couldn’t muster much shock from it.  “If you want me floored, you’re going to have to do better than that,” she quipped.

Davidson smiled.  “Okay.”  He sighed uneasily before shaking off his trepidation and plowing ahead.  “I am Captain Eric Davidson of the Federation Timeship Starlight.  And you are my Great-Great-Great-Great-Great-Gr—”

“I get the picture,” Erin interrupted pleasantly, despite the sudden dissolution of her infatuation with Davidson.  Not being the type to dwell on any one thing for too long a time, Erin quickly changed the subject back to the one that concerned her the most.  “So, what exactly am I doing here?  And what’s with my promotion?”

Davidson let out a brief chuckle.  “Your promotion is nothing more than a little hero worship,” he admitted.  “It’s not every day you get to meet someone who’s been dead for 500 years.  I figured, if I was going to meet you, I’d rather meet Captain Keller than Commander Keller.”

Erin smiled quaintly upon hearing of her ultimate fate.  Both tidbits revealed by Davidson were not earth shattering.  Erin knew without a doubt that, despite her best wishes, she would eventually die.  She also knew that she wasn’t entirely happy with her position on the Starlight.  The logical progression for her would be a promotion to Captain.  And apparently, it would happen in the distant future.

In spite of herself, Erin couldn’t help but wonder, “Isn’t that some sort of a violation of the temporal prime direction?”

Davidson smiled.  He brought his elbows upon the tabletop and rested his chin in the palms of his hands.  “So I told you that you were going to die.  That’s hardly news.  As for your Captaincy… I might have been hinting a little more than I should, but quite frankly, when the time comes, you’ll know—regardless of my banter.”

Only slightly humbled by his cryptic response, Erin folder her arms and sighed.  “And why, exactly have I been plucked from 2395?  Surely not to sit here and talk with you… not that I mind.”

Davidson’s pleasant smile suddenly faded into a more somber-looking one.  “The Federation is at war with a race of aliens called the Yelss.”

Suddenly, an eerie, haunting feeling befell Erin as she heard the name ‘Yelss.’  Perhaps they were indeed responsible for her episodes on the Starlight the past few days.  “I’ve heard of them,” she said slowly.  “We encountered one of their ships on stardate 72285.”

Davidson nodded.  “Only that wasn’t one of their ships.  It was one of ours.”  He touched the screen on the computer station before him, activating some sort of a holo-imaging system on his desktop.  Moments later, the computer formed an image of the sleek starship Erin recognized as the Yelss ship.

“That’s the one,” she told him.

As the image started to spin about, showing off its sleek contours, Davidson took in a deep breath.  “That is the Federation Timeship Andromeda.  Four days ago, Yelss attacked and commandeered it.  Since then, we’ve detected an inordinate number of temporal incursions throughout the Federation.  We think they’re using it to undermine the Federation in the past, so their empire is stronger in the future.”

It was a very intriguing theory. Though it didn’t conform to all the facts she had personally observed, Erin knew the Yelss were a total mystery, and whatever they may have been doing could have simply been a ploy.  Whatever it was, she was still brimming with confusion and curiosity.  “This is all very nice, Eric, but I don’t see what any of it has to do with me.”

He touched his computer screen to deactivate the simulation and then pulled his chair close to the edge of the desk, leaning toward Erin.  She performed a similar maneuver, as he began to speak in a very soft voice.  “In the coming years, you are going to play a pivotal role in the advent of Federation Timeships.”  He stopped for a moment, before adding, “I can’t say any more that that.”

Erin nodded her own understanding.  “I’ve read Voyager’s reports on the Relativity.  I know all about that little Temporal Prime Directive of yours.  But if the Yelss are trying to undermine the Federation, they are doing it in the strangest way.”

“What do you mean?”

“The ship we encountered seemed to be collecting specimen of other species.  We didn’t know why, and weren’t able to find out, but I don’t think they were just cruising the galaxy for the hell of it.”

Davidson considered this new information for several moments, apparently not familiar with such a tactic.  That only caused Erin’s concern to grow—not only for the twenty-ninth century, but for her own time, as well.  “The Yelss could have some sort of ulterior motive,” he admitted after a moment.  “We’re not sure.  They have been known to use biogenic weapons, but only in a limited capacity—and with limited success.  They could be analyzing new data to enhance their design.”

“Which would be bad news for all of us,” Erin continued.  Biogenic weapons were the pinnacle of all tactical devices.  They had the ability to kill millions with a single torpedo blast to the surface of a planet. That was standard for most torpedoes, but biogenic weapons would then go on to kill billions, as the debris shot into the air in the aftermath of the initial explosion cast deadly viruses or bacterial throughout the land.  Virtually nothing could stop them.

As a result, the Federation outlawed such weapons centuries ago, followed closely by the Romulans.  But most of the other major powers failed to follow suit, including the Klingons, and of more concern, the Breen.  And given recent Breen activity in the Sineron Cluster, Erin knew they had no love for the Federation.  Furthermore, they were the only species to ever launch a full scale assault on Earth.  In Erin’s humble opinion, biogenic weapons were evil incarnate.

And now, though they had no direct proof, there was the chance that the Yelss could be developing such weapons.  The very thought made Erin cringe.  “What do we do?”

“It’s simple,” said Davidson.  “We have to make sure the Yelss don’t have access to that timeship.”

It was a very concise answer, one Erin might have come up with herself, had she been thinking straight.  But by her own admission, her concentration had noticeably degraded since her arrival in Eric’s ready room—and it wasn’t because of his dashing looks and inviting persona.  

At first, she simply relegated the fact to stress, noting that she had been under an extreme amount as of late, and according to both Rachael and Doctor Hartman, concentration always suffers when under stress.  But as her chat with Eric progressed, Erin finally had to face the fact that despite her stress, she wasn’t under so much that it seemed to scatter her thoughts randomly.

