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Prologue

The charting never seemed to stop.   After spending the better half of the last month exploring the expansive Tiyzaen Rift in a sector of the same name, the Majestic was presently en route to an adjacent sector to observe the accretion disk in a star system known only as GSC-1014738-B.  The name was undoubtedly an injustice to what was most likely an awe-inspiring phenomenon, but for the time being, Erin Keller didn’t really care about that injustice.

She had just spent the past six hours reviewing the new astrometric data with Commander Franklin; prior to that, she wasted two hours in a meeting with Admiral Harrison debating the outcome of a recent encounter with a Garidian scout ship.  Suffice it to say, the day had been long, and Keller was more than ready for some rest.

Much to her chagrin, less than an hour into her slumber, the ship started to rumble.  It was an incredibly faint sound at first—kind of like thunder in the distant sky—and Keller was more than tempted to ignore it.  But as the moments passed, the rumblings grew more potent until finally, the deck began to tremble.

And then came the alert klaxon.

Knowing her summons to the bridge was only seconds away, Keller wearily shoved aside the silky purple covers wrapped around her petite body and crawled out of bed—affording a few moments of her time to peer out the window.  There was no immediate sign of an attack; in fact, there was nothing more than the vast and glittering starfield, prompting Keller to wonder if they were under attack at all…

Her communicator chirped.  Keller immediately started for the brooch upon her uniform, but quickly realized that she removed her jacket before crawling into bed.  It was presently on the floor with her boots—and the cat, a little gray tabby named Fluffy.  Keller briefly ran her fingers through the kitten’s soft fur before plucking her jacket from the floor.  “Keller here,” she said, tapping the shiny Starfleet insignia.  “What’s up?”

“Captain,” came the calm voice of Za’lon, the Majestic’s operations officer, “please report to the bridge.  We might have a situation developing…”

The ship gently rumbled again, and Keller’s curiosity was immediately piqued.  “I’m on my way.”

She hastily slipped into her boots and jacket, said good-bye to Fluffy, and then started for the exit—when a shadowy figure appeared on the perimeter of the room.  “What’s going on?”

Keller paused, and glanced at the boy standing just meters away from her.  He was thirteen years old, reasonably tall, with shaggy blond hair, a thin, pointed nose, and brown eyes wide with curiosity.  “Corey,” she said, somewhat startled by his presence, “I’m not exactly certain what’s going on.  But I don’t think it’s anything too terrible.”

He didn’t seem too terribly eased by the sentiment.  The Majestic’s recent encounter with the Garidians no doubt had the boy on edge.  “It’s not the Garidians again, is it?”

“No.”  Za’lon might have been an enigmatic man, but he wasn’t one to withhold critical information.  If the Garidians had been attacking—or even in the vicinity—he would have said as much.  Besides, after that last encounter, Keller very much doubted the Garidians would attempt to colonize the Tiyzaen Sector anytime in the near future.  “It’s probably just an ion storm or something,” she summarily guessed.  “I’ll let you know when I get back.”

Corey nodded, and started to slink back into his bedroom.

Keller flashed him a reassuring smile.  “I love you…”

The sentiment was enough to send any thirteen-year-old into convulsions, and Corey was no different.  He provided his mother with a brief nod and quickly retreated into his bedroom—where he would no doubt stay until the current situation was resolved.

“Report.”  Erin Keller strode onto the Majestic’s bridge sounding calm and rested; she assumed she took some sort of nap in the turbolift, because five minutes ago she was anything but calm and rested.  Of course, in the back of her mind, Keller knew that most of her higher brain functions were presently operating on sheer adrenaline.  The moment the excitement of the situation began to fade, so too would her energy.

But until then, her attention was focused entirely upon the blocky little craft on the viewscreen.  If it was a starship, it was easily one of the ugliest designs Keller had ever seen.  It was entirely black, with a craggy hull that appeared to be a conglomeration of several other starships.  There were three warp nacelles visible, all of them aglow in green—but aside from that, no windows or weapons in sight.

“The vessel is of unknown origin,” said Za’lon.  He was a tall, pale-skinned Elorg—and a recent graduate of Starfleet Academy.  “However, the energy output is consistent with Yelss technology.”

The very mention of the Yelss gave Erin Keller a moment’s pause.  She had had more than her fair share of encounters with the gangly quadrupeds over the years, and while they ultimately proved to be uncertain allies of the Federation during the Drusari crisis in early 2398, she was still leery of them.  Caution was definitely in order.  “Yellow alert.”

The lights subsequently dimmed, and a pale golden aura filled the bridge.  Sensing it might take some time to sort through this situation, Keller assumed her position in the Captain’s chair.  She immediately turned to Commander Jerras for her opinion.

The Romulan was quick to provide an assessment.  “The vessel dropped out of low warp not more than fifteen minutes ago,” she stated.  “It fired a few warning shots across our bow, but that’s about it.  According to our sensors, the vessel is running on minimal power.”

Keller furrowed her brow.  “That is certainly an unusual tactic,” she mused.  Typically, the Yelss were much more confrontational.  “Are there any life signs aboard the ship?”

Za’lon checked the sensors.  Having spent years manning the operations console aboard the Starlight, Keller probably knew that the scan was inconclusive even before Za’lon—still, she said nothing, just in case she was wrong.

She wasn’t, of course.

“There aren’t any life signs aboard the ship,” he confirmed, “however, I am detecting several very faint bio-signatures in one of the cargo bays.”

“Stasis?” suggested Keller.

Za’lon nodded.  “That would be my assumption.”

And a logical assumption it was… The Yelss had used stasis chambers in the past—Keller had been inside of one during the aforementioned Drusari crisis—so it was certainly possible the ugly little ship on the viewscreen was some sort of storage facility.  Of course, there was only one way to find out: “Beam the stasis chambers to the cargo bay…”

The Majestic’s cargo bay was somewhat lacking in the cargo department.  Aside from the dozen large storage containers stacked along the back wall—and the quintet of stasis units in the center of the room—the expansive chamber was relatively empty.  As he strode into the cargo bay, Justin Reinbold could hear each and every one of his footfalls reverberate throughout the cavernous chamber.  And while the echoes were certainly amusing for a moment, the Doctor knew he had better things to do. 

He hastily approached Captain Keller and Lieutenant Za’lon.  Both of them stood congregated near the row of large stasis containers; Za’lon was already scanning the individuals inside with some success: “Two humans, a Trill, and two Yelss.”  But since Za’lon was using a standard tricorder, his analysis of their frozen friends wouldn’t be much more detailed than that.

Reinbold, on the other hand, was ready for anything.  He quickly pulled a sleek medical tricorder from his belt and started an analysis of his own.  “The fun never ends around here, does it?”  It was more of a statement than an inquiry, though he didn’t expect much of a response either way.

“Things are always more interesting when we’re having fun,” mused Captain Keller as she started to approach the nearest of the five pods.  According to Reinbold’s data, it contained one of the humans, a male. 

“All five of them appear to be in good condition,” Reinbold continued, “though I wouldn’t recommend bringing them out of stasis until we have a better idea of what’s going on…”

Keller nodded her acknowledgement, but curiosity had long ago blinded her to any of Reinbold’s comments.  She approached the stasis pod without an ounce of hesitation, and gently brushed aside the thick layer of dust that had accumulated over the eons.  She thusly peeked inside, and her jaw hit the floor about the same time as the newly discarded dust.

Inside the stasis pod was Kendall Johnson…

Chapter One

Twenty-Two Years Earlier

Stardate 76334.9; May 03, 2399

“Activating temporal geometry contours—primary temporal field generators online.  Chronometric beacon is reinitializing… tachyon relays are active—central temporal impeller is online…” 

There were times when technobabble was almost melodic—a sweet song of incredibly technical data that seemed to hit all the right notes—but as Kendall Johnson’s recital of the preflight sequences aboard the Shuttlecraft Epoch filled the Starlight’s bridge, Alan Christopher was not exactly enamored with the melody.  In fact, it was rather confusing.

Hoping to lighten the mood a little bit, Christopher turned to Erin Keller at ops and mused, “He started to lose me at the temporal geometry contours…  I don’t even think I want to know what a central temporal impeller does.”

While Keller wasn’t directly involved with the development of the Epoch, she helped lay the foundations for the ship and its new temporal shielding a few years ago when she and Johnson created the very first temporal probe.  As such, she was already quite familiar with the temporal impeller.  “Remember when we traveled to the end of the universe a few years ago?”

Christopher remembered that particular adventure all too well.  The Yelss had been meddling in places they shouldn’t have been, and the Starlight was thusly granted a free trip into the future.

“In order for us to travel through time,” Keller continued, “we had to make some serious modifications to the deflector dish and the particle emitter—and then there was that whole thing about opening a chronometric distortion…  It was a big pain in the ass.”

Christopher readily nodded his agreement.  “You can say that again.”

But Keller refrained from doing so.  “In theory, the temporal impeller will basically open a chronometric distortion and force the Epoch through time without the need for extensive recalibrations to the deflector.”

That was all well and great, aside from the in theory part.  As far as Christopher knew, the Epoch didn’t presently have the ability to travel through time.  It could scan the space/time continuum and, if the new temporal shields worked, the ship would be protected from changes any in the timeline.  “In theory.”

“Nobody has really attempted to do this before,” said Keller, keeping a close eye on the shuttlecraft’s progress.  “And since we’re dealing with space and time and particle physics and quantum mechanics… Everything is theory.”

Christopher chuckled thinly.  “Ah, quantum mechanics… the dreams stuff is made of.”  He wearily clasped his hands together before anyone could expound upon that particular subject, and very quickly got back to work.  “Neelar,” he called, “are we in position?”

The Bolian briefly conferred with the helm.  “We are,” he confirmed.

The plan was a simple one: the Starlight was to fire a temporal probe and have it scan the Epoch.  If even a few of the theories floating around proved true, then the probe would be virtually unable to detect the Epoch, and a new age in temporal science would be at hand.

“Temporal probe is ready for launch,” announced Lieutenant Bator a scant moment later.

There was a tingle of excitement somewhere deep inside Christopher’s heart.  Even though he found it somewhat difficult to get caught up in the alleged excitement of a probe scanning a shuttlecraft, he knew in the back of his mind that this was indeed an important event.  “Fire!”

A steely gray probe subsequently streaked across the viewscreen.  In the distant background was yet another entity that seemed to generate more questions than answers—the Iconian station that had been discovered only a few weeks ago—but that, Christopher knew, was a mission for another day.  Today they would concentrate upon the temporal shields.

“I am receiving very little telemetry from the probe,” said Keller after a few moments of analysis.

“Is it functioning?”

Bator checked his console.  “The probe is currently functioning within normal parameters.”

A faint smile subsequently flitted across Keller’s face.  “Then I guess that means Kendall’s new shields are working…”

Not only were the temporal shields working, they were working incredibly well.  Sitting with Lucas Tompkins and Jayla Trinn in the Epoch’s claustrophobic little cockpit, even Kendall Johnson was surprised by the results flitting across the myriad computer consoles.  

“It’s not a perfect shield,” gleaned Trinn from her workstation, “but it’s good enough to fool that probe.”

And for once, good enough was an entirely acceptable result—especially for a mission that most people believed would be a complete and total failure.  “The probe… it’s moderately aware of a temporal disturbance in the vicinity,” said Johnson as he studied the data.  “But it can’t even begin to pinpoint our location…”

“You think we can compensate?” asked Tompkins.  “Make it completely unable to detect us?”

“Perhaps…” Johnson was already running a few theories through his mind, but he didn’t want to start tinkering with the temporal shields just yet.  “First, I think I want to try phase two of our plan…”

The tachyon burst.

Truthfully, Alan Christopher hadn’t anticipated making it this far into the test.  Given Johnson’s track record with all things temporal, it was usually the fifth try that was the charm, not the first.  And with those thoughts lingering in the back of his mind, Christopher was not certain if he wanted to proceed.  “Erin?”

“The tachyon burst is ready to fire,” she stated.  “We’re just waiting for your order.” 

Christopher assumed that Keller was giving the plan her blessing, but in this instance, he wanted to be absolutely certain.  “This isn’t going to backfire, is it?”

She grinned.  “Theories, Alan…”

He figured as much.  “Fire.”

The Epoch rocked just a bit as the pale blue tachyon burst streaked across the cosmos—in fact, it was almost a soothing sensation… But Kendall wasn’t in the mood for soothing.  So exhilarated was he by the success of this mission, he was ready to forge ahead to step three.  But much to his chagrin, there was no step three.  Not even he had expected the second phase to go over so well.

“The shields are holding,” said Jayla Trinn, “and the tachyons don’t appear to be affecting ship systems in the slightest.”

“Heh…” Lucas Tompkins immediately slapped a congratulatory hand upon Johnson’s back.  “Good work, Kendall!”

Aboard the Starlight, Alan Christopher happily mirrored the sentiment.  “Good work indeed,” he mused, watching intently as the shuttlecraft floated on the viewscreen.  “I think we’ve just witnessed a little piece of history.”

Erin Keller quickly tapped into the communication controls.  “The champagne is on ice, Kendall!  Good work, little buddy!”

The mention of champagne gave rise to a different type of excitement.  Christopher immediately perked up—not because he enjoyed the bubbly beverage, but because he was looking forward to the party that Erin was undoubtedly planning—but before he had a chance to formalize the festivities, the strident calls of a sensor alert filled the bridge.

Bator thusly cleared his throat.  “I hate to interrupt the celebration,” he interjected, “but the Iconian station has apparently perceived the tachyon burst as some sort of threat.  I am detecting a considerable energy buildup inside the station.”

“A weapon?” suggested Christopher.

“Perhaps.”

He shook his head.  “We’ve been studying that stupid thing for a month without so much as fluctuation in their defensive barrier… And now, of all times, it decides to take some action!  Why couldn’t this have happened yesterday?  I was bored to tears yesterday!”

“And according to the temporal probe, you’ll be bored to tears again tomorrow,” mused Keller.  “When it rains, it pours!”

Christopher took that as a pretty good indicator the Starlight wasn’t about to be destroyed—but he wasn’t about to let his guard down.  “Raise shields.”

“What about the shuttle?” asked Drayge.

“They have our shield frequencies,” reminded Christopher.  “They can let themselves in if necessary.”

“And it just might be necessary,” added Bator.  “The Iconian station has fired several anyon pulses at the Epoch.”

“Their sensors must have mistaken the tachyon burst for some sort of temporal incursion,” Keller theorized.  “The anyon pulses will neutralize any temporal incursions in the vicinity.”

• • •

Hastily clearing most of Kendall’s temporal jargon from the screen, Lucas Tompkins took the Epoch’s helm controls.  “I’m taking evasive maneuvers!” he announced, hoping his actions weren’t too little, too late.  While anyon particles were typically harmless to a starship, Tompkins was well aware that the Epoch was hardly typical…

The little craft hastily darted out of the way, weaving around three of the glittering orange pulses of light—but despite Tompkins’ quick maneuvering, the Epoch still took a few hits.  The deck rumbled a bit, and Tompkins had to concentrate to keep his eyes focused on his console—but as far as he could tell, the ship was still intact.

“Temporal shielding is down to sixty-eight percent,” said Johnson, his voice not yet concerned.  “If we deactivate the shields, it might be enough to convince the Iconians the threat has been neutralized.”

“It’s worth a shot,” concurred Jayla Trinn.  “That last hit briefly destabilized the temporal manifold.  It’s still intact, but the chronometric beacon is beginning to fluctuate.”

Johnson called up a damage report on one of the auxiliary consoles to see the data for himself—and it didn’t take long for him to realize the temporal shields had to go offline as soon as possible.  “I’m taking the temporal shields offline,” he said, already in the process of doing so.  “Get ready to raise our standard shields, though… just in case the Iconians aren’t convinced the threat has been eliminated.”

Tompkins nodded, and readied the Epoch’s more conventional deflector shields—but with another wave of anyon pulses headed for the shuttle, he knew things were definitely going to start getting interesting…

“The Epoch’s shield’s are down to forty-seven percent,” Bator announced as the orange-stained anyon pulses hurtled across the viewscreen.  “Another volley could heavily damage the shuttle.”

Not willing to sacrifice that incredible piece of technology just yet, Alan Christopher decided it was time to take a more active role in this battle.  “Neelar,” he called, gently bracing himself in the command char, “put us between the Iconian station and the Epoch.  Make sure we take the brunt of those anyon pulses.”

The Bolian’s deft fingers were immediately dancing over the helm.  “Aye, Captain!”

With the grace and agility of a bird in flight, the Starlight hastily came about and stormed across the battlefield, moving right into the line of fire.  But as the larger starship eclipsed the tiny Epoch, the anyon bursts did something completely unexpected; as they approached the Starlight, every last one of the anyon bursts exploded like some sort of cluster bomb.  And while dozens of the newly divided anyon bursts did indeed smash into the Starlight’s shielding, the vast majority of them swerved around the ship, crashing directly into the Epoch with explosive force.

“Our shields are down to ninety-seven percent,” said Bator.  “The Epoch’s shields have failed, and their temporal manifold appears to be offline…”

“But that’s not stopping the Iconians,” chimed in Keller.  “They’ve fired again!”

Christopher gently pounded his fists into the command chair.  “Erin,” he called, “is there someway to neutralize these anyon pulses without first sacrificing the Epoch?”

She quickly nodded her assent.  “A chroniton burst would probably do the trick,” she stated.  “But if we start eliminating the anyon pulses, the Iconian computer might perceive us as a threat…”

Since the Epoch was a fairly small craft, Christopher assumed the Iconian computer responded accordingly.  Thus, he didn’t want to see what might happen if the Starlight became a threat.  “How about this plan?” he summarily prompted.  “Escape?”

“Certainly a viable option,” mused Drayge.

“Then do it!” exclaimed Christopher.  “Grab the shuttlecraft in a tractor beam and get us out of here—maximum warp!”

With the next volley of vile orange anyon bursts looming in the distance, the Starlight hastily plucked the ailing Epoch from the battlefield and jumped to warp.

But it didn’t take long for Erin Keller to realize that something went terribly wrong.  “The shuttle is gone!” she exclaimed even before the sensors could register the alert.

“Gone?” asked Christopher.  “What do you mean?  Is it destroyed?”

Neelar Drayge shook his head.  “I’m not detecting any debris in our wake…”

“And with good reason,” said Keller, sifting through the data on her screen.  “I’m still getting telemetry from the probe—the Epoch is currently seven hours in the future… No wait, they’re twelve hours into the future!”

Christopher arched a curious brow.  “How did it get there?” he asked.  “I didn’t think the shuttle had the ability to travel through time.”

Keller could provide little more than a shrug.  “Those anyon bursts must have somehow destabilized their chronometric beacon,” she guessed.  “If that’s the case, then the Epoch no longer exists in our space/time continuum.”

“Let me get this straight…” The chronometric beacon was one of the few facets of temporal technology that Christopher could understand—at least, that’s what he hoped.  “The chronometric beacon is like a dog on a chain, and as long as that chain is tied to the tree, Fido isn’t going anywhere…”

“Right,” said Keller.  “And if the beacon fails, that’s kinda like cutting Fido’s leash—he’s going to run away, and we have no idea where he’s going to end up.”

“So, how do we tie the Epoch back to the tree?” asked Neelar Drayge.

Keller shrugged.  “That’s a very good question…”

“There is a rift in the space/time continuum.”

And with those few words, the Primary’s attention suddenly drifted away from the timeline and fell upon the Presage lingering nearby.  “What sort of rift?” she demanded.  Already, she could sense the disturbance in the timeline, but the details eluded her.

The Presage was also at a loss for words, but this disturbance was strong, and its presence was swiftly making itself known.  “It is difficult to ascertain,” stated the void’s Matriarch, her ethereal presence gracefully fading into the conversation.

“The timelines indicate an unknown element has caused the disturbance,” continued the Presage, her thoughts falling into alignment with the disturbance—and if it involved an element previously unknown, a disturbance it certainly was.

The Primary frowned.  “The Yelss might be involved, however, they are not the sole reason for the disturbance.  The timelines are vague.”

“They are shifting,” said the Presage.

“The Yelss are not the only ones involved,” confirmed the Matriarch.

“There is another entity involved,” came a fourth ethereal voice, the Secondary.  She seemed deeply concerned by the new timelines unfolding before her very eyes… “The number of favorable timelines has begun to steadily decrease!”

The Primary’s frown deepened, and she turned to the Presage for an explanation.  “How is this possible?  The timelines were falling into favorable alignments!”

The Presage closed her eyes to search the myriad timelines for an explanation, but the Matriarch’s infinite wisdom prevailed.  “A new species has intervened,” she immediately proclaimed.  “They are called Human.”

“Human?” asked the Primary—but she could feel the answers were already coming to her essence.

“They will shift the balance of favorable timelines to their favor in an engagement at Procyon V,” said the Secondary.

Procyon V had appeared in many other timelines, but none of those previous mentions had indicated defeat.  Thus, the Primary knew instantly what had to be done.  “The mission cannot fail,” she said.

The Matriarch quickly fell into agreement.  “We must eliminate this new threat…”
Chapter Two

Stardate 98873.5; November 15, 2421

Standing beside Za’lon and Reinbold in the Majestic’s expansive cargo bay, Erin Keller found her thoughts dominated by a single question, “Can we revive them?”

But even before Justin Reinbold could provide his expert opinion, Lieutenant Za’lon raised a dismissive hand to mute the Doctor.  “Are we certain we even want to revive them?” he cautiously inquired.  “Perhaps I am more skeptical than most, but I find myself leery of the entire situation.”

Had they found three strangers locked in those stasis pods, Keller suspected she would have been just as leery of the situation as Za’lon.  But Kendall and Lucas and Jayla… they were no strangers to Erin Keller, and she was quite eager to find out what happened on that fateful day twenty-two years ago.  “I’m quite certain the three of them have an interesting story to tell us.”

“No doubt,” said Za’lon.  “But I urge you to proceed with caution.  If their story includes some sort of genetic reprogramming, I would hate to have to find that out the hard way—especially if the Yelss programmed them to take over the ship.”

Keller had been fond of Za’lon since his very first day aboard the Majestic.  He was never afraid to speak his mind, and true to Elorg form, he always held his ground in an argument.  Thus, Keller knew that trying to sway his opinion was already a lost cause, because in this instance, Za’lon’s argument was incredibly valid.  “Very well then,” she stated, slowly backing away from Tompkins’ pod, “we won’t revive them just yet.”

The Elorg was immediately relived.

And Justin Reinbold allowed a wry smile to fall upon his lips. “Hey Erin,” he said, “if you want my opinion as this ship’s chief medical officer, I’d probably mention that I couldn’t revive them anyway.”

She gently drilled her fist into Justin’s shoulder.  “Don’t be a smart-ass.”

“Hey, would you rather I be a dumb-ass?”

“You already are.”  And in the blink of an eye, Keller was back to business.  “So, Doctor, what is your professional opinion?”

“I wouldn’t recommend reviving them just yet,” he calmly stated.  “They’ve been in stasis for a good two years, and if I revive them without further analysis of the stasis chambers, we run the risk of permanent—and possibly severe—brain damage.”

None of that was surprising to Keller—and had her head been screwed on a bit tighter, she would have reached the same conclusion eons ago.  There was, however, one curious bit of data: “Two years?”

Reinbold nodded.  “At least.”

Za’lon’s crimson eyes glinted with curiosity.  “How?”

“I suppose we could ask them,” said Keller, her voice devious.

Reinbold was already shooting down the notion.  “That will have to wait,” he insisted.

But the smile on Erin Keller’s face persisted.  “I have a better idea,” she mused.  And then she wandered away.

His face practically buried in a tall glass of ale, Lucas Tompkins tried his best to look as if there was something weighing heavily upon his mind.  Of course, considering this was his fifth drink in two hours, there was almost literally nothing on his mind—aside from the hypnotic messages that occasionally appeared in his beverage.

He just wanted to be alone.

But much to Tompkins’ chagrin, his bartender—a portly, bald Lurian by the name of Morn—was one of the most talkative beings in the universe.  The man’s ceaseless drivel wandered from his recollections of the Dominion War to his affinity for some Ferengi named Quark—the bar’s apparent namesake.  And none of it was even marginally interesting.

“…so the ribbon on your mother’s present was actually a message to Captain Sisko?”  Tompkins wearily inquired as Morn finished yet another tale.  “That is absolutely fascinating, man.”

The Lurian produced a faint smile as he poured himself another drink.  He was quite pleased to share his recollections of the Dominion War with his customers—and since the forty-second anniversary of the war’s conclusion was just days away, he was apparently eager to share all of his stories in celebration.  But as Morn’s lips parted to speak of yet another great deed, Tompkins heard his communicator chirp.

“Ops to Admiral Tompkins!”

Salvation!

He quickly slapped his communicator.   “This is Tompkins…”

“Admiral,” came an unfamiliar, but pleasant female voice, “you have an incoming transmission from the Majestic.”

Given the haze in his mind, it took Tompkins a bit longer than usual to piece together the information before him—but before long, he realized that Erin Keller was contacting him.  “Patch it through to the security office.  Tompkins out.”

A few minutes later, Tompkins had procured himself a seat in the station’s security office—in fact, if Morn’s stories were to be believed, it was the very same seat occupied by Odo during the aforementioned Dominion War all those years ago.  And it was damn comfortable, too.

Once he was settled in, Tompkins typed a short sequence of commands into the desktop workstation—and a holographic rendition of Erin Keller suddenly stood on the opposite side of the desk.

The years had been good to Erin.  Her hair had a few gray streaks, and there were a few ill-defined lines on her face, but otherwise, she looked more-or-less the same as Tompkins remembered.  “How the hell are you, Erin?”

“I am quite well,” she happily exclaimed.  “How are you?”

Tompkins lazily reclined in his chair, desperately wishing he could match Erin’s cheerful demeanor—but unfortunately, quite well didn’t exactly describe his current situation.  “Don’t let them promote you, Erin…  I didn’t know how good I had it aboard the Apollo until I got promoted to Admiral. ”

“You’re a war hero, Lucas!  People across the galaxy adore and admire your accomplishments!  Well, I do, at least…”

He readily nodded his agreement, even if he didn’t agree with Erin’s optimistic spin on the situation.  “That’s why Starfleet sent me to Deep Space Nine… To commemorate the forty-second anniversary of a war I had nothing to do with.”  He paused for a contemplative moment.  “Heh… I’m starting to feel like Starfleet’s prized trophy—something they might put on display in a museum one day.”

Erin giggled.  “Well, at least then, I’d know where to find you…”

That much was true, but it wasn’t something Tompkins was eager to dwell upon.  “So, what can I do for you?  I assume this isn’t a social call?”

“It’s not,” Keller promptly confirmed.  Her image seemed to freeze—and for a moment, Tompkins thought the communication systems were at fault—but motion summarily retuned to Erin Keller.  She began to pace, her slender body effortlessly moving through the desk.  “I was just hoping that you might finally let me in on your little secret.”

Tompkins raised a curious brow.  “What secret?”

“Twenty-two years ago, you, Kendall, and Jayla vanished for six hours while testing the Epoch’s temporal shielding… I was—”

Tompkins promptly cut her off.  “Erin,” he said, shaking his head, “you know I can’t talk about that.  The Temporal Prime Directive—”

“—doesn’t apply,” Keller crisply interjected.  “I have you, Kendall, and Jayla resting in my cargo bay even as we speak…  You’re in stasis, along with two Yelss—and I’m rather curious to find out what’s going on.”

While she was a pleasantly kind individual most of the time, Erin Keller was equally devious when necessary.  And Tompkins had to admit—this was devious.  “You could just wait until we’re revived…”

Keller shook her head.  “Justin doesn’t know when he might be able to revive you—soon, I would imagine, but I figure, why wait for answers when I can get them right now?”  And she flashed her most pleasant smile.

Tompkins had no choice but to oblige…  He would give her everything she needed to know.  “You can revive us at any time— just make sure you have some chronometric beacons on hand…”

“You wanted to see me?”  Commander Jerras stepped into the Majestic’s astrometrics lab, her pale silver eyes immediately falling upon the slender Elorg manning the controls in the center of the room.

Za’lon placed his workstation in standby mode, and immediately came about to face his superior.  “Yes,” he confirmed, but did nothing to further the conversation until Jerras was bit closer.  Once she stood at his side, Za’lon tapped a few simply commands into the control interface, and a highly detailed schematic of the decrepit Yelss vessel flitted into the space just in front of them.

“The vessel’s layout is curious,” said Jerras as she inspected the holographic projection—she assumed this was the reason for her presence here.  “In the past, the Yelss have deployed heavily armed, very streamlined dreadnoughts.”

Za’lon nodded his assent.  “This vessel does not fit that description in the slightest,” he confirmed.  “It is a small, modular craft, only capable of warp sixteen—and has no temporal technology to speak of.”

That was certainly curious.  “The Yelss thrive on the acquisition of temporal components,” noted Jerras.  “Perhaps this is an older starship?”

But Za’lon shook his head.  “Since this is a modular craft, it is difficult to ascertain its age,” he reported, highlighting a boxy section of the hull that contained the equally grotesque warp nacelles.  “However, this section of the ship is approximately fifty-four years old—and it’s clearly of Yelss design.  I performed a metallurgical analysis, and the compounds in the hull are very similar to those used by the Yelss during that era.”

“So it is an older craft,” Jerras surmised—but even that small shred of data did little to further their investigation.  “But to the best of my knowledge, this is still an entirely new design…  We’ve had access to dozens of Yelss ships over the years, and never have we seen anything like this.”  She sighed.  “What are we missing?”

There was suddenly the faintest of smiles lingering on Za’lon’s pale lips.  “Even after all these years, we still know very little about the Yelss.  There are factions who clearly favor the Federation—as was evidenced by the Drusari incident… There are also factions who are a bit more aggressive in their hunt for temporal technology—and since these factions are forced to steal this technology, we can therefore assume that they cannot develop it for themselves…”

Given his enigmatic tone, Za’lon was clearly hinting at some greater point—but as it stood right now, that point was completely lost upon Jerras.  She shook her head.  “And?”

“And,” Za’lon gracefully continued, “they had to start somewhere…”

“The shuttle!”  With that single revelation, Jerras could feel everything falling into place.  She was still missing several pieces to the puzzle, but at least she had a fair idea of what the end result might be.  “So you’re saying that… as it stands right now, we are technically meeting the Yelss for the first time…”

“Exactly!”  Za’lon’s smile widened, and his fingers began to fly over his console.  “We know that the Yelss inhabit a globular cluster some 80,000 light years away.  Even with their most advanced engines, it would take decades for them to reach the Federation—which means all prior contact we’ve had with the Yelss was likely the result of a temporal incursion on their part… Probably from several hundred years into the future.”

“So if the Yelss of this century wanted to get here using a more traditional method,” Jerras continued, “they might want to send a sleeper ship…” Unfortunately, there was still one piece of the puzzle that wasn’t falling into place.  “How do our guests fit in?”

Za’lon shrugged.  “Perhaps the Yelss are returning them to us?  I cannot be certain…  But it should be noted that the temporal technology aboard the Epoch was extremely limited.  It is doubtful the Yelss would have found it very interesting…”

In the back of her mind, Jerras could feel the beginnings of a headache; temporal mechanics always seemed to have that effect.  “Apparently they found its inhabitants interesting enough.  But why?”

Two Years Earlier

Stardate 96754.2; October 04, 2419

Ixdrinex liked to consider himself a simple man; a humble servant of the Yelss, ably transporting goods from one star system to the next—and he carried all sorts of goods.  He recently brought some much-needed food supplies to the Rolante System, a few industrial replicators to Navarre, and once not long ago, his ship was deemed worthy enough to escort one of the Masters to the Sacred Grounds.

Life was certainly good.

Today, Ixdrinex and his crew were quite busy charting the Sovara System.  The second planet was one of the largest gas giants known to exist, and as long as the telemetry kept coming, Ixdrinex was content to stay put.  He suspected the mission might extend well into next week…  Besides, there was a fair amount of debris orbiting Sovara II, and some of it looked valuable.  Only a fool would pass up an opportunity like that.

But before Ixdrinex could become too absorbed in his quest for that enticing debris, his thoughts were interrupted by a sensor alert.  He slowly rose from the comfort of his command chair and faced his gangly subordinates in the aft section of the bridge.  Report?
Unfortunately, Tidix, the tactical officer, could make no sense of the data flitting across his display.  I am detecting some sort of rupture in the space/time continuum…

Ixdrinex’s lone bloodshot eye wandered to the sensor display near the helm—but he was instead greeted by a slender hairless alien woman, dressed in a simple dark-colored tunic.  Her other features were more ambiguous; her head seemed fairly large and there was a thin ridge upon her nose… but otherwise she had few distinguishing features.

Who are you? asked Ixdrinex, trying his best not to sound overly intimidating.

But the woman shook her head.  “My identity does not concern you,” she calmly stated.  Her image flickered, and for a moment, completely disappeared—only to return moments later a few meters closer to Ixdrinex.  “It is difficult for my species to exist in your realm…  We are working to remedy that situation, but we require your assistance.”
Why do you want access to our realm?  It was the very first question to cross Ixdrinex’s mind, and admittedly, it was a valid one.  He awaited the alien’s response.

She smiled faintly.  “We only want to help,” she stated.  “There is a small vessel approaching this star system… We believe it is some sort of time ship, deployed by a species known to us as Human.  We want you to intercept this vessel, and deliver its occupants to one of our installations in this quadrant…”

Chapter Three

Stardate 98879.0; November 17, 2421

Kendall Johnson slowly opened his weary eyes, and despite the haze still lingering in his mind, he suspected something was not quite right.  It was immediately obvious to him that he was no longer aboard the Epoch—he was in a medical facility of some sort, but given the harsh metallic atmosphere, it was definitely not the Starlight.  “Where… where am I?” he asked, his voice sounding both distant and groggy.

Almost immediately, Kendall could feel a hand fall upon his shoulder.  He suspected the abrupt action was meant to keep him still, but for reasons beyond his ability to comprehend, Kendall found himself inherently comforted by the hand; he had almost no desire to move.

And then he knew why.

Erin Keller’s pleasant, smiling face crept into his vision.  She looked different—perhaps a few years older than Kendall remembered—but so striking was her beauty that the years mattered not.  “Good morning, sleepy-head!”

With those four simple words, Kendall’s heart began to melt.  His brain turned to mush, and for the first time in years, he found himself at a complete and total loss for words.  He could only flash a giddy smile, and peer into Erin’s ethereal brown eyes.

“Do you remember what happened?” Erin inquired, but in his stupor, Kendall heard only bits and pieces of the question.

Still, he nodded.  “We were aboard the Epoch,” he said, drawing upon his most recent memories—which, he suspected, were not that recent at all.  “…Something happened… I… I think the chronometric beacon failed…  But it’s… it’s all a blur.”

Erin nodded her understanding of his situation, and very quickly worked to refresh Kendall’s memory—recounting everything from the Iconian station to the failed chronometric beacon.  “That was twenty-two years ago,” she said in conclusion.

Kendall’s heart skipped a beat.  He had always known that a failed chronometric beacon could mean chaos, but never did he imagine that he would personally experience that chaos.  “How did you get us back in temporal sync with the rest of the universe?”

Erin thusly directed Kendall’s attention to the chronometric beacon cuffed around his left arm.  “We don’t know how or why, but the Yelss actually managed to pull you back into the space/time continuum two years ago,” she explained.  “You’ve been in stasis ever since then…”

Nearby, jaws were already dropping.  While Kendall had been the primary focus of Erin’s attention, she had made no effort to keep their conversation private.  Thus, Lucas and Jayla, situated on the adjacent biobeds, had been privy to the entire spiel.

“Heh… Two consecutive years of sleep and I’m still feeling a little tired.”  Tompkins chuckled at the sentiment and slowly began to stretch the weary muscles in his arms.  “So what’s new in the twenty-fifth century?”

That was probably the stupidest question Lucas could have asked.  Not only was it a direct violation of the Temporal Prime Directive, it very quickly drew Erin’s attention away from Kendall.

“You know I can’t discuss that,” she mused, her gentle footfalls taking her closer to Lucas with each second that passed.  “In fact, as much as I’d like to sit around and talk with you guys, I’m afraid there is very little we can actually talk about—because I can tell you that you will somehow be returned to 2399 within the next couple of days.  So the less you guys know about your future, the better…”

That was certainly a reasonable sentiment.  In fact, Kendall had helped Erin create that very line of thought when they drafted the Temporal Prime Directive all those years ago.  Only now, he wished he’d made a little provision to exclude himself from the law, because he was very, very eager to see what the future will hold.

Thus far, Kendall could ascertain that the Federation would remain relatively intact, and that Erin would eventually be granted the promotion she had sought for so many years.  Her family situation had undoubtedly changed, because her family was the sole reason she opted to stay aboard the Starlight for so many years.

In the back of his mind, Kendall wanted to believe that he had been the driving force behind the change in Erin’s domestic situation.  After all, he had been planning to eliminate Alan Christopher for quite some time; if those efforts proved successful, then Erin’s life would have changed considerably by default.  There was a distinct possibility that this future was the culmination of his efforts.  Of course, there was only one way to find out.

But now was not the time.  Kendall had to play dumb.  “I assume we’ll be restricted to quarters—with minimal computer access during our stay?”

Erin nodded.  “You assume right.”  She sighed.  “I very much want to give you guys a tour of the ship, but… it’s just not possible.  But I’m sure you understand.”

“We do,” said Jayla Trinn.  “But if all goes well, we’ll still be alive in twenty-two years to get a proper grand tour.”

There was a faint glimmer in Erin’s eyes—as if she desperately wanted to confirm that sentiment—but she knew that she couldn’t actually do so without a visit from Temporal Investigations.  Of course, given the extenuating circumstances, Kendall suspected they were already on their way.  Thus, he knew he couldn’t afford to play dumb for very long…

“I’ve been able to project the Yelss vessel’s course and heading,” said Za’lon an hour later in the Majestic’s conference lounge.  “It appeared to be headed into a region of space called the Kasuto Expanse.”

“The Expanse is located some two thousand light years from our current location, and is apparently in its formative stages,” Jerras promptly continued, gleaning the data from her padd.  “We know virtually nothing about that region of space, however long-range sensor scans indicate a large thermobaric cloud barrier rings the entire region.”

Seated at the head of the table, Erin Keller immediately began to frown.  “That is certainly odd,” she mused.  “And the Yelss ship was headed here?”

“It was headed in that direction,” Za’lon immediately clarified.  “I was unable to locate an exact destination in the Yelss database, however, since this expanse is the only thing of interest in their flight path, one can assume they intended to go there.”

A two thousand light-year detour could hardly be considered minor, but in the back of her mind, Erin Keller felt it was a detour that she could very easily justify.  The Majestic was on a mission to explore space—and this Kasuto Expanse was certainly unexplored.  “How long do you think it might take us to reach the Expanse?”

Za’lon brought a thoughtful finger to his chin.  “If we average warp fifteen… I would estimate a journey of no more than six days.”

Keller knew that traversing two thousand light years in less than a week was no small feat.  In fact, that was certainly an acceptable amount of time for such a journey… But there was one small part of Keller’s mind that wasn’t quite as rational as the rest, and that minority was finding six days to be a very long time.  She wisely chose to ignore that minority… but it was there nonetheless.  “Set a course for the Kasuto Expanse.”

• • •

Erin hadn’t been kidding when she said access to the computer would be limited.  In fact, it was probably the understatement of the century.

As he inspected his new quarters aboard the Majestic, Kendall Johnson found that his access to the computer was limited to nothing more than the most rudimentary of functions.  He could operate the replicator… and play a highly outdated version of Metrix.  There was also a fascinating treatise on the vermicular life forms of the Markab System—and if he even tried to access something beyond the available data, Kendall very quickly found his entire workstation shut down.

Thankfully, he wasn’t alone aboard the Majestic.  Despite the fact they had been assigned different quarters, Kendall still had access to both Lucas and Jayla.  Erin, out of the goodness of her heart, left an active communication link for them to use.  It was probably an error on her behalf, but… not even Erin Keller was perfect.

With a few quick keystrokes, Kendall accessed his single communication channel, calling forth crisp holographic images of both Lucas and Jayla.  This technology was nothing new to Kendall—the Federation had developed it back in the 2370’s—but never had it been deployed with such ease.  Kendall suspected there were advanced holographic systems throughout the ship, complete with the ability to track and analyze subjects for communication.  Thus, there was no need for the clunky holoprojectors required back in the 2370’s.

“How’s Metrix?” asked Jayla after only a few seconds of contact.  She held a pale red padd in her hand that undoubtedly contained the game.

“I beat it twelve times,” Kendall promptly replied.

And Lucas immediately started to laugh.  “It doesn’t count when you play on easy mode, Kendall.”

“I didn’t.”

“Right…” He rolled his eyes.

But Kendall wasn’t about to argue—partly because he didn’t really care about Metrix… and partly because he did indeed play on the easiest setting (the game was still rather challenging in places).  He was more concerned about gaining access to the computer.  Of course, Kendall knew he couldn’t say as much, but he needed some way to employ Lucas and Jayla in his scheme—if only in some sort of mundane supplemental role.  “I’ve been wanting to get a better look at this ship,” he said after a moment.

Much as Kendall suspected, Lucas quickly warmed to the idea.  “As far as I can tell, this thing looks pretty sweet.  Even if I can’t get a detailed look at the specs, I’d love to see the engines—I bet they’re using a quantum slipstream drive.”

Jayla, however, was a much harder sell.  “What about the Temporal Prime Directive?”

Thankfully, Lucas was so enamored with the idea that he quickly came to Kendall’s defense.  “Looking at the engines isn’t going to be the end of the universe, Jayla!  And if you’re that concerned about the Prime Directive, you can stay behind.”

She nodded.  “I’ll do that,” she hastily affirmed—but her resolve was not the strongest.  “After I see the engines…  But do you really think Erin will go for a tour?  If you ask me, it’s a ridiculous idea; if I were in her position, I certainly wouldn’t go for it.”

“Then let’s be glad you’re not in her position,” Lucas interjected.

“We’re not asking to see the whole ship,” Kendall reminded.  “Just… just a few nonessential areas… maybe the mess hall.  Anything to get a change of scenery.”

“We are getting restless in here,” Lucas deviously added.  “I don’t know about you guys, but I really need to stretch my legs.”

Again, Jayla shook her head.  “Erin will never fall for this little act of yours…”

An hour later, the trio was departing main engineering.  It had been an interesting, if not very informative journey into the heart of the Federation Starship Majestic.  The chief engineer wouldn’t confirm or deny Lucas’s the quantum slipstream theories, but Kendall spent a good two or three minutes in observation of the warp core.  “It certainly looked like a quantum slipstream to me,” he whispered, following the Elorg Lieutenant Za’lon into the corridor.

But Lucