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Prologue

The sensors bleeped, and suddenly, component 3EJ-916Q appeared on the screen before Binax.  He blinked his lone bloodshot eye and studied the newfound component for a long moment, unsure if the sensors were providing accurate data; in all of his time observing the temporal matrix, he had never observed a component so far into the future.  Thus, Binax knew it was either a sensor glitch, or incredibly good luck.  For his part, he certainly hoped it was the latter of the two cases.  Master would be pleased…

But before he brought component 3EJ-916Q to Master’s attention, Binax had to be certain it was not a glitch.  His long, branch-like fingers carefully danced over the control interface, extracting the necessary data from the temporal core—but to his chagrin, the component was so far into the future that the majority of the readings were fragmented and heavily distorted by the temporal continuum.  They were useless.

Not ready to give up just yet, Binax craned his long, fragile neck, looking over his shoulder and glared the temporal manifold behind him.  If he could increase sensor resolution, he felt confident it could better study component 3EJ-916Q.  Slowly, Binax came about and lumbered to the lanky quadruped standing near the manifold.  Her eye lingered on the computer display for only a moment before turning to Binax.

State your purpose, she promptly demanded, her terse words echoing throughout Binax’ mind.

We must increase sensor resolution, he said.  Component 3EJ-916Q is nearly out of sensor range, and I am having difficulty studying it.
Understood.  She swiftly placed her hands on the manifold, working the controls until she nodded her head.  Work complete.  Resolution has been enhanced by 6.62 percent.
Binax blinked.  Insufficient, he exclaimed.  He needed at least a fifteen percent enhancement to adequately study component 3EJ-916Q.

If the component is significant, I will make attempt to make further enhancements.  And then she turned away, making it clear to Binax that she would answer no more questions until he gave her reason to do so.

Thus, Binax retreated to his station and returned his attention to the enigmatic component.  The 6.62 percent had improved his ability to probe the object slightly—but the change was so nominal that Binax doubted the fifteen percent he had hoping for would have made any difference.  He would have to summon Master now, and hope to receive authorization to launch a temporal probe.  It was the only way he would be able to further study component 3EJ-916Q—and given all this tumult, Binax certainly hoped the component was significant enough to warrant a temporal incursion.  

Master, he summoned, looking across the drab brownish-green facility in the general direction of the massive Yelss lurking in the forward section.

He immediately looked up from his workstation and craned his thick neck nearly 180 degrees until his eye glared curiously at Binax.  What?
Component 3EJ-916Q requires your attention, said Binax.

Master nodded, and lumbered to the aft section as quickly as his four legs would carry him.  Significance?
The component is located near the end of the known temporal continuum, explained Binax, gesturing to the computer screen beside him.  I suggest we launch a temporal probe for further investigation.

Master carefully observed the data for himself, gently stroking his the flap of loose skin on his throat as he did so.  Proceed.

As far as Axar was concerned, the Entrox was one of the most beautiful sights in the universe.  For that matter, it was one of the few sights in the universe, making it that much harder to refute his previous statement.  It was a sleek, agile vessel capable of traversing millions of light years in the blink of an eye, opening vast interspatial fissures into the unknown, peering into the complexities of the space/time continuum, and so much more.  

It was that so much more that made Axar’s heart race with excitement, for not even he knew the Entrox’s maximum potential.  Nobody knew.  And that was what made serving on the vessel a constant adventure.  

Suddenly, a muted bleeping noise pulsed throughout the command chamber, and Axar snapped out of his quiet reverie.  “What is it?” he inquired, looking to Rinix, his first officer.

Rinix was seated at the only workstation in the command chamber, a large, semi-circular apse just in front of the command chair.  The configuration was a classic design that spanned millennia—and with good reason.  It was certainly efficient, allowing easy access to all the controls.  Still, Axar preferred to work with a more expansive three-dimensional grid that displayed every last function on the ship.  It was complex and confusing, but it made Axar drool with awe.

Rinix, however, was not awed by the sights before him, and quickly delved into the sensor data.  “We are being probed by a Yelss vessel, Rishara’aa class.”

Yelss.  Axar recognized the name, and immediately linked it with trouble.  “Timeframe?” he demanded.

“The year 2397.”

 “Primitive,” said Axar.  He was immediately curious as to how these aliens were able to probe so far into the future, and for a moment, he considered investigating.  But then better judgment kicked in. “Destroy the probe.”

Rinix nodded, and swiftly tapped at the controls before him.  Moments later, the entire control interface vanished, the console grew slightly larger, and more complex, and a new tactical interface flitted to life before Rinix.  He swiftly tapped at the controls, and moments later, the command chamber’s walls dissolved, giving Axar an unobstructed view of the goings on outside the ship.

For a moment, all was quiet, but as Rinix continued to peck away at the controls, a faint peach-colored hue began to emanate from the ship’s forward section.  It lingered for a long moment, gradually gaining intensity until it exploded into a ragged beam of vivid light, plowing into the gaping maw of a swirling vortex.  But then, just as quickly as it appeared, it all vanished, and again, there was nothing.

“Probe destroyed,” Rinix announced seconds later.

A smile fell upon Axar’s face.  “Good,” he said.  “Monitor the vessel and—”

Suddenly, the Entrox did something that it had never before done—it began to shake.  Axar’s eyes went wide, and he immediately moved to grab the arms of his chair—but they were gone.  He concentrated his thoughts for a short moment, and seconds later, two sturdy arms manifested themselves on the chair.  Axar nodded approvingly and grabbed hold.  “Now what?” he demanded.

“I do not know,” admitted Rinix.  “The computer is even—”

A massive azure explosion swiftly engulfed the entire vessel…

Something was wrong.  As Binax gazed at his sensors, he was certain of that, and little more, save the fact that Master was not pleased.

The ship was constantly shaking, bulkheads groaned, and fiery sparks rained down from the ceiling.  Deadly tendrils of vivid blue energy wrapped themselves around the temporal core; the female that adjusted the sensor resolution for Binax had been vaporized by one of them.  Her haunting cries for help still echoed inside Binax’s mind…

What is wrong?  Master’s mood was rapidly deteriorating.  His bulky fists were tightly clenched; he clearly wanted to take some decisive action, but knew not what to do—nor did Binax.  His every last attempt to analyze the temporal core had failed, and now… now… It did not matter.

Binax closed his eyes just as a massive azure explosion burst through the temporal core.  It rapidly spewed forth a wicked cloud of death and destruction…

Chapter One

Alan Christopher could not remember the last time he had been so immersed in his nightly slumber.  Thus far the night had proceeded in total silence, devoid of crises, and had proven so utterly relaxing that he never wanted to rise.  Slowly, he glanced at the distant chronometer, allowed his eyes a moment to focus on the glowing crimson numbers, and then reveled in the fact that he still had four more hours of bliss.

Not wanting to waste another nanosecond of this precious time, Alan slowly started to roll over onto his back—but he couldn’t.  The delicate Erin Keller seemed to have completely infiltrated his side of the bed, and as he gazed at space before him, Alan soon realized that he had less than a quarter of the bed to himself.  Even worse, he duly noted that Erin had wrapped herself in almost all of the sheets, leaving him just enough to cover himself.

And to top it all off, Cleo was curled up near Alan’s feet, his tail twitching just beneath his little pink nose.  Somehow, the tiny cat sensed Alan’s distress; his large green eyes slowly crept open and cast an ominous gaze in Alan’s direction.  He quickly recognized it as the cat’s trademark “don’t even think about disturbing me” gaze.  Lucky for Cleo, Alan had no intention of doing such.  He resolved to simply lie beside Erin and continue his in his reverie.

Tomorrow promised to be an interesting day.  The Starlight was en route to the Jerimus Sector, a region of space that had been previously inaccessible because of the Romulans.  The Federation’s knowledge of the region was little more than a few kilobytes of data, gleaned mostly from rumors provided by mercenaries.  Or in other words: not reliable.

Tomorrow was also the day Erin had set aside to begin making wedding plans.  The very fact that Erin had set aside an entire day to plan for their union swiftly shattered Alan’s image of their wedding day…  He had anticipated waking up one morning, seeking out Admiral Grayson, and having a quiet ceremony in the mess hall.  Apparently Erin had something a bit more grandiose in mind… and Alan was almost afraid to imagine what that might be. 

He swiftly tugged at the sheets and tried to get a little more comfortable—which he did—but Erin groaned, apparently becoming less comfortable.  “What are you doing?” she whispered, gently tugging the sheets back into her possession.

Alan’s eyes went wide.  “I thought we might share the sheets,” he said quietly.

Erin giggled.  “I thought you didn’t like sleeping in sheets with purple pansies all over them!”

“I don’t,” said Alan.

“Well, I was sparing you!”

Though Alan found Erin to be incredible thoughtful in her actions, her logic had a serious flaw.  “Why don’t we just change the sheets?  I’m sure I can unearth some nice gray ones.”

“Eeeewww.”  Her nose crinkled in disgust, and Alan was certain that she was thinking about burning the gray sheets.  She wouldn’t get the chance, of course.

“And while we’re talking about bed-related items, we also need to discuss bediquette,” said Alan.  His eyes motioned toward Erin’s unused half of the bed.  “You will duly note that that we are both sleeping on the same side of the bed.”

“I just want to be by you!” Erin chirped.  “Are you saying you don’t want to be by me?”

And suddenly, Alan’s desire to discuss bedroom etiquette dissolved.  “Of course I want to be by you,” he insisted.  “But it wouldn’t hurt to be near each other towards the center of the bed, that way I don’t inadvertently fall off.”

Erin considered his words for a long moment before nodding indecisively.  “Very well then,” she whispered.  Of course, she didn’t actually move… but that was a discussion for another time.  Alan didn’t want to dig himself a hole this early in the morning.

And he wouldn’t have the chance, anyway, for his communicator chose that exact moment to chirp—pure bliss was rapidly fading into oblivion…  Alan sighed wearily and groped the table beside his bed until he felt the contours of his communicator in his grasp.  He swiftly plucked it from the table and touched the silvery Starfleet insignia.  “I’m sleeping,” he muttered.  “This had better be good.”

“Sorry to disturb your slumber, Captain, but we may have a situation developing on the bridge,” said Matthew Harrison a moment later, his words disturbingly crisp given the early hour.

Alan only groaned.  “Can’t you have the situation develop in say… four more hours?”

“Possibly” was Harrison’s cryptic response—it was certainly enough to spark some interest into Christopher, but at this point, sleep still held much more appeal.  But apparently, it would have to wait.  Harrison’s pause lasted a short moment longer, and then he added,  “You had best get up here.”

“I’m on my way.  Christopher out.”  He groaned wearily and then slid out of bed.  So much for pure bliss…

Five minutes later, Christopher emerged on the Starlight’s bridge, Keller following close behind.  Harrison swiftly turned around to greet the newcomers, but Christopher’s gaze lingered on the Commander for only a brief moment, his attention summarily diverted to the haunting image lingering on the viewscreen.  It was a heavily damaged vessel, floating in an ominous blue cloud; it took Christopher only a moment to determine its origin.  “A Yelss battlecruiser,” he said as he approached his chair.  “What happened to it?”

“Unknown,” said Bator promptly.  “However, it is venting copious amounts of chronoton radiation from its temporal core.”

  Christopher rubbed his weary eyes and tried to focus his mind so that he could actually process the data his crew provided—and after a moment, the thoughts began to flow freely.  The radiation explained the blue cloud, but not the pocked hull.  “Are there any other ships in the vicinity?”

“No,” said Bator.  “The nearest vessel is 6.3 light years away… a Gorn light cruiser.”

Christopher was only vaguely familiar with the vessel in question, but he was relatively certain that a light cruiser would not have had the firepower to inflict such damage on the leviathan commanded by the Yelss.  “Then they probably weren’t attacked,” surmised Christopher.

“The attackers could be cloaked,” Harrison reminded.

It was a valid point, and Christopher had little choice but to acknowledge it.  “Is there any residual energy signatures that could be attributed to weapons fire?” he inquired.

“None,” said Keller.  “Not even from the Yelss.  Whatever happened was likely an internal problem.”

Much as Christopher suspected.  “Are there any survivors?”

Keller checked the sensors again, and to her apparent consternation, they bleeped at her mockingly.  “There are several,” she determined after a moment, “but their life signs are all erratic.  I suspect they will all be dead soon.”

“Would it be safe to send an away team over?” asked Christopher.

“Even if it is,” said Bator, “I would not recommend it.  The Yelss are powerful beyond our comprehension.”

“I will take that as a ‘no’.” Christopher certainly couldn’t refute Bator’s analysis.  More than a year had passed since the Starlight’s encounter with the Yelss at a planet called Termina.  Though the details were sketchy, Christopher knew that a battle had ensued shortly after the Starlight’s arrival, and that the Yelss managed to obliterate the starship with ease.  Somehow—and this is where Christopher got confused—the timeline was repaired, and the Starlight, resurrected.  They were indeed a species powerful beyond comprehension.

“We could… um, launch a temporal probe,” suggested Kendall Johnson a moment later.  He was seated at one of the workstations behind Erin Keller, diligently tapping at the control interface.  “If something of a temporal nature happened to the Yelss, the probe should be able to pick it up.”

Already warming to Johnson’s idea, Christopher considered it for only a moment longer before he nodded agreeably and said, “Do it.”

As Johnson worked to carry out his orders, Christopher made himself comfortable in the command chair.  He had a haunting feeling that he would be spending a fair amount of time there in the coming hours—not that he minded.  It was one of the most comfortable chairs on the entire ship.

Suddenly, a steely gray probe flashed across the viewscreen, hastily venturing toward the decrepit Yelss ship.  Christopher could already hear the computer bleeping as telemetry from the probe trickled in, but it was a short-lived event.  Moments later, the probe belched a massive cloud of twinkling azure flames into space before vanishing completely.  

“What has transpired?” Harrison demanded before Christopher had the chance.

“The probe was destroyed by an inversed tachyon beam,” said Bator after conferring with sensors.

Harrison immediately frowned.  “I was under the impression that the Yelss were incapacitated.”

Bator nodded.  “They are,” he confirmed.

“According to the telemetry we received, the beam came from some point in the future,” Johnson said.  He tapped at the controls for a few additional moments, and Christopher watched intently as a series of complex calculations scrolled across Johnson’s computer screen.  “I can’t determine the exact origin,” he mumbled, sounding more than a little crestfallen—his probe had yet to perform its task without meeting a fiery end.

This time, however, the probe’s destruction appeared deliberate, and Christopher wanted to know why.  He had a feeling that sending another probe would only result in more fireworks, and while it was certainly entertaining, it was hardly a good use of their resources—and the last thing Christopher wanted to do was squander resources.  They needed to be working at peak performance to uncover the mysteries within the Yelss ship, and despite Bator’s objections, the Captain knew that the only way to retrieve those secrets was to go there…

“How is the atmosphere in the Yelss vessel?”

Bator frowned.  He obviously knew what Christopher was getting at, but he voiced no objections.  “There are wide scale hull breaches; over fifty percent of the ship is a vacuum.  However, breathable atmosphere still exists on several decks.”

“Good,” said Christopher, summarily turning to Harrison.  “Assemble your away team, Matthew.”

For the first time in recent memory, Kendall Johnson cursed the vast library of temporal knowledge inside his mind, for it was the sole reason he had been selected to be a part of the away team.  If it had been his decision, Kendall would have given his place to Erin Keller.  Not only did she possess much of his temporal genius, she was also a lot braver… and better looking.  But it was obvious that Commander Harrison did not consider aesthetic qualities when selecting his team, which also included Bator and Lieutenant Jayla Trinn.

It took only a few minutes for the team to assemble in transporter room two, and now, a scant five minutes later, they stood in the heart of darkness: the Yelss command chamber.

It was a dark, organic-looking room to begin with.  The walls were a rough brown, lined with a series of highly advanced computer terminals flashing text that Kendall couldn’t even begin to comprehend.  A part of the temporal core was situated in the aft section, a glowing blue sphere that was fractured in several places.  The rest of the core, which was situated on the lower decks, was undoubtedly destroyed.  

There were a series of workstations in the center of the room, and a few more towards the front.  A few organic conduits lined the earthy walls, and if Kendall was not mistaken, some sort of bioluminescence generated the lighting tracts on the ceiling.  Thirty seconds had passed, and he was already in the mood to leave.

The others were not.

They were gathered around the wrinkled body of one of the fallen Yelss, carefully analyzing the beast with their tricorders.  “I can’t make much sense of these readings,” said Trinn after several moments of examination.  “Then again, I’m not a medic.”

“We should have the corpse beamed to sickbay for Doctor Hartman to analyze,” said Bator a moment later.  “The data could prove invaluable in the future.”

Commander Harrison gave the proposal a moment’s thought, and then tapped his communicator.  “Harrison to Starlight.  Beam the Yelss corpse near my position directly to sickbay.  Have Doctor Hartman analyze the remains.”

“Aye, sir,” came a pleasant female voice a moment later.  Within seconds, a shimmering blue light fell upon the quadruped, and it slowly vanished into thin air.

Once the transport cycle completed, the group stood in silence for a moment, as if their course of action were unclear.  But Kendall knew what had to be done.  He slowly pointed his tricorder at the nearest functioning workstation—a small alcove along the back wall—and began to analyze its contents.  Slowly, the tricorder formed a translation matrix, allowing Johnson to manipulate the control interface without fear of blowing up the ship.

The data provided by the console wasn’t exactly what he was looking for, but it was certainly a step in the right direction.  “Sensors,” he said to Commander Harrison, who stood a scant meter away.

Johnson pecked at the controls a moment longer, forcing the screen to display a map of the galaxy.  As the Milky Way slowly pinwheeled about, a red line erratically darted around the map until it stopped in the middle of the Alpha Quadrant at the ship’s current coordinates.  “They’ve traveled over 300,000 light years in the past six months alone,” said Johnson.

“Their engines must be incredible,” said Trinn.  Being an engineer, this undoubtedly piqued her interest.

Trinn, however, was not the only one in awe of the data.  Lieutenant Bator also appeared rather engrossed, but for entirely different reasons.  “They appear to have been scouting out species with temporal technology,” he gleaned.  “The Borg.  The Krenim.  The Elorg.  The Garidians.”  He paused, his eyes widening.  “…And several other species I am not familiar with.”

“What is the most recent entry?” asked Harrison.

Kendall quickly glanced at his tricorder, then brought up a new schematic on the screen.  “We are the most recent entry,” he said.  He tinkered with the controls a moment longer, bringing up a few more lines of data.  “Prior to encountering us, the Yelss were tracking a vessel belonging to the Zankaran Empire.”

Harrison nodded.  “When was this?” 

“Three hours ago…”  Johnson was about to continue, but his voice trailed off as he gleaned the data.  It was unexpected, to say the least.  “According to sensors, they encountered the Zankarans at their current coordinates.”

“There were no other vessels in range,” Bator reminded.

Kendall couldn’t have agreed more.  “You’re absolutely right,” he confirmed.  “But the incident definitely took place right here… the Zankarans just haven’t arrived yet…”

Chapter Two

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74374.9:  While the investigation of the Yelss ship has yet to turn up anything earth shattering, the away team reports that progress is being made, and the secrets within are slowly being revealed.  It is only a matter of time before we know exactly what happened.

Meanwhile, Commander Tompkins has informed me that the Starlight is beginning to experience some problems of its own…

Lucas Tompkins wasn’t sure what force possessed him begin exploring behind the wall coverings in engineering, but he was beginning to think that luck was partly responsible—because he would have never found this problem without luck on his side.  And while this did cast some doubt on his belief that luck did not exist, Tompkins was willing to make an exception…

He stood with Captain Christopher in the aft section of main engineering, about two meters from the warp core.  Before them, a series of glowing gel-packs, a small control interface, and a large bulkhead.  It was the third entity that warranted concern, and as Tompkins turned to the Captain, he began to express just that.  “Bulkhead forty-seven delta.”

Christopher nodded his agreement, but obviously did not see anything significant about it.  “It is a fine bulkhead,” he said slowly.  “One of my favorites, in fact, right up there with twenty-one kappa.”

If Tompkins’ memory served, twenty-one kappa was a part of the Captain’s quarters.  Christopher certainly knew his ship well—but right now, his ship was in a bit of a quandary.  Tompkins carefully plucked the tricorder from his belt and ran it over the exposed bulkhead.  “Over the past several hours, the structural integrity of this bulkhead has been severely compromised,” explained Tompkins as the tricorder began to sing a shrill song.

Now concern fell upon Christopher’s face.  “Is this the only bulkhead affected?”

“No,” said Tompkins, shaking his head.  “I’ve detected at least thirteen others with similar problems.”  He tapped at the tiny interface beside the gel-packs; moments later, the interface flitted away, replaced by a schematic of the Starlight.  Fourteen glowing dots appeared throughout its infrastructure, each indicative of a compromised bulkhead.

Christopher stared for a long moment, concern flooding his face.  “What’s causing it?”

Tompkins shrugged.  “Unknown.”

“Does it pose a threat?”

“Not just yet.”  He cleared the schematic from the screen, and indicated for Christopher to retreat to the island workstation in the center of engineering.  As the Captain complied, Tompkins hefted the small piece of gray covering from the ground and snapped it back into place on the wall, then made haste to join Christopher at master control.

His fingers danced over the controls for brief moment, then a holographic image of the Yelss vessel flitted to life above the center of the station.  “I’ve noticed the Yelss vessel has similar problems,” explained Tompkins.  “Only worse.  In a few days, that bad boy is going to fall apart—literally.”

This news brought an even more unsettled look to the Captain—though to his credit, he retained his cool demeanor.  “Are we going to suffer a similar fate?”

“Yeah,” said Tompkins bluntly, but then realized the harsh tone of the analysis, and added, “Unless we can find a way to stop it.”

Christopher folded his arms on his chest and sighed.  “Are there any other ships in the region affected by this… weirdness?”

An instant later, the Yelss ship vanished, replaced by a sleek Intrepid class vessel.  “The USS Annapolis,” said Tompkins.  “They recently suffered three unexplained hull breaches.”  He tapped the controls one more time, this time replacing the Intrepid with a large Galaxy class starship—only one of its warp nacelles was badly damaged.  “One of the USS Merlin’s warp nacelles suffered a pylon failure,” explained Tompkins.  “Cause, unknown.”

The Captain stared at the damaged starship for a long moment, simply shaking his head in disbelief.  “Weird,” he grumbled after a moment.

Tompkins nodded.  “Very,” he concurred.

“We counted 106 dead Yelss,” said Matthew Harrison.

After Kendall Johnson’s analysis of the Yelss computer was complete, he uploaded the translation matrix into the system, enabling Federation Standard text to be displayed on the workstations—and Federation officers to access the data within.  Almost immediately, Commander Harrison and Lieutenant Bator set out to take a death toll.  And including the one corpse they beamed back to the Starlight, that toll was currently nine bodies shy of the total number of Yelss required to run the ship.

“That’s not good,” said Jayla Trinn a moment later.

“Perhaps they were vaporized,” said Bator. 

“Perhaps they were never here in the first place,” added Harrison.  “The Yelss did not have a crew manifest, but it is within the realm of possibility that they simply had an insufficient number of crewmen.  We are all well aware that the Yelss are an enigmatic species with limited numbers.”

Both were valid circumstances, and had this been any other species, Kendall Johnson would have accepted either one.  But these were Yelss, and there was one other option they had yet to consider. 

While Bator and Harrison were performing their headcount, Kendall had been working diligently with Jayla Trinn to find out exactly what happened to the decrepit battlecrusier.  The answer was still a bit shady, but Johnson felt had enough faith in it to share it with his superiors.  If only he had enough faith in himself to share it in a coherent manner.  He paused for a moment, collected his thoughts, and then turned to Harrison.

“We have determined that the Zankaran ship is from some point in the distant future—and I’m talking hundreds of thousands of years… maybe even millions.  It is, in general, very difficult to scan that far into the future, but somehow, the Yelss managed to do it, and summarily began to track the ship.

“The Zankarans must have realized what was happening, and made an attempt to stop the Yelss.  The Yelss fired their probe, the Zankarans fired their tachyon beam… and for a brief moment amidst this chaos, both vessels’ temporal cores inhabited the same point in space and time—the cores exploded, disabling both ships…”

Commander Harrison face swiftly lit up with understanding.  “And then the surviving Yelss swiftly ventured to the future to gather some new temporal technology,” he concluded.

“What are the chances of that happening?” asked Trinn a moment later.

“Low,” said Bator flatly.  “Extremely low.”

“But it did,” grumbled Harrison.  “And if the Yelss are able to acquire advanced technology from these Zankarans, they will pose grave danger to not only the Federation, but the entire universe…  They must be stopped.”

And then Bator asked perhaps the most important—and most perplexing question:  “How?”

“Clearly, Yelss technology is the key to our own success,” said Jayla Trinn an hour later, at a staff meeting in the Starlight’s conference lounge.  Captain Christopher had called the midday meeting to make certain that everyone was aware of everything that was going on—and they certainly had a lot to cover.

“We have only a limited amount of expertise in this field,” added Johnson.  “Making a temporal probe is one thing.  Opening a chronometric distortion is another—especially to some point in the very distant future.  Nobody has ever done that before.”

“Well,” said Christopher lightly, “at least we’ll get to make a little history.”  There was some scattered laughter throughout the room, but the serious overtones easily prevailed.

“I’ve made a few calculations,” said Erin Keller a moment later.  “Opening a chronometric distortion should not be too hard.  But getting it to take us to wherever it is we might want to go… that’s where things get a little crazy.”

“I have contacted Starfleet Command,” said Christopher.  “They have sent us all of the latest data on temporal mechanics, as well as their permission to do whatever is necessary to stop the Yelss.”

“I have looked at that data,” said Johnson.  “They suggested numerous changes to our deflector dish—not only will these changes make opening a distortion easier, they will also transform the entire dish into a gigantic chronometric beacon—an anchor in time for the entire ship—that way nothing will get lost in a different time period while we’re in transit.”

Christopher nodded agreeably.  “Get started on those modifications right away,” he said.  “Well, not just yet… but… you know, when the meeting is over.”

Johnson nodded his understanding, and the Captain quickly moved on to the next item on his agenda, this one no less confusion than its predecessor.  

“The ship appears to be losing structural integrity.  Several bulkheads are showing signs of weakening, and we currently have no idea what is causing it,” said Christopher, his words merely an introduction to this matter.  “Lucas?”

The chief engineer conferred with his padd for a brief moment carefully checking over the data before setting it down on the tabletop.  “I’ve analyzed several of the affected bulkheads, running metallurgical analyses and every other sort of scan I could think of.  Nothing has turned up.  Not even an external force.”

“Could radiation from the Yelss ship be affecting us somehow?” inquired Commander Harrison a moment later.  

“I don’t see how,” said Tompkins.  “Over the past few hours, we’ve moved well out of the radiation zone.  And with our shields up… there’s no way it could get through, anyway.”

Harrison nodded.  “What if it’s some sort of force more powerful than our shields?”

“Then we’d probably notice it,” said Tompkins.  “But there isn’t a thing out there that could be doing this—and keep in mind, several other starships are experiencing similar problems.”

“We recently received word of a Cardassian frigate being destroyed after the bulkheads near their warp core collapsed,” said Neelar Drayge.  “Haven’t the bulkheads by our warp core been compromised?”

“They have,” said Tompkins.

“We are probably overlooking something quite obvious,” Erin Keller chimed in.

Christopher chucked.  “If it’s so obvious, dearest Erin, then what the heck is it?”

She grinned.  “I’ll be damned if I know.”

Once Keller’s mouth closed, silence quickly filtered in.  It was one of those rare situations when there was no obvious course of action.  The ship was just falling apart for the heck of it.  Christopher pondered the situation for a long moment, his mind drawing an utter blank, until a piece of sardonic inspiration hit.  “We’re under attack by a group of disgruntled aliens—the Bleebars—who are slightly out of phase with the rest of the universe.  They are upset because the Federation recently stole their Emperor’s recipe for peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and they want us dead.”

Almost immediately, Harrison’s jaw dropped, and sporadic laughter erupted around the table.  “How on Earth did we miss that?” Keller wondered aloud.

“I don’t know,” said Christopher, “but the dreaded and evil Bleebars had best be taken seriously.”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  “Any race willing to go to war over a sandwich should be considered a threat to one and all.”

Suddenly, Christopher’s communicator chirped, and the laughter around the table quickly died off.  “Hartman to Christopher!”

The Captain tapped his badge.  Though he already had a vague idea of what the Doctor wanted, the sense of urgency in her voice certainly piqued his interest.  Sarah Hartman was not the type to feign urgency.  “What is it, Sarah?”

“I’ve completed my autopsy of the Yelss corpse the away team beamed over, and my findings are rather disturbing.  You’d better get down here right away.”

Sarah was also not the type to mince words.  Which could only mean one thing: bad news.  In an instant, Christopher was on his feet and heading for the doors.  “I’m on my way.  Matthew, Erin, you’re with me; every one else is dismissed.”

The moment he stepped into sickbay, Matthew Harrison cringed at the sight on the surgical bed in the apse near the back of the facility.  It was their dead Yelss, and it looked more grotesque than ever; there was something about death that seemed to amplify all of the species’ unpleasant features.  Harrison tried to look away, but since they were headed straight for the beast, he had little choice but to grin and bear it.

Conversely, Doctor Hartman seemed completely unfazed by the corpse, examining it as if it were any other patient.  In fact, the Doctor did not even acknowledge her guests until Captain Christopher began to clear his throat.  “You called?”

Hartman’s head quickly snapped upward, and she jammed her medical tricorder into her pocket.  “Yeah.  I did.”

“And the situation is dire beyond belief, correct?”

“You could say that.”  Hartman abandoned her corpse and walked over to the control interface on the wall behind the bed.  She tapped a few commands into the system, and a moment later, a schematic of the Yelss and its ship appeared on the screen, both of which were littered with hundreds of tiny red dots.  Hartman, apparently, did not feel inclined to explain.

Christopher stared for a moment, nodding his head agreeably the entire time.  “So… they have the measles?”

The Doctor rolled her eyes with disgust.  “Do I have to explain everything to you?”

“Yes,” said Christopher.

Hartman shook her head, and then pointed at the dots.  “Much like our ship, the Yelss ship is having structural integrity problems.  The disturbing news is the fact that much like their ship, the Yelss are also having structural integrity problems.  I’ve detected extreme levels of cellular decay in the corpse.”

“It is dead, isn’t it?” asked Keller.

“Yeah,” Hartman said, shaking her head.  “But this amount of decay is unheard of.  If I didn’t know any better, I would say this thing has been dead for weeks.”

“Maybe Yelss just decay really fast,” Keller suggested.

“Normally, I would be inclined to agree with you,” said Hartman, “but in this instance, I don’t think I can.”

“And why is that?”

Again Hartman tapped the interface, this time bringing up a third image, that of a human.  “I can’t agree with you because the cellular decay is affecting us, too.”

Chapter Three

It took a long moment for Doctor Hartman’s words to sink into Alan Christopher’s mind—and when they finally did, the Captain found himself reviewing it all in his mind just to make sure he had heard correctly.  Whatever was happening to the Yelss was also happening on the Starlight… and, given the incidents on other nearby vessels, they were undoubtedly suffering a similar fate.

But try as he might, Christopher could not even begin to grasp the reasons behind these incidents.  Nor could his crew.  Or the sensors, for that matter.  And then, of course, there were the Zankarans…  Christopher was confident that once they contacted these people, answers would be a bit more forthcoming, for he was certain they knew what was going on.

Suddenly, Christopher heard Sarah’s tricorder whining in his ear.  He blinked, and realized that the Doctor was scanning him—and the look on her face was grim.  “Everyone in this room has suffered cellular decay to some extent.  Given his non-corporeal nature, Alan has suffered the most.”

He gulped.  “I’m not going to… vanish, am I?”

“No.”  Hartman snapped her tricorder shut and jammed it into her pocket.  “Not yet, anyway.  At this point, the situation is not life-threatening.”

At this point…  As the words reiterated themselves in his mind, Christopher sighed.  “So… you believe it will eventually become life threatening?”

Hartman considered the question for a moment, stared at the Yelss, and then shook her head indecisively.  “Eventually,” she said slowly.  “You probably have a good two weeks before the dead start to pile up.  But you’ll have a solution for this by then, won’t you?”

Christopher wanted to tell her that he would, but considering they knew almost nothing about what was going on, he was able to offer little more than an uncertain nod.  “The answers lie in the future,” he said.  “And the sooner we get there, the better…”

Harrison suddenly turned to Keller.  “How long do you think it will take to open your chronometric distortion?”

“Not long,” replied Keller.  “An hour.  Maybe less.  Working with Yelss technology won’t be easy.  I mean, one little miscalculation could send us hundreds of years from our target destination.”

“Then you and Kendall take all the time you need to get those calculations right,” Christopher said evenly.  “Just make sure you’re done before we’re nothing more than a few stray molecules…”

* * *

It was midday, and Talyere Rosat sat alone in the mess hall.  He had been aware of the situation with the Yelss for quite some time now, but it was not until he sat down for lunch that he realized the magnitude of their temporal fiasco.  Time was obviously not something to take lightly, and the crew was not wasting a moment to right any wrongs that had been done.  It was a noble sentiment, but Talyere couldn’t help but wonder if it would ultimately prove futile.  What if the Yelss simply contacted the Zankarans again?  What if they send themselves a message to the past, warning them of the dangers?

The possibilities were endless—but Talyere wasn’t going to waste his precious time considering them.  He had a lunch to eat, after all, and as he turned his attention back to eating, he soon realized that he had a companion.  “Captain Christopher.”

The Captain nodded politely.  “Mind if I join you?”

“No, not at all.”  Talyere motioned for the Captain to seat himself, and then took a quick slurp of his tomato soup.  He savored its flavor on his tongue for a long moment before swallowing, an action that seemed to amuse the Captain.  “What is it?”

“Nothing,” said Christopher—he had no food, only a steaming mug of the beverage Commander Keller enjoyed consuming… The Captain took a small sip of the hot chocolate, and then said,  “I’ve just never seen anyone enjoy their meal as much as you do.”

Talyere nodded.  “Though Elorg food is certainly sufficient, it tends to lack the variety of human food.  I have taken a considerable liking to many of their dishes.”

“No Ka’Tulan food?”

“It did not agree with me,” Talyere promptly said, unwilling to specify the exact nature of his mire.  Suffice it to say, he was permanently dissuaded from Ka’Tulan cuisine.

Thankfully, the Captain was not offended.  “Don’t worry,” he said, “we won’t be serving any Ka’Tulan food at the wedding.”

Talyere blinked.  “I did not know I was invited.”

“Technically, we haven’t exactly invited anyone yet.  But Erin apparently wants to invite half the quadrant, so I am just assuming you will be included,” explained Christopher.  “Weddings are much more complicated than I imagined.  And if it weren’t for the current situation, I would be enduring an entire day of flowers and dresses and this and that…  In fact, this crisis couldn’t have come on a better day.”

“I suspect it is only delaying the inevitable,” said Talyere a moment later.  “Will Commander Keller not reschedule your plans for a later date?”

“She will,” admitted Christopher.  “But I’m hoping that we either run into an Admiral before that date arrives… or have another temporal fiasco…”

“I have been giving our current temporal situation a great deal of thought,” said Talyere, deciding it was time for a change in subject.

“And?”

“It confuses me.”  Talyere was about to take another sample of his soup, but his train of thought was so vivid that he could not spare the time to ingest it.  “I am no scientist, but why would one desire to tamper with the most sacred and volatile gift the universe has given us?”

Christopher sipped at his beverage, and then took a few moments to consider the question.  He paused, sipped again, and then said, “Maybe because the gift itself is limited?  Everything that is borne into this universe must eventually die… But if time can be manipulated, then some things just might last longer than they were intended… conversely, others might vanish abruptly.  And from this manipulation comes power.

“You see, the Yelss thrive on manipulation of the temporal continuum.  If they manipulate it properly, they can cause their nemeses to vanish—and with no enemies, the Yelss have infinite power.  And since they have the ability to manipulate the timeline, they have an infinite amount of time to accomplish their tasks—if they don’t like one outcome, they can erase it, and start anew.”

Talyere nodded.  “That is frightening,” he said softly.  Now was a good time for soup.  He slurped a few spoonfuls—not bothering to savor them—and then delved right back into the conversation.

“It is frightening,” said Christopher.  “That is why we have to stop them.”

“But do you even know what they are manipulating?” asked Talyere.  “Are you certain they are erasing their nemeses?”

“We have no way of knowing, actually,” admitted Christopher.  “We’ve never actually seen them make a temporal incursion, and according to the logs of the derelict ship out there, they don’t do it often…”

“Would you do it?” Talyere suddenly asked.  “If you could turn back the hands of time, would you?”

“I suppose it depends on the situation,” said Christopher.

Talyere nodded agreeably.  “So you would consider it?  You would risk compromising the temporal continuum?”

“It depends on the situation,” repeated Christopher.  “If you provide an example, I could provide an answer.”

Fair enough.  Talyere gave the situation a moment’s thought, and quickly came up with a scenario.  “You are given an opportunity to save your daughter’s life.  Would you?”

“I would be dead if I did that,” said Christopher.

“But your daughter would be alive,” said Talyere.  “You now know that the Elorg War will end whether or not you are alive… thus you need not be present to oversee the war’s conclusion.  So if you were granted the opportunity, would you give your life for your daughter’s?”

The Captain said nothing, and for a moment, Talyere thought that he had gone too far with his example.  Perhaps he had, but he would not get the chance to find out.  Christopher’s communicator suddenly bleeped.  

“Harrison to Christopher.”

“What is it, Matthew?”  The Captain was clearly relieved at the timely arrival of this distraction.

“Lieutenant Johnson has just informed me that we will be able to open a chronometric distortion within the next few minutes.”

“I’m on my way.  Christopher out.”

* * *

Alan Christopher usually enjoyed his conversations with Talyere.  His most recent one had certainly started well enough, but its conclusion left him feeling… confused.  If given such an opportunity, he couldn’t help but wonder what would he do?  There was only one way to find out, but since it would be in direct violation of the Temporal Prime Directive, Christopher had a feeling he would never know…

As he stepped onto the bridge, however, Christopher did know one thing: the Yelss had to be stopped, and this instance of time travel was a necessity, even if it required some alterations to the timeline.  “Report,” he demanded as he made his way to the command chair.

“We’ve got the temporal coordinates as exact as we’re going to get them,” said Johnson promptly.  “I just hope my Yelss translation matrix is accurate…”

“As do I,” said Christopher.  He summarily seated himself beside Commander Harrison and then turned to his executive officer.

They exchanged relatively confident gazes for a long moment before Harrison turned his attention back to the operations station.  “What is the margin of error?”

Jayla Trinn, who was seated beside Johnson, quickly checked the data and said, “It should be nominal… that is unless…”

Johnson grumbled.  “Unless my translation matrix is bad,” he finished.  “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve messed things up…  And it probably won’t be the last.”

The report was a little more foreboding than Christopher would have liked… but then again, nothing was ever one hundred percent perfect.  “How is our structural integrity field?”  The Captain’s head immediately turned to the right, where Lucas Tompkins was already tapping away at the controls.

“As a whole, structural integrity has dropped to eighty-four percent,” Tompkins reported.  “No major systems are threatened, either.”

“Still,” added Bator gloomily, “we may take heavy damage during transit.  We may even be destroyed.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Ouch,” he said softly.  He was almost tempted to cringe at the dire reports.  “Divert all available power to structural integrity, then.”

There were a few soft bleeps from Erin Keller’s workstation.  “Done,” she chirped a moment later.  “We are quite ready to save the galaxy!”

“Oh goodie,” he said.  Christopher didn’t have to force the smile that suddenly appeared on his face; there was always something about Erin’s positive demeanor that stimulated his lips to curve upward.  And in this instance, he couldn’t have been more pleased about it.  “Shields up! Red alert!  Mr. Johnson, set a course for the future.  Neelar, engage when ready.”

As Johnson and Trinn made the necessary preparations to open the chronometric distortion, Christopher slowly settled into his command chair.  After a few moments, a blazing white beam surged across the viewscreen from the Starlight’s deflector.  It punched into the very fabric of space with such force that the ship immediately began to vibrate.  Tiny white ripples began to emanate from the beam’s impact point, much like a stone tossed into the water.  

Suddenly, the epicenter exploded, belching a silvery shockwave into space.  The Starlight jolted violently upon impact, but the shields held the ship intact—and when the wave finally passed, the Starlight sat at the threshold of a gaping white maelstrom. 

“Status?” asked Harrison abruptly.

“Shields are down to eighty-three percent,” said Bator.

“But the distortion is stable,” said Johnson.

Christopher grinned.  “Then take us in, Neelar!  Two-thirds impulse.”

As the young Bolian complied the deck plates began to vibrate, and after a moment Christopher could see vibrant tendrils of cerulean energy crackling inside the distortion.  He had faith in the shields’ ability to protect them, but at times like this, Christopher wasn’t certain if that faith would be enough—especially when the tendrils’ proximity to the ship began to increase exponentially.

A few seconds later, the first of the chaotic tendrils lashed into the shields.  The ship rocked in response, and Christopher’s grip on the command chair tightened.

“Shields down to eighty percent,” said Bator.

“We’ve crossed the threshold,” Drayge added.

Another tendril suddenly surged into the Starlight’s shields.  The ship easily weathered the assault, but left the lights dim.  Christopher grumbled at their luck.  “What are those things?” he demanded, seconds before a third bout of rumbling.

“They appear to be some sort of energy distortions,” said Bator promptly.

Christopher rolled his eyes.  He already knew that much.  “Can you be a little more vague?” he asked sarcastically.

“Yes,” said Bator, his sarcasm easily matching that of the Captain’s.  He paused for a moment, and then said, “Sensors cannot determine their origin.  They do not appear to be composed of anything we have previously encountered.”

“Lieutenant Drayge, can you attempt to maneuver the ship out of their path?” asked Harrison.

Drayge’s immediate response was a definite “No!”  He tapped at the controls for a moment, and added, “There are just too many of them!”

Christopher saw the next tendril before it struck.  He quickly grabbed his chair for leverage, but his actions were too little, too late.  The ship roared a sonorous cacophony; sparks rained down from the ceiling above, and before he knew it, Christopher was sprawled out on the floor, engulfed in darkness.

It took a few seconds for the emergency lights to activate, and when they did, he was relieved to see the bridge was still intact.  Christopher swiftly brushed off the front of his uniform, and hopped back into his seat.

“Starboard dorsal shielding has failed,” said Bator.  “We have a hull breach on decks ten and eleven, sections forty-three through forty-eight.”

“Seal them,” said Harrison.  His lips continued to move, but a sudden rumbling noise filled the bridge, effectively muting the Commander.

An instant later, there was a blinding flash on the viewscreen—and the chronometric distortion was gone, replaced by… nothing.

“Where… when are we?” asked Christopher promptly.  “Is the viewscreen even functional?”

Commander Keller tapped at her workstation for a second, then replied, “I don’t know, I don’t know, and yes.”

Deciding his beloved was about as helpful as a tree stump, Christopher rose to his feet and turned to Kendall Johnson, seated just behind Keller.  “Kendall?”

To Christopher’s chagrin, Johnson wasn’t of much help, either.  He simply shook his head in confusion.  “I can’t even begin to guess where we’re at, let alone when.”

“The stars here are that different?” asked Harrison.

“No,” Drayge suddenly said.  “There aren’t any stars to begin with.”

Chapter Four

No stars.

At first, Alan Christopher simply thought that sensors were malfunctioning, but that idea was swiftly quashed.  But after a quick diagnostic, Commander Tompkins deemed the sensors to be in perfect working order.  But Christopher wasn’t out of ideas just yet.  He was familiar with at least two similar “voids” in the Delta Quadrant where no stars existed.  He postulated that they had somehow entered such a phenomenon.

Neelar Drayge swiftly pointed out another plausible possibility: the Starlight emerged in the expansive void between galaxies.  Not a void as Christopher had envisioned it, but a void nonetheless.  And since there was no way to know just how expansive either void could be, that left conventional sensors in the dark.  Thus, Christopher found himself standing in the astrometrics lab five minutes later to test those theories.  

He stood atop the platform in the back of the facility, nearly surrounded by the lab’s expansive viewscreen.  Beside him were Matthew and Kendall; Erin was seated at the workstation in the center of the platform, systematically scanning the entire region for evidence as to their location—and as luck would have it, it did not take long for something to surface.

“Look at this,” she said as she tapped at the controls.  Moments later, a dull gray sphere filled up the section of viewscreen directly in front of Keller.  “It’s a G-class white dwarf… and it’s well on its way to becoming a black dwarf.”

“How far away is it?” asked Christopher.

“About fifty-five light years,” Keller replied after a moment.

Fifty-five light years was very near the extent of the Starlight’s sensor range.  And if one dying star was the only thing in range, odd did not begin to describe their current situation.  “And you’re certain there’s nothing else out there?” Christopher inquired after a moment’s thought.

Keller nodded without even looking at the sensors.  “Hell, there’s not even that much hydrogen out there.”

Christopher sighed.  “I’m guessing this means the Yelss are nowhere to be found…”

“You guess right,” said Keller.

“Well, this certainly makes things challenging.”  Christopher sighed yet again, his eyes fixed upon the dying star on the viewscreen.  “Kendall, are you sure this is where the Yelss went?”

Johnson shrugged.  “An hour ago I was,” he stated flatly.  He was just as perplexed by the situation as Christopher—perhaps even more so, since it was his calculations that brought them here.

“Can we go back?” asked Christopher.  “Of course, I probably should have asked that before we strolled into this little void.”  Being stranded amidst this expansive of nothing was about the last thing Christopher wanted.

“Leaving shouldn’t be a problem,” said Johnson, much to the Captain’s relief.  “All we have to do is open another chronometric distortion using the inverse of the data we used to get here.  We could be back home in fifteen minutes.”

Christopher nodded, storing that piece of information in the back of his mind.  Though he didn’t plan on abandoning their mission just yet, should things turn dire, it was good to know they had an escape route.  There was just one problem: “What about those energy tendrils?  If we had been in the distortion much longer, we would have been ripped to pieces.”

Johnson nodded in agreement.  “I still don’t know what they are,” he admitted, “but they appeared to be attracted to our temporal systems.  The temporal probes, for example, took heavy damage.”

“If we were to erect a forcefield around them on the way back, do you think that would lessen their impact?”

“I doubt it,” Kendall promptly replied.  “The energy discharges blew right through our shields, earlier.  A forcefield might give us a few more seconds, but nothing dramatic.”

“Besides,” added Erin, “we would have to take power away from some of the other systems to activate the forcefields.  And with our structural integrity so shitty, I wouldn’t want to risk it.”

The other enigma of the day.  With his mind focused on finding out where they were, Christopher had almost forgotten about their structural integrity problems.  “What is our status?”

“Worse,” said Keller.  “Since we emerged from the chronometric distortion, our structural integrity has dropped to seventy-eight percent.”

Christopher frowned.  “I didn’t think the ride was that rough.”

“It wasn’t.  Most of that decay has taken place in the few hours since we arrived.”  Keller tapped at the control interface, summarily bringing up a simulation of the Starlight.  As the ship rotated on its axis, several areas began to glow red, indicating compromised structural integrity. 

“It’s like we’re being pulled apart somehow,” Johnson grumbled as he observed the data.  

Keller suddenly paused, her face lit up, and Christopher could almost see the light bulb flashing over her head.  “What if we are?” she suggested.

Admittedly, Christopher had no idea what Keller was getting at, and for a long while, it seemed that Johnson was also lost.  But the longer he stared at the Starlight simulation, the more enlightened he became.  “Dark energy,” he whispered.

Christopher frowned.  “Dark energy?  I’m vaguely familiar with the term.  Is that akin to dark matter?”

“Kinda sorta.  Just hear me out,” said Keller.  “We have known for centuries that all of the galaxies in the universe are moving away from each other, and that their speed has been increasing as they go along.”

Christopher nodded.  “Because of the Big Bang, right?”

“In part,” said Keller.  “But over the course of billions of years, these galaxies have shown no sign of slowing down.  They just keep moving further and further away from each other.”

“Well,” said Christopher, “it was a BIG Bang.  I’m certain gravity will catch up with it sooner or later and begin to slow things down.”

Christopher had been hoping to see a proud smile spreading across Keller’s face, praising him for a job well done in putting a part of the enigma together.  But as he looked upon her delicate face, Christopher saw nothing of the sort.  Her mind was so utterly wrapped around its current train of thought that nothing could penetrate it.  “What if gravity doesn’t stop these galaxies from moving?” she prompted.  “If the amount of mass in universe is lower than critical density, there won’t be enough gravitational forces to slow the outward expansion.  The galaxies will just keep drifting apart for all of eternity—and the farther apart they are, the less gravity will affect them.”

“Hence their continuous motion,” said Christopher.  “So where does dark energy fit into all of this?”

“Scientists believe that over sixty percent of the universe is made of dark energy,” said Johnson.  “It’s believed to be the exact opposite of gravity.  Instead of holding things together, dark energy pulls things apart.  In our time—2397—we don’t normally have to worry about it—but the damaged temporal core on the Yelss ship could be channeling excess energy, causing all of the structural integrity problems on the Annapolis and stuff…  In most cases, however, the galaxies are still close enough together for gravity to overpower the dark energy”

“But if we’re in the distant future,” said Keller, “and the galaxies are all hundreds of trillions of light years away from one another, gravitational forces are pretty weak.  There’s nothing to stop dark energy from taking over.”

“So it’s like an invasion at the molecular level,” said Christopher.

“Exactly,” said Johnson.  “Which is why we don’t see any stars around here.  When stars die, they usually create planetary nebulae in the wake of their demise; these nebulae give rise to the next generation of stars…  but dark energy disperses these interstellar nurseries before any new stars are born.

“Therefore, there aren’t any new planets.  Which means there aren’t any new civilizations.  Which means—”

“Which means we may very well be witnessing the universe’s eleventh hour,” Christopher suddenly realized.

Keller nodded grimly.  “And you can bet we don’t want to be here when the clock strikes twelve…”

As his shuttle approached the decrepit Entrox, Axar was relieved to see his beloved vessel was still intact.  In the aftermath of the explosion that had rendered the vessel nearly inoperable, Axar and his crew had been forced to abandon ship.  Rinix had had some serious concerns about a core implosion, and such threats were not to be taken lightly.

“Signal the rest of the crew to rendezvous at our coordinates,” said Axar once he was satisfied the Entrox would remain in one piece.

Rinix swiftly complied, and moments later, six more shuttles warped into existence near the Entrox.  Only six.  Axar frowned.  There should have been seven.  “I am searching for the remaining shuttle now, sir,” said Rinix, already aware of his commander’s concerns.  “There is no sign of it.”

“Did it ever leave the ship?”

Rinix swiftly checked.  “Affirmative.”  His fingers danced over the controls for a brief moment, his face growing somber with each keystroke.  “I have probed the temporal continuum,” he said.  “The seventh shuttle dispersed nearly three hours ago.”

The end was near.  If the shuttles were beginning to disperse, it would not be long before everything else began to succumb to the dark energy.  The Zankarans had managed to prolong their existence millions of years, but it finally seemed to be coming to an end…  “We must get back to the ship.  We will be protected there.  Perhaps we can find a way to strengthen our shielding.”

“Agreed,” Rinix said.  He summarily relayed the orders to the remaining shuttles, and then prepared to dock with the Entrox—but he got no further than the act of preparation.

Streaks of peach-colored light suddenly surged from the Entrox’s tactical array, easily blasting three of the remaining shuttles to smithereens.

Axar’s heart skipped a beat, and his eyes went wide with terror.  “What is going on?” he demanded.

“The Entrox has been captured… by the Yelss!” Rinix cried.  “They must have been masking their bio-signatures!”

The anger inside of Axar grew exponentially.  “How many of them are there?” he seethed.

“Eight,” said Rinix.  “And they have obviously turned the ship against us!”

“They must have used their telepathy,” said Axar.  “What is the nearest vessel?”

It took Rinix only a brief moment to check the sensors.  “It is a primitive vessel,” he determined.  “An Akira-class Federation starship—they are from the same timeframe as the Yelss.”

Axar had been hoping another Zankaran vessel would be in range… but they were likely all scouting the distant galaxies in search of some way to extend their existence.  “Set a course for the Federation vessel.  It will have to suffice…”

The very moment he saw the ominous Yelss vessel on the viewscreen earlier, Lucas Tompkins knew that the rest of the day was going to be interesting.  He had not, however, been expecting to witness the final hours of the universe—and he had to admit, he was more than a little disappointed.  But perhaps more disappointing was his lunch…

After working nine straight hours, the situation had finally calmed down enough for Tompkins to take a much-needed break, and as he entered the mess hall, he was glad to see that the entire senior staff—sans Doctor Hartman—had a similar idea.  Though seeing no stars through the windows was a bit odd, Tompkins ignored the sight for the time being and make his way to the replicator, where he ordered a turkey sandwich and a glass of synthale…

The computer chirped happily as it complied, but deposited little more than a pile of gelatinous green goo in the replicator basin.  Tompkins cringed, recycled it, and slowly made his way to the crowded table in the center of the lounge.  After plucking a chair from an adjacent table, Tompkins seated himself between Kendall Johnson and Bator, both of whom were mulling over plates of verdant goo.  “Heh… Replicators are down,” he said flatly.  “I guess the dark energy is beginning to affect some of the other systems.”

Johnson poked at his goo with a fork.  The goo seemed to poke back.  “There’s still no sign of the Yelss,” he said, finally deciding that the goo was inedible.

“They are out there,” said Harrison a moment later.  “We must simply give them time to show themselves.”

“What if they’ve already left?” asked Drayge.

“That is one possibility we are going to have to consider,” said Christopher evenly.  “And given the situation, time is not exactly on our side.”

Tompkins looked back to the windows, still awed by the lack of stars.  “No kidding,” he said.  “If this is how it all ends, it’s sure as hell bleak.  Considering how amazing the universe is, you’d think it would go out with a little more action.”

“I know what you mean,” said Keller.  “This is hardly even a whimper!”

“And what’s the point of even living if it all comes down to this?” asked Johnson.  “Everything we’ve worked so hard to accomplish over the years is gone.  Everything we’re going to accomplish will be destroyed.  Earth is gone.  The Federation is gone.  Everything that we know… is gone!  And there’s nothing we can do to stop it!”

“It does make our existences kind of pointless,” agreed Bator.  He took a quick bite of his goo, sampled its taste on his tongue, and then swallowed with a satisfied look upon his face.  “Not bad.”  He took another bite and then added, “So why are we here to begin with?  Why create if it’s all going to be destroyed?”

Captain Christopher was quick to respond to Bator’s inquiry.  “I have wondered that myself,” he admitted.  “In fact, this situation has got me thinking an awful lot about time.  About the past.  About the future.  About myself… and who I am.”

“And who are you?” asked Commander Harrison.

The Captain smiled.  “I’m Alan Christopher,” he said proudly,  “and I’m here to make this universe a better place while it’s still here to be improved upon.”  Christopher’s lips parted, ready to continue, but the pleasant chirp of his communicator promptly interrupted.

“Bridge to Captain Christopher!” came an urgent male voice.

He tapped his badge.  “Yes?”

“There’s an alien ship approaching.  It could be the Yelss!”

“We’re on our way, then.  Christopher out.”  He quickly tapped his communicator to deactivate it, and then turned to his crew.  “And speaking of improving, it would seem we have some to do right about now…”

Chapter Five

“The vessel has dropped to impulse off our starboard bow,” said Lieutenant Bator as he slipped behind the tactical station on the bridge.  “Its shields are down, and it has no discernable weapon systems activated.”

“Yellow alert.”  As he seated himself in the command chair, Christopher decided to take this as a good omen.  Besides, it was either that, or the vessel had plenty of weapons trained on the Starlight, and Bator didn’t know it yet.  “Are there any life signs?”

“Two,” Keller reported a scant moment later.  “They are both of unknown origin.”

Somehow, Christopher had been expecting that.  He should have known the Yelss wouldn’t announce themselves so casually.  “Hail them.”

Bator immediately complied, and time it took for the alien vessel to respond to the hail was nominal.  A few seconds later, two gray-skinned humanoid aliens flitted onto the viewscreen, both of them looking rather desperate.  “My name is Axar of the Zankaran Empire,” said the one on the left almost immediately

Christopher nodded courteously.  “I am Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight,” he replied.  He was about to inquire about their intentions, and perhaps even about the Yelss if things went smoothly, but he didn’t have the chance.  Axar swiftly cut Christopher off.

“Captain,” he said evenly, “I am well aware of the situation regarding the Yelss; in fact, that is likely the reason you are here to begin with.”

“It is,” Christopher confirmed.  “And since you are apparently so well-versed, might you know where they are hiding?”

“On my ship,” said Axar.  “There was an accident with our temporal core, and as a safety measure, we abandoned ship.  While we were gone, the Yelss somehow managed to capture our vessel.  It is now completely under their control, and I fear they do not intend to carry out our noble work.”

Christopher had a hunch as to what that might be: “Saving the universe from destruction?”

Not surprisingly, Axar did not immediately respond.  He considered his words carefully, so not to compromise any temporal laws, and ultimately said, “Our work is delicate.  And time is of the essence.  We must reclaim the vessel from the Yelss before it is too late.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher, “but how?  We’re no match for the Yelss in our time.  Using your advanced technology, I suspect we’d be blown to smithereens.”

Axar’s bright red eyes widened; apparently, he had forgotten he was dealing with a species several billion years younger than his own.  He sat motionless for a long moment, apparently staring into oblivion—but after a quick nod of his head, he returned to the conversation with a wealth of new knowledge.  “Because of the dark energy, our ship, the Entrox, is heavily damaged to begin with.  However, if we combine our powers, we may stand a chance.  I will provide you with some tactical data that may prove helpful in disabling the ship.”

Again, he stared off into nothingness—there must have been some sort of telepathic interface—and after a moment, Christopher could hear the tactical station chirping a strident symphony.  “We are receiving the data,” said Bator promptly, just as Axar flitted off the viewscreen.

“The Yelss are about 3.2 light years away,” said Keller.  “They’ve been using some sort of really advanced stealth technology to deflect our sensors.  We could have been right on top of them and never known it!”

“However,” said Bator sternly, “two small Yelss craft from our own time have joined the larger vessel.  They are apparently being retrofitted with new temporal technology.  Their shields and weapons are currently offline.”

“We could easily ambush them,” Harrison suggested.  “But which of the three vessels should we target first? We only have enough firepower to disable one of them in the opening volley.”

“The big one,” said Christopher.  “If we can regain control of the Entrox, the other two vessels are as good as dead.”  He turned to the tactical station for confirmation.  “Bator?”

The Phobian nodded.  “Your plan is sound,” he agreed.  “Transphasic torpedoes are armed and ready.”

“Good,” said Christopher.  “Neelar, jump into transwarp and bring us into the fray; Bator, the second we’re back in normal space, open fire.”

“Aye, Captain,” said both Drayge and Bator, their voices nearly in sync.

Moments later, a flash of green light enveloped the Starlight.  “Fifteen seconds,” Drayge promptly reported.

Christopher nodded his head.  “Red alert,” he finally ordered.  “All hands to battle stations!”

Seconds later, the bridge was awash in a crimson light, and the terse alert klaxon filled the air.  Christopher immediately tensed; his pulse quickened, and his stomach started to churn.  He had seen countless battles in his lifetime, but making war was never an easy task.  It never would be, either.  

The helm chirped.  “Five seconds,” said Drayge.

“Axar’s ship is right behind us,” added Keller.  “Their tactical systems are online.”

“Good,” Christopher said.  He wanted to say something more, but found himself utterly distracted by the silent countdown in his mind.

Three.

Two.

One.

A verdant flash briefly occupied the viewscreen, and then there was hell.  Almost immediately, the two small Yelss ships came about spewing ragged green phaser beams from their phaser banks.  Drayge managed to dodge the initial blasts, but as the sleek, agile Entrox entered the battle, the young Bolian’s evasive maneuvers began to prove ineffective—and the ship started to rumble.

Unfazed by the sudden distraction, Bator carried out his orders, and a volley of transphasic torpedoes roared across the viewscreen seconds later, explosively striking the Entrox in key positions. “Direct hit,” announced Bator.  “They are returning fire!”

“Evasive maneuvers!” shouted Harrison.

The ships on the viewscreen suddenly came about, seconds before a streak of deadly peach light soared by.  The shields flickered blue for a moment, but the Starlight was otherwise unscathed—until they fired again, and this time, Drayge was not so lucky with his maneuvering.

Christopher flinched as the ship exploded under his feet.  It wasn’t violent enough to dethrone him, but Christopher was thoroughly shaken by the time the rumblings ceased.  He was able to glimpse Axar’s ship on the viewscreen—still on the offensive—before his attention was diverted to the damage reports.

“Shields down to sixty-three percent!” shouted Bator.

“Primary life support is offline on decks thirteen through eighteen!” added Keller.

“Switch to the secondary systems!” replied Harrison.

There was a very brief moment of silence, and then Drayge noted, “One of the smaller Yelss ships has taken heavy damage!  They appear to be retreating!” 

“Don’t let them!” If they managed to escape, Christopher knew that their chances of finding the Yelss again were nominal.  “Mr. Bator, all weapons, fire at will!”  

“Aye, Captain.”  The Phobian was obviously pleased with the order, and a volley of yellowish torpedoes summarily streaked across the viewscreen, plowing into the Yelss vessel’s hull.  Violent explosions rocked the ship, blowing off one of its monstrous warp nacelles, but it was far from destroyed—that new technology must have been protecting it.

The Entrox fired again.  This time, Christopher was not so prepared for the onslaught, and was nearly ejected from his chair—thankfully his death grip on its arms kept him in place.  He stared briefly at the viewscreen—Axar’s ship was still hammering away at the Entrox, and numerous explosions lined the larger vessel’s hull, but the Yelss seemed to have a considerable grudge against the Starlight, relentlessly pounding away at the ship.  Meanwhile, both of the smaller Yelss ships continued to retreat.

“Mr. Bator!” said Christopher loudly.  Those vessels needed to be gone…

“I am having trouble with the torpedo launchers,” said the Phobian.  “I believe I will only have one opportunity to destroy both vessels…”

“And insufficient torpedoes to do so with one volley,” grumbled Harrison.

“What about Axar’s ship?” asked Christopher.

“They are otherwise engaged,” Bator replied, referring to the continuing feud with the Entrox.  “It is up to us.”

“What if we reprogram the torpedoes?” said Keller suddenly.  “Instead of having them all detonate on impact, we could have… say… one of them blow up, and then have the others use their power cells collect the energy from the explosion and then proceed to the next target.  It would be kinda like a chain reaction, with each successive impact getting stronger.”

“How long would that take?” asked Christopher.

Keller shrugged.  “I don’t know.  A few minutes.  I’d have to go down to the torpedo bay and do it manually.”

“Have Kendall and Lucas… and anyone else you need give you a hand down there.  We’ll keep the Yelss busy.”

Keller nodded her head, and vacated the bridge via the aft turbolift a few seconds later.

“Matthew,” said Christopher, “take Erin’s position. Bator, start firing phasers at the Yelss, Neelar, bring us closer!”

Seconds later, streaks of orange light darted across the viewscreen.  The Yelss seemed unfazed by the blasts, but Christopher was confident that the cumulative effects would ultimately work to their advantage.  Then again…

“The Yelss are opening a chronometric distortion,” Harrison announced.

Christopher sighed wearily.  Cumulative effects would have no advantage if the Yelss were gone.  “I suspect a torpedo could easily close that distortion.”

“You suspect correctly,” said Bator.  “But if we do that, we will be unable to fire again later…”

 “Can you not repair the damage to the torpedo launchers?” asked Harrison.

“Not presently,” said Bator.  “That would take several hours that we do not have.  We will have one opportunity to fire torpedoes, and that is all.”

“This is not good,” Christopher grumbled—but he wasn’t out of ideas just yet.  “Neelar, bring us even closer.”

The Bolian paused.  “How close?”

Christopher grinned.  “Right on top of them.  We’re going the shove them out of the way using our shields, and they sit in front of the distortion until it closes.  If we’re obstructing the entrance, the Yelss won’t be going anywhere.”

“Captain,” Harrison immediately warned, “if our shields fail…”

“I know,” said Christopher, “we could have a Yelss vessel crash right into our hull.  And it wouldn’t be pretty.”

“Certainly not,” agreed Harrison.  “Perhaps we should—”

“Engage,” interrupted Christopher.  “Divert all available power to the shields.  Transfer it from structural integrity and life support if you have to!”

“We’re within one hundred kilometers,” Drayge suddenly announced.  

The Yelss vessels appeared ominously large on the viewscreen.  Christopher could easily see the rough, intricate detailing on the hull.  It was a nice touch… but the Captain didn’t care to see it any longer than he had to.  “Closer!”

The shields suddenly began to flicker, and the ship immediately began to vibrate.  Christopher held tight to his command chair and watched intently as the vessels began to creep aside, their forward motion displaced by the Starlight’s intrusion.  The damaged ship began to vent flames through its numerous hull breaches, and almost immediately fell back, leaving only the other, relatively unscathed vessel to deal with.  

“They are charging weapons,” said Bator.

“Maintain position,” said Christopher. The Yelss were making a threat, and he was certain they would make good on it.  But Christopher was not so easily intimidated—just as long as he had something to defend himself with.  He tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Keller.”

“Not yet, Alan!” was her immediate response.

The Captain blinked.  “How long, then?  We don’t have all day, you know!”

“I will let you know the second I’m done.  It shouldn’t be long now!”

“You’ve got two minutes.”  Christopher didn’t like setting deadlines.  He preferred to let his crew set their own pace, but in this instance, he needed something to work with now.  And given the silence, Erin Keller wasn’t about to argue.

The Starlight jolted.  Christopher glanced up to see a bolt of verdant streak of jagged light crashing into the shields—but given all the power pumped into them, the shields hardly flickered.

“Minimal damage,” said Bator.  “They are firing again.”

This time, the blast packed a bit more of a punch, and Christopher actually had to hang onto his chair for leverage.  The lights flickered briefly, and a few errant sparks shot down from the ceiling—but as far as Christopher could tell, the shields were holding.  “Has the distortion closed yet?”

“Its size has decreased by nearly fifty percent,” said Harrison.  “However, it remains large enough for both vessels to enter.”

The Yelss fired a third round, and this time the shields flickered—considerably.  In fact, they were still flickering several seconds after impact, giving rise to a bit of concern inside Christopher.  “What’s wrong?

“The Yelss have modified their disruptors to drain our shields’ energy,” said Bator.”  Shields are now down to thirty-one percent.”

“One more hit will render us defenseless,” added Harrison.  “We will have little choice but to retreat.”

Christopher grinned.  “You want to bet?”  He tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Keller.”

“Are you psychic or something?”

“As a matter of fact, I am,” he lied.

“You have nearly a full spread of modified torpedoes in the forward launchers.  Use them wisely.  Keller out.”

“You heard the woman, Bator!  Fire at will!”

The Phobian quickly complied, and seconds later, a barrage of modified transphasic torpedoes stormed across the viewscreen, heading directly for the heavily damaged Yelss vessel.  One, perhaps two of the torpedoes exploded the second they hit the decrepit vessel; the others plowed straight into the hull and kept going until they emerged on the opposite side—but by that time, there was nothing left to emerge from.  The entire Yelss vessel was in flames.

The remaining torpedoes quickly acquired a new target, and within moments, the other Yelss vessel was under attack, violent explosions ripping through its hull as the deadly torpedoes carved a swath of destruction through its innards.  Within seconds, the entire ship exploded, leaving one target left on the battlefield—but before the torpedoes could attack, every last one of them detonated.

“What happened?” asked Christopher, his eyes locked on the hazy reddish cloud where the torpedoes used to be.

“They completed their task,” said Bator.  “All targets have been eliminated.”

“What about the Entrox?”

“It is gone,” said Harrison softly.  “As is Axar’s vessel.  Because of the dark energy, both vessels lost molecular cohesion approximately thirty seconds ago, and dispersed into space.  I suggest we depart before, too, are destroyed.”

It wasn’t the prestigious victory Christopher had been hoping for—but the threat was over.  The Yelss scout ships were destroyed, and the Entrox was no longer in their possession.  But somehow, it didn’t feel like a victory; the Captain was certain he would have time to sort through all those feelings later, but for the moment, they really did have to leave.  “What is the status of the chronometric distortion?”

“It is still open,” said Harrison.  “If we are hasty, we should be able to get inside before it collapses—I believe it will lead us back to our own time period.”

“Good,” said Christopher, relieved.  He, for one, couldn’t wait to leave this forsaken place.  “Take us home, Neelar.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74386.2:  With the destruction of the Entrox, any and all changes the Yelss made—or might have made— to the timeline have been restored.  Furthermore, the Yelss vessel that originally encountered the Zankarans was destroyed by the excess dark energy its temporal core was channeling; with its destruction came an end to the structural integrity problems on the Starlight, and the rest of the vicinity.  For now, all appears to be well.

After finishing his log entry, Alan Christopher had tried to end this day the way he started it—in bed.  But it wasn’t working.  No matter how hard he tried, sleep would not come to him, and it wasn’t because Erin was hogging the covers, either; it was a completely different reason altogether.

Five minutes later, he stood outside Talyere’s quarters and rang the door chime.  It was late, but he suspected the Elorg would still be awake—and not surprisingly, the doors parted a moment later.  “No,” said Christopher as he entered the darkened room.

Talyere looked up from his computer screen with a quizzical look upon his face.  “No what?” he asked softly.

Christopher smiled, and promptly approached the Overseer’s desk.  “The answer to your question,” he enigmatically replied.  “If I could go back in time and change something, would I?  The answer is no.”

Talyere immediately set his work aside and gave Christopher his complete attention.  “I am glad you gave my query some thought,” he stated, “despite the fact you found its subject matter distasteful.”

“After today, I realized that our time in this universe if finite.  At some point in the distant future, we will be gone.  We can’t just waste the time we have been given in this universe to change our pasts—once a decision is made, it is final, and we must live with its consequences for the rest of our lives.   And that’s what makes the Yelss so dangerous… They don’t have consequences.  If they don’t like the way things are going, they have the ability to go back and change it—and I have no doubt that they will.”

“They could have already done it a thousand times,” said Talyere, “and you have no way of knowing.”

“Well, thankfully,” said Christopher, “their numbers are few and far between.  They may change the past and tinker with the future… but we command the present.  And we’re here to stay.”
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