Which was when she noticed the room starting to distort.  It waved back-and-forth like clockwork, but as Erin grasped the arms of her chair for balance, she quickly realized that the room wasn’t moving.  Whatever was going on was completely in her mind.

She glanced down at her hands and noted they were glowing, then phasing in and out of sight.  Erin had seen such instances before, on countless occasions.  But she was safe in the confines of a transporter beam at the time.  Now, it felt as if she could simply be whisked away through the nearest ventilation duct.

Davidson should have expected as much.  He had always assumed, and in the case, he assumed wrong.  The signals were there the entire, time, but he chose to ignore them, believing them to be a result of the stress Erin had been placed under in recent days.  But now that his delicate ancestor was phasing in-and-out of reality, he knew something was terribly wrong.

Erin wasn’t accustomed to taking a trip through the temporal transporter, as were most people in the 24th century.  Their bodies simply couldn’t handle the stress.  As a result, they tended to remain in a state of temporal flux in the aftermath of their first few trips.  Clearly, this was Erin’s first trip through the famed device, as Eric had never seen such a case in his life.

And so, without hesitation, he reached for a hypospray in his desk (kept there as a precaution for just such an occasion) and loaded it with a substantial dose of chronozine. Making due haste, he rushed around the edge of his desk and injected the medication into Erin’s neck.  Following the hypospray’s telltale hissing sound, he pulled back and simply awaited results.  If it worked, all would be well.  If not… Erin could be phased into another temporal reality…

THREE

Stardate 558774.5; October 10, 2880

Davidson waited for what seemed like an eternity, during which, Erin’s molecules fought a raging battle between this reality and some infinite number of others.  On several occasions, Davidson thought he had lost her, but by some will, she always returned.  And he knew she would—since he continued to stand there and watch her agony.  Should she blink out of this temporal reality, Davidson knew that he would simply blink out of existence.

It was at that moment when he realized he should have taken several added precautions before whisking Erin away from her beloved twenty-fourth century.  But in his excitement to meet her, he belayed protocol in favor of curiosity.  None of the crew had objected, though now, he firmly believed they should have.  But it was too late to start pointing fingers.  What was done, was done—though in a time of timeships and temporal transporters, such a phrase hardly seemed applicable.

Erin would continue to phase in and out for several more minutes, but with each passing moment, her agony was clearly alleviated as the chronozine served as an anchor for her molecules in this temporal reality.  One by one, they would collect in this time, until finally, all of Erin Keller was reassembled, in all of her beauty, back in the very chair they had been previously situated in.

Eric let out a long sigh of relief and rushed to Erin’s side.  She was clearly humbled by his efforts to save her, and awarded him with a delicate smile.  “What happened?” she asked quietly.

Eric sighed.  “Temporal shock syndrome,” he said, hoping the description would suffice.  “It will pass,” he assured her.

Erin nodded, indicating it would, and let out a very long sigh.  “That was fun,” she muttered.  “It felt like I was going to float away.”

“You very well could have.  To a different place, in another time.  That would have been the last we’d seen of you… and me,” said Eric somberly.

Despite his obvious unnerving, Erin made no attempt to tell him he was wrong to pluck her from her quarters like a dandelion on a sunny day.  “Well, I’m still here,” she mused, “and feeling a little more solid, I might add.  Don’t worry about it.”

“Worry?” scoffed Davidson.  “I’m as cool as a cucumber,” he lied, and given the look on Erin’s face, she didn’t buy it.

“On Venus, maybe,” she added.  “Look, I’m fine, right?  I feel fine.”

Eric sighed.  “You look fine, too,” he added, before realizing what he had just said.  Though before he started kicking himself for saying something stupid, he glanced at Erin, and noted the candid smile on her face.  

“That was very thoughtful of you,” she said politely.

“I’ll bet you get that all the time,” he said wearily.

Erin nodded negatively.  “No, not really.”

“Well you should.”  As he realized that their conversation was treading into uncharted temporal waters, Eric quickly made the decision to end this facet of it.  The last thing he wanted was a visit from the temporal investigations committee, hounding him for forging a more than friendly relationship with someone from the past.  Besides, he had other things to worry about.

“We should get back to the mission,” he said curtly, watching a stray lock of Erin’s auburn colored hair fall from its place atop her head.

She stopped and watched it dangle for a few moments before tucking it behind her ear.  “Very well, then,” she said evenly.  “I believe we were discussing how we could stop the Yelss.”

Eric nodded his agreement.  “Indeed we were.”  Once more, he accessed his computer screen and brought up the mystical projection of the Andromeda.  The ship rotated about its axis at random before Davidson programmed in the coordinates for the simulation to highlight. 

Immediately, the simulation froze, brought the ship to its initial heading of 000 mark 0, and zoomed in on the aft section of the ship.  After a moment, it passed through the ship’s hull and revealed main engineering.

It allowed for a brief tour of the room before freezing the simulation once more, and highlighting a strange device that vaguely resembled a warp core.  “This is the Andromeda’s temporal core,” he said.  “If you deactivate it, the Yelss will have a hell of a time bringing it back on line.”

Erin frowned.  “Why is that?”

Davidson suddenly found himself matching her scowl.  “No offense, but I don’t know if you could understand it,” he hesitated.

“Are you saying that I’m dumb?”

“No, no, no! Not at all,” said Davidson quickly, not wanting Erin to get the wrong idea.  “It’s just that this is the twenty-ninth century.  We’re way ahead of you in the technology department.  I could sit here and lecture to you for hours on protolytic pulse emitters, and you wouldn’t have a clue what I was talking about.”

She stopped for a moment to consider his words before finally deciding, “Maybe you’re right.”  She folded her arms and sighed.

Relieved that yet another potential disaster had been averted, Davidson quickly decided it would be in his—and the mission’s best interest, to continue before he fell upon any other unwise conversation pieces.  “To deactivate the core, you have to depolarize the temporal fusion grid and set the chronometric beacon to zero CDU.”

Eric sat there and stared at his ancestor for a few moments as she absorbed the data he had just divulged.  Erin seemed either unimpressed or confused, though her silence did not readily convey which case.  Instead, she simply sat and stared into nothingness.

Perhaps she was awaiting more instructions, he thought.  “That’s it,” Eric added, to indicate he was done.

She stared at him and nodded.  “Temporal fusion grid?  Chronometric beacon?  Why are you sending me on this mission?  I don’t know what any of that is.  Why not send one of your crew, who would actually be familiar with the systems?  I could make a mistake, or something.”

Erin had a very good point.  Eric knew he could just have easily sent one of his own crew back in time to deactivate the temporal core.  With the right data, he could have even stopped the initial attack that resulted in the Andromeda’s capture in the first place.  But he had other compelling reasons to use Erin.

“When I said the Yelss were undermining the Federation, I may have been too vague in my explanation,” Eric said slowly.  “The Yelss aren’t targeting shipyards or starbases—they’re targeting you.  By changing your location in time, we’re hoping we can confuse the Yelss long enough to deactivate the core.”

Erin simply closed her eyes.  It wasn’t the response Davidson would have expected, but it clearly had some sort of resonance with her.  “I’ve seen them on several occasions the past few days,” she admitted.  “Like they were watching me.”

Eric suddenly felt a maelstrom of grim emotions flow over him.  Erin’s revelation meant not only had the Yelss successfully repaired whatever damage was done to the Andromeda, they had already begun to probe the temporal continuum for possible targets—or worse, had already made some minor temporal incursions.

After a few moments of agonizing contemplation, Davidson decided that he would not share his most recent conclusions with Erin.  She was already enduring enough stress, and the last thing he wanted to do was give her some more frivolous details to worry about.  Deactivating the temporal core should suffice—if not, they’d simply try again.

But in light of his revelations, Eric found that he couldn’t think of anything else to discuss with Erin, as his thoughts continually wandered back to the treachery of the Yelss.  In an effort to clear his mind of those thoughts, Eric focused his attention on Erin’s delicate features, and took in a deep sigh of relief.

“So what are we waiting for?” Erin asked quietly.

Now in his relaxed state, Eric found her words to be almost surreal.  But deep down, he knew they were as real as she was, and so he brought himself back into the real world to answer her question.  “A window of opportunity.  We’re currently probing the temporal continuum for the Andromeda’s temporal signature,” he explained.  Knowing when the Yelss were was equally as important as where they were—otherwise, Erin could find herself in the right place, but the wrong time.  And as he looked into her deep blue eyes, Eric knew that the last thing he wanted to see was harm fall upon her.

She smiled pleasantly, and shifted in her chair uncomfortably.  “So what do we do in the meantime?”

That was a good question.  The list of things Eric wanted to do with this incredible person was almost endless.  But to his chagrin, the temporal prime directive would severely cut that list down to a finite number of less than thrilling events.  Eric quickly reviewed those events in his mind before settling upon something that would be of some use to both of them.  “Have you eaten?”

Erin stopped for a moment to consider the question.  “Now that you mention it, I haven’t eaten in nearly five hundred years,” she quipped.

“Then I’ll bet you’ve got one hell of an appetite.”

She giggled sheepishly before rising from her chair.  “You could say that…”

As Erin strolled into the mess hall in stride with Eric, she was immediately humbled to see that, despite all the other changes she had observed on this future rendition of the Starlight, the mess hall was comfortably the same.  In fact, as she stepped up to the replicator, her eye was instantly caught by the glimmer of lights shining upon her table.

“I doubt we’ll have enough time to eat an entire meal,” said Eric, “so I suggest we simply get something to drink.”

Erin was almost disappointed.  She was looking foreword to sampling the twenty-ninth century menu. It would have to wait.  She stared at the replicator for a few moments and considered her choices.  There were hundreds of beverages she considered, and probably thousands more added in the centuries since 2395.  But she eventually settled upon the tried and true, “Hot chocolate.”

Her selection elicited a more than curious look from Eric.  At first, she as concerned that he hadn’t a clue what she was talking about.  But when his face finally broke into a smile, she knew that was not the case.  Eric just nodded in amazement and turned to the replicator.  “Make that two,” he said.

“It’s good to see that old habits never die,” Erin mused as she watched her mug swirl into existence on the replicator’s basin.

Eric grabbed both mugs and walked over to the nearest open table.  Erin was a bit disappointed that he had not directed her to the table she had so admired on her Starlight, but then again, it was only a table.  She sat down in front of a steaming mug, and quickly clasped her hands around its warm basin.  “There are so many things I want to ask you,” she said as she allowed her face to get caught in the rising steam.

Eric nodded his agreement.  “And there are so many things I want to tell you,” he said.  “But the temporal prime directive—”

“Yeah, I know,” Erin interrupted.  “But maybe you can fill me in on some of the no-so-pivotal details…”

He stopped for a moment to consider the possibility of sharing some of those moments before taking a quick swallow from his mug.  And when his face returned to view, it was beaming.  “Okay,” he said.  “Fire away.”

Of all the questions that had been floating in her mind, Erin found that there was one in particular that had been bothering her since she cut him off in the beginning.  “You never did get to tell me how we were related,” she recalled.  “Fourth cousins?” she guessed, hoping that if something went terribly wrong, and she was forced to stay in the twenty-ninth century, not all would be lost.

But Davidson’s smile quickly deteriorated.  “Not quite,” he chirped.  “The word ‘grandmother’ would fit nicely at the end of all those ‘greats’ I mentioned earlier.”

Erin gasped in disbelief, spewing the mouthful of hot chocolate that was in her mouth all over the table.  One particularly hot globule struck Eric’s hand, prompting his mug to spill over as well.  

“Shit!” Eric called out as the hot chocolate traveled rampantly across the table top to the floor.  “Shit!” he called out again, apparently for added emphasis.  Streams of hot chocolate sailed across the table before dribbling to the floor, but in the end, most of it had settled in a puddle near the center of the table.

Erin clasped her mouth, muffling the spurts of laughter she was experiencing as the situation unfolded.  “You like that word, don’t you?”

He stopped for a moment to consider what he was saying, and then sheepishly slumped down in his chair.  “It was an extreme situation,” he rationalized.

Erin smiled, realizing her companion thought she was offended.  “It’s a good word, isn’t it?” she said, hoping to clear things up.  “And it goes good with so many other words.”

Davidson let out an obvious sigh of relief.  “That it does,” he agreed.

It wasn’t until that point when Erin finally realized how much the two of them were alike.  At first, she simply dismissed their similar mannerisms and features as random convergences, not able to believe someone so perfect was related to her.  But he really was derived from a part of her.  There was no mistaking that, now.  Which left her one question that she knew Eric would never answer…

Who was it?

On that same line of thinking, Erin casually forced her way back into the conversation.  “So, are you married?”

“No,” he said flatly.  “Not yet, at least.”

When he didn’t continue, Erin realized he thought that facet of the conversation as over and done with.  He was wrong.  “Well, are you going to tell me about her?  Or do I have to guess?”

Davidson smiled quaintly.  “Okay,” he said reluctantly.  “Her name is Allison.  We met about three years ago on the Reliant…”

But he continued no further.

At first, Erin didn’t realize why.  Everything seemed okay.  But then she noticed the puddle of hot chocolate starting to jiggle.  The ship was vibrating.  She was no expert on Federation Timeships, but Erin was fairly certain such an event was not supposed to happen.  “What’s going on?” she demanded.

Davidson shrugged.  “I wish I knew,” he admitted.  He touched his communicator.

Nothing happened.

Erin touched hers, getting similar results.

And then, as quickly and unforeseen has it had started, the vibrations stopped.  Only Erin didn’t feel as though the status quo had been restored.  She slowly surveyed the mess hall for trouble.  And her eyes instantly fell upon the faintest outline of a Yelss standing nearby.  It’s lone eye quickly phased into view, followed closely by the rest of its frail-looking body.

Quickly, Erin turned to Davidson.  His had already drawn his phaser and trained it upon the intruder, as had several of the other armed officers in the mess hall.  But the Yelss seemed terribly unconcerned, simply focusing all his attention on Erin.  Slowly, it extended one of its branch-like legs in Erin’s direction, followed in close succession by the other three.

And Erin took a similar step back.

“Don’t take another step,” Davidson called out.

For the first time, the Yelss removed his haunting gaze from Erin and cast it upon Eric.  He froze, but not once did he waver his weapon—until the Yelss took a step toward him.  Without hesitation, Davidson’s finger hit the trigger, casting a luminescent orange beam from his phaser, directly into the Yelss’s chest.

The intruder was briefly stunned by the blast, but hardly injured.  Davidson fired again, but this time, it simply cast a perturbed look in his direction before turning its attention back to Keller.

Seeing that the Yelss would not be stopped through conventional means, Erin decided it would be in her best interest to act.  Quickly, she approached the insipid quadruped and clasped her hand around one of the thin, slimy tubules running  from the base of its cranium down into the back of its neck.  The Yelss tried to resist, but as Keller yanked upon the tubule, it simply shrieked, and cast her to the floor.

From that position, the Yelss looked even more intimidating as it cast its gaze on her from above.  Slowly, its head started bobbing in her direction, and its branch-like arms moved to clutch her.  Keller almost froze in place, when a sudden burst of adrenaline flowed through her system, prompting her to kick the quadruped repeatedly in the leg.  Again, it shrieked, this time collapsing to the floor with a satisfying THUMP. 

“Davidson to security, get a team to the mess hall, now!”  After relaying the message, he rushed to Erin’s side.  “Are you okay?”

Keller quickly assessed her physical situation.  “Fine, thanks,” she said after a moment, grabbing Davidson’s hand to help her back to her feet.

“The Yelss must be on to us,” he surmised.  “We’ve got to hurry.”

“Allison, report?” Davidson demanded as he marched onto the bridge.

Erin followed a few steps behind him, and watched as the tall light-red haired woman she had seen earlier approached.  Keller assumed that to be Allison.  “We just completed the chronometric trace analysis,” she said. 

“And?”

Allison walked over to the command chair and pressed a few buttons on the arm of the chair before turning her attention to the main view screen.  “We’ve tracked it down to the year 2392, about the time the Starlight launched,” she said, alluding to the image of the Starlight on the view screen.

Davidson nodded grimly.  “Makes sense,” he muttered.  “Take out the whole show before it even gets on the road…  What is their status?”

Allison fell back to the command chair and brought up a new schematic, this one of the Andromeda.  “Currently, they’re holding position about nine hundred thousand kilometers aft of the Starlight.  No weapons are active, but they are running numerous sensor sweeps of the ship.”

Davidson turned to Keller.  “Then you’re going to have to move quickly,” he told her somberly. 

Keller nodded quaintly, attempting to hide her trepidation.  She wasn’t sure if her attempts were successful, but no one seemed to notice.  “Now, once I get there, could I recruit some help?”

Given the stark look upon both Eric and Allison’s faces, Erin assumed she had struck some sort of chord.  Eric sighed, and folded his arms.  “Given the complexity of your mission, you might have to.  But recruit as few people as possible.  No more than three.”  

“What about contaminating the timeline?” Keller inquired.

“Don’t worry about that,” said Allison.  “We repair any minor temporal anomalies your presence causes.  Just make sure you don’t do anything major…”

Erin nodded.  “Understood,” she said, looking to Davidson one last time.

He reached out for Erin’s hand and clasped her fingers shut around a small cylindrical device.  “This is a chronometric beacon.  Activate it when the mission is complete, and we’ll be able to send you home as well.”

Keller carefully examined the tiny device.  It seemed like little more than a tiny fragment of an isolinear chip, but given the rate that technology advances, Keller didn’t put it past the Federation to created such a small beacon. She slipped the device in her pocket and set her eyes upon the temporal transporter that had brought her to the twenty-ninth century.

“Ready?” Davidson inquired.

Erin nodded hesitantly.  “Ready,” she confirmed.

 Slowly, Eric guided her to the transporter padd and placed her squarely in the middle of it.  “Good luck,” he said in a warm voice as Erin noticed the gentle tingling feeling of the transporter beam washing over her body.  The mission was about to begin…

FOUR

Stardate 69844.6; November 04, 2392

The moment she arrived on the Starlight, Erin Keller knew she was in the past.  Everything about the ship, from its shiny new panels and bulkheads, to the very smell, Keller could tell this ship was brand new.  And as she assessed her position in the corridor, she wasn’t even certain where she was on the ship.  It was simply a corridor, and given the signage on the doors, a corridor on deck eight.

Keller also noticed her uniform had also changed, as had her rank.  She now adorned the standard uniform of the era, which was the same as her usual uniform in 2395—only her rank was slightly lower.  From what she could tell by the pips on her neck, she had been deemed a lowly Ensign.

That would most certainly keep attention away from her, as the crew was new, and certainly did not know each other yet.  But Erin also knew that would serve as a major hindrance to her cause as well.  According to Allison, the year was 2392—an entire year before Erin had even come on the ship.  Hence, she didn’t know most of the crew, either.  

Quickly, she ran a list through her head of the crewmembers she knew had served on the Starlight from the beginning.  There was Bator, Kerrigan, Hartman and Trinn, but none of them were versed enough in temporal mechanics to be of any help—which was when she suddenly recalled that Lucas, too, had been a member of the crew in the beginning.

Quickly, Erin bolted from her dark little corridor into the main walkway, but in her haste, strolled right into another member of the crew.  And as she stepped back, her heart jumped into her throat. It was an older man, his hair was thinned and whitening, and his face supported some noble wrinkles that accompanied old age.  Erin immediately recognized the man.  “Captain!” she exclaimed.  “I’m so sorry!”

Captain David Greene smiled pleasantly.  “Ah, there was no harm done.  I should’ve kept my head out of the clouds, Ensign… ?”

Erin gulped.  Knowing full well that she would be a part of the crew some day, she couldn’t use her real name.  So she quickly blurted out the first thing that came to mind.  “Christopher.”

Greene nodded.  “Christopher, eh?  I don’t seem to recollect your name on the duty roster…”

“I… uh, just transferred from the… Dragon,” she lied.  But to her relief, Greene didn’t seem to notice.  
“Welcome aboard, Ensign,” he said simply.  “So, what’s your position here on the Starlight?”

Keller quickly glanced down at her uniform’s undershirt.  It was blue.  “Science lab,” she surmised.

Greene chuckled, something that Keller had never expected to hear again, as Greene had been killed in the initial Elorg attack.  “You’ll be working with Lieutenant Kerrigan, then.  She’s a hell of a science officer.  One of the few I brought with me from the Sutherland.  I think you two’ll get a long wonderfully.”

Erin nodded.  “So do I,” she agreed.

“Well,” sighed Greene, “look at the time.  I’m nearly late for the inauguration ceremony in the mess hall.  I’d best get along—Admiral Hayes doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

Erin nodded again.  “And I have to get to the lab.”

Greene nodded pleasantly, and continued to meander throughout the corridor until he reached a turbolift.  He slapped the control pad, and stepped inside once the doors opened.  Erin, relieved that the awkward encounter with the ill-fated Captain had finally ended, quickly slinked along the wall, past the turbolift to the lift at the next junction.  She tapped the control padd and stepped inside the waiting lift.

“Main engineering,” she ordered to the computer when the doors slid shut.

Main engineering had changed very little since 2392.  In fact, as Erin stepped inside, she noted it was probably the most unchanged place she had seen on the ship.  The crew, for the most part was not familiar to her—most of them were probably work crew from the ASDB Integration Facility at the Antares Fleet Yard where the Starlight was constructed.  Upon the ship’s completion, the majority of them would return to the facility to oversee the construction of other ships. Keller recognized at least one of them who would not.

Lucas was situated at the master control station in the center of the room, relatively unchanged in appearance.  Whatever he was doing, he was clearly absorbed in it, and didn’t even flinch as Erin loomed overhead.  It wasn’t until Erin knelt down at his side did he even seem to notice she was there.

“Excuse me, Lieutenant,” she said softly.

“What?” Tompkins asked, not even looking away from the computer.

Erin sighed.  Clearly, Tompkins underwent some sort of attitude adjustment in the year between now and her arrival in 2393—as she had never witnessed him address another crewmember in such a foul manner.  So it also occurred to her that her conventional, charming methods would not be sufficient to win over his help.

“I was just wondering if you knew the transwarp coils’ induction modules needed to be recalibrated to a frequency of 0.47 terahertz…”

That got his attention.  Tompkins immediately dropped what he was doing and turned to Keller.  “And how did you come to that conclusion?” he demanded.  “I’ve been attempting to figure that out for hours!”

Erin smiled.  “Very carefully.”

“I’ll bet,” he muttered under his breath before turning back to his work—only to take a second, closer look at Keller’s uniform.  “You’re not a part of the engineering team,” he noted.  “What are you doing here, Ensign?”

Just before she was about to protest his use of her rank, Erin recalled that she was indeed, an Ensign.  And so, she clamped her mouth shut and sighed.  “That’s a long story.”

Tompkins shrugged it off and turned back to his computer.  “I’m sure it is,” he moaned.  “But I don’t have time to hear the life story of some lost little Ensign right now.”

“Good, because I wasn’t going to tell you in the first place,” said Erin.  “I wanted your help on something.”

“Oh really?” he said, unimpressed.

“Really,” she affirmed.  “You see, if you run a high frequency EM scan about nine hundred kilometers aft, you’ll find that a highly advanced alien ship is running shadow maneuvers with us.”

Tompkins stared quizzically at Keller for several moments, apparently not even remotely open to the possibility.  “Ensign,” he said sternly,  “if you don’t mind, some of us have work to do…”

Erin sighed, making sure she didn’t take Tompkins rather harsh demeanor to heart, as in all her prior… or future experiences with him, he was nothing short of a gentleman.  And so, she decided not to hold this one foul conversation against him.  

But she wasn’t about to just let him get away without helping her.  Erin needed someone she knew had a half-way decent brain to help her on this mission.  And since she wasn’t on the Starlight yet, that left Lucas.  Quickly, she waltzed over to the opposite side of the control station and ran a check of the sensors for herself.

At first, they showed nothing but background EM radiation for as far as the sensors could see.  But Erin knew better.  She discretely adjusted the sensors to a less passive frequency, and suddenly, a large coagulation of that random radiation became something she immediately recognized as the Yelss ship—the Andromeda.

“Hey, Lucas, I think you should take a look at this,” she said quietly as she enhanced to data to show something a bit more convincing.

Tompkins groaned, shoved himself away from his side of the station, and slowly walked over to Erin’s side.  “Yes?”

Erin pointed to the sensor data on her screen.  “One alien ship, nine hundred twenty-two kilometers aft, running shadow maneuvers.  Wow.  Who’d a thought?”

Tompkins glanced briefly at the data, but as it became clear to him that it was not simply a sensor ghost, his interest levels suddenly jumped exponentially.  “What is it?” he inquired.

Erin was about to explain, but she quickly realized they were in the middle of main engineering, a location bustling with activity.  The last thing she needed was to share this with them, and so she motioned for the Chief Engineer to take a little trip to his office.  He stared at it for a moment before clearing the sensor grid, and making his way in the general direction.

“This is going to sound a little strange,” Erin said slowly.  “But that is a Federation Timeship—circa 2880.”

Tompkins’ head bobbed slowly as he took in that small bit of data.  “So you’re from the future?”

Erin nodded.  “Yeah—but not 2880.  I’m from 2395.  I transfer here next year.”

Again Tompkins’ head bobbed, only this time, it was with a bit more skepticism.  “So what are you doing with a Timeship?  And why is it running shadow maneuvers with the Starlight?”

Was he always this skeptical? Erin folded her arms and perched herself upon the edge of Tompkins’ desk.  “In the future, the Federation is at war with a hostile force.  They captured that ship, and are using it to undermine the Federation in this time, so that it is weaker in the future.  We need to board that ship and deactivate its temporal core.”

Up until now, Tompkins had been only half listening to the conversation, the other half of his attention had been relegated to some sort of technical manual situated upon his desk.  But as Keller finished her description of the mission, his eyes slowly levitated from the manual to her eyes.  “We?”

She shrugged.  “You don’t want a delicate flower like me deactivating a temporal core all by my lonesome, do you?”

He rolled his eyes slightly, and folded his arms on his chest, undoubtedly thinking Erin had to be out of her mind to believe any of this—and even more insane to muster the nerve to speak of it openly.  Even so, he cast one last look at the technical manual before casting it aside.  “What about the temporal prime directive?”

Erin suddenly remembered the device Davidson had given her, accompanied with the instructions to give it to whomever she deemed worthy of helping her.  Since it seemed that Lucas might be up to the challenge, Erin quickly pulled it from her pocket and displayed the tiny, triangular device in front of Lucas.  “This should wipe your memory clean of the events we undertake,” she said, handing the device to Tompkins.

He took it and placed it under close scrutiny, carefully examining each of its three vertices before gently passing his fingers over its tiny user interface.  “This?  What happens?  Obviously I’m going to be missing for some period of time… won’t anyone else notice?”

“I don’t know it’s life history, or how it works, but I was assured that any other minor incursions can be easily corrected,” Erin said.

She stopped for a moment and watched as Lucas continued to examine the device.  After what seemed like an eternity, Tompkins finally affixed the device to his uniform about halfway between his shoulder and elbow.  He stared at it curiously for several moments before shrugging off whatever trepidation he had acquired, then rose from his chair.  “What are we waiting for?  Let’s go.”

FIVE

Stardate 69844.7; November 04, 2392

For the most part, the Andromeda was virtually identical to the Starlight of the future.  Its steely, almost grim corridors seemed to go on forever.  They were all steel gray, illuminated with faint red lights along the walls, and intense white light from the ceiling.  On occasion, they would pass by a door or an access hatch, but the ship was quite drab.

In a dead silence, Keller and Tompkins hastily negotiated countless of the insipid corridors, until finally reaching their destination—a set of large metallic doors almost anyone would surmise to be the gateway to main engineering.  And it was, unless the Yelss had done some remodeling.

As she stood before the doors, Keller suddenly felt her pulse begin to pound, slowly inching its way into her throat.  The palms of her hands began to sweat, and the swarm of butterflies she had in her stomach began to take flight.  Instinctively, her hand hovered over her phaser in preparation for an encounter with the Yelss—though she was unsure what her phaser could do given what she had been witness to earlier.  Even so, it was a comforting gesture.

She cast her gaze upon Tompkins, who was situated at the door controls.  He nodded his readiness, and gestured toward the door’s opening mechanisms.  Erin gulped, and then gave the signal to open it by way of a simple nod.

He complied, and moments later, the doors parted with a cacophony of mechanical noise, revealing the coveted temporal core.  It sat upon a small circular platform in the center of the room, consisting of two cylindrical devices—one attached to the base of the platform, the other mounted to the ceiling.  Flowing between them was a constant pulse of vibrant, turquoise energy that almost hurt to look at. Running along the floor were a series of semi-transparent tubes that all converged upon the core under the platform.  They seemed to channel the turquoise energy to it.  A similar set of tubes, only housing a bright yellow mixture, coursed throughout the ceiling.

Not surprisingly, several Yelss were also scattered throughout the room, all of them minding their own business until the doors parted, making way for Tompkins’ and Keller’s dramatic entry.  Immediately, all four Yelss dropped what they were doing and cast their gaze upon the intruders.

Keller hated the feeling, and tried to avoid looking at the haggardly, one-eyed demons.  But to her dismay, there were very few alternatives to look at.  It was either the Yelss or the temporal core—and given the rampant luminosity of the core, Keller was forced to stare at the Yelss nearest her.

Its lone eye didn’t even seem to train from her to Lucas.  It just watched.

And watched.

And watched.

Until Erin couldn’t take it any more.  She turned to Lucas and pointed at the quadruped that had so annoyed her.  Immediately, Tompkins sprung into action, blasting the beast with his phaser. The Yelss was taken aback by the stun, but hardy affected.  Knowing Tompkins method would fail, Erin quickly lounged at the Yelss and attempted to assault it.  But in mid flight, she suddenly noticed part of her arm had become transparent.

The Yelss ducked out of the way, sending Keller to the floor.  She felt no pain, as she quickly noticed that her arm wasn’t the only thing she could see through…

Stardate 558774.7; October 10, 2880

Captain Eric Davidson clung to his command chair for dear life as he watched two Yelss Raiders loom ominously on the view screen.  The ships were jet-black, highly curved vessels that reminded Davidson of a hawk.  Normally, they didn’t elicit much fear in the Captain, but this time, he felt very much like a small unsuspecting bunny in a field.  There was nowhere to run, and nowhere to hide as long as they had power diverted to the temporal transporters, and the hawks were circling overhead, ready to strike.

The nearer of the two ships fired first, a ragged red beam that punched into the shields with a wallop.  The lights flickered, and Davidson felt the deck plates vibrate beneath his feet.  It was hardly traumatic, but as the second ship released a similar beam, it was slowly becoming annoying.

“Report?” Davidson demanded.

“Shields are holding at ninety percent,” said Allison.  “But I don’t have to remind you what happens if things get messy…  If we lose our temporal lock on Commander Keller—”

Davidson didn’t need her to finish.  Already knew what she was going to say: “Erin could be stranded… or worse.”

Trent nodded.  “Right.”

The Yelss fired again, this time causing a bit more of a ruckus.  The lights continued to flicker, and the control stations began to fade and blink.  Davidson knew they had to do something, otherwise the Yelss would destroy them.  “Evasive maneuvers,” he called out after a moment.  “Pattern gamma-four!”

The Starlight swerved, avoiding the next round of fire from the Yelss, but to Davidson’s chagrin, he did not receive good news from tactical.

“According to our sensors, the Yelss ship in 2395 is entering a state of temporal flux.  They’re degrading the quality of our temporal lock on Keller!”

Davidson let out a long sigh as he recounted what would happen should that temporal lock fail.  Erin would be gone—and chances were, so would he.  What Eric found more distressing was the fact that those events were happening five hundred years in his past, and there was nothing he could do to influence them.

“Hurry, Erin,” Davidson called out under his breath.

Stardate 69844.7; November 04, 2392

It didn’t take long for Keller to realize what was happening to her.  It was temporal shock syndrome, much like she had experienced before—only this time, Erin was certain it was not brought on by her time travels.  She suspected it was more dependent upon the Starlight, as the temporal beacon she wore around her arm seemed to be the area that fluctuated the most.

With some quick thinking, and a few minor adjustments to the beacon, Erin quickly stabilized herself, and joined back into the battle with the Yelss—only to see that the Yelss in question was no longer there.

“I took care of him,” Tompkins said quietly.  

Erin slowly looked around the room.  The other three were still present, all of them congregated around one computer station, hastily working at the controls.  But there was no sign of their fourth companion.  Erin wasn’t sure if she wanted to know where he went, but she was relieved that he was gone.

“I’ve erected a level fifteen forcefield around this section,” Tompkins explained.  “I don’t know how long it will hold, so we need to get moving.”

Keller moved with Tompkins over to the control station before the temporal core, though her eyes were locked on the Yelss the entire time.  “What are they doing?” she asked.

Tompkins shrugged.  “At first, I thought they were deactivating the forcefield, but if they really wanted it down, they could have just phasered it.”  He keyed in a few sequences on the control station, bringing up a schematic of the core.  “I think they’re trying to open a chronometric distortion.”

Keller grasped Tompkins hands and removed them from the controls.  He started to protest, but given the icy look Erin knew she had on her face, the engineer remained silent.  “You have to go,” she told him.

“The core is still on line,” Tompkins protested.

Keller nodded.  “I know that,” she said.  “But if we enter a chronometric distortion, you’re going to be stuck where and whenever we emerge.  At least they can find me!  Just get back to the Starlight.”

But he didn’t move.

“Look,” said Erin.  “I’m from 2395, right?  And you’re there.  That must mean that you listened to me last time… so get the hell out of here!”

He stood over the controls for a few moments and stared at the wealth of data displayed on the screen.  His eyes darted back-and-forth between that and Keller for several moments before his hands returned to the workstation.  

“Hold on,” he said before Erin could take any action.  “I’m writing a recursive algorithm that will fuse the chronoton matrix.  They won’t be able to repair it.  And besides, if I did get lost in time, you wouldn’t know who I am—so I’m guessing I’ve still got a little time left.”

Keller smiled.  “I hate temporal mechanics,” she muttered before grabbing Tompkins by the shoulders and looking him straight in the eye.  “Good-bye, Lucas,” she said warmly before touching his comm badge and calling for his beam-out.

Stardate 558774.8; October 10, 2880

“Launch photoquantum torpedoes!” Davidson shouted over the roaring fires and constant explosions of EPS ruptures.  They had successfully managed to elude the Yelss for quite some time, almost to the point when he believed they would prevail over their greatest nemesis.  But that was until a Yelss Command Cruiser joined the two smaller vessels.  And ever since that moment, Davidson knew that their future did not look bright…

The teal aura of the torpedoes streaked across the view screen, plummeting into the shields of one of the Raiders.  The resulting explosion apparently had little effect, as the vessel came about and shot off another red beam of death.  When it struck, the entire ship seemed like it would just tear itself apart at the seams.  The deck plates vibrated violently, and a thick smoke hung in the air.

“We’ve got hull breeches on decks three, four, six, nine, eleven and twenty,” called out one of the officers from the aft section of the bridge.  Davidson didn’t even know who.  “Shields are down to twenty-two percent, and weapons are off line!”

“Shit,” cursed Davidson.  Weapons was the last thing he wanted off line.  “Divert all power to shields and weapons,” he called out.  “We can’t go down yet!”

“That could be a problem,” Allison shouted a moment later.  “The temporal core has sustained a breech!  The entire engineering staff was killed in the blast, there’s little we can do!”

The ship rumbled yet again.  As the deadly rain of fire and sparks poured down on Davidson, he took in a deep, somber breath.  It was filled with smoke and other deadly toxins, and Davidson was quite certain that it would be one of his last. “Divert all power to shields,” he called out.  He voice was growing hoarse… it was almost time.

Stardate 69844.8; November 04, 2392

The temporal fusion grid had turned out to be quite troublesome.  Given Keller’s initial success in setting the chronometric beacon back to zero CDU, she was hoping her luck would be extended into the fusion matrix.  But it was not.  Even so, Keller was greatly humbled by the fact that Tompkins’ modifications to the chronoton matrix would ensure that if she failed here, a little sabotage would, at the very least, make things quite difficult.  

But Keller didn’t want difficult for the Yelss.  She wanted impossible, and that meant depolarizing the temporal fusion grid.  But the Yelss, still working vigilantly at the other side of the room, were hastily combating her efforts, so efficiently at times, that Keller was certain she would fail.

Those feelings were only amplified when she saw the computer’s telemetry for the chronometric distortion.  They had succeeded in opening it. 

The ship jerked, a feeling Keller recognized as a ship in motion—they were going inside the rift, and taking Erin with them.  Quickly, Keller keyed in what seemed like a random sequence of keys on the control pad.  The computer bleeped unpleasantly for several moments, before belching out a few sparks, indicating an overload—simultaneously, the temporal core went dead…

Without any further ado, Keller accessed the chronometric beacon on her arm and activated it—and to her relief, quickly found herself in the comforting grasps of a temporal transporter beam.

Only, she was not back in 2395.

She was back on the Federation Timeship Starlight, and the ship was a mess.  The bridge was a raging inferno, a gaping hull breach had replaced the view screen, and a thick cloud of smoke filled the air molecules in between.  Quickly, Keller rushed to the command center to see both Davidson and Trent in tact.

“What’s going on?” Keller demanded.

“Yelss attack…” Trent choked.

“… Couldn’t send you back… to 2395,” Davidson added.  “Not… enough energy.”

“Am I stuck here?” Keller asked out of fear.

The ship suddenly jolted violently, more violently than any other rumbling Keller had felt on her own Starlight.  Out the newfound window that replaced the view screen, she saw an eruption of flames that were clearly coming from the Starlight, and quickly decided that even if she couldn’t be sent back to 2395, she wouldn’t be here for long.

Slowly, Trent tugged at Davidson’s uniform.  “We could… transfer all of our power to the temporal transporter,” she hacked.  “I mean, we’re going to die anyways… we’d might as well… …”  

She never finished.

Keller felt her heart sink as Allison’s body crumpled to the floor.  Though she had only known Trent for a short time, she would terribly miss Allison…  but then, Keller quickly realized that by sending her home, the rest of the Starlight’s crew would be doomed as well.

“I can’t go!” she protested to Eric as he slowly made his way to the transporter.

“Yes… you… do,” he moaned weakly, his hands haphazardly keying in the transport sequence.

“If you raise your shields and transfer—”

“No!” Eric snapped.  He shoved her into the alcove designated the transporter and activated the sequence.  Moments later, he watched the mystical blue hues of the transporter for the last time…  But he still existed… which meant Erin still existed.  And so, Eric Davidson felt reassured that he would exist again…

The smoldering hulk of the Starlight soared aimlessly throughout the void of space, venting plasma through its warp nacelles, bearing a pocked and beaten hull, and housing more hull breeches than considered possible.  Roiling near the aft section of the ship was a small series of flames that quickly expanded outward as the Yelss Command Cruiser made one final pass at the dying ship.

A shockwave of temporal energy soared outward ahead of the giant ball of fire and debris that was the Starlight.  It danced about for several seconds before being consumed by the void of space, never again to trek through the stars.

Stardate 72419.3; June 02, 2395

Erin woke up on her couch, the very place she had been situated upon her departure countless days ago.  But after a quick glance at the chronometer on her desk, Keller was relieved to see that only a few hours had elapsed…  She wasn’t exhausted, or even remotely fatigued by her experiences in the twenty-ninth century, a curious happening.  Maybe it was some sort of a gift from Eric. Or maybe, just maybe, it was nothing more than a dream… 

Slowly, Erin rose from her sofa and strolled to her bedroom.  As she gazed out into the great unknown, she couldn’t help but wonder what was really in her future, and ponder the questions she knew that would plague her for years go come… 

Would the Federation become entrenched in a war with the Yelss?

Where did the Andromeda go?

…Who?
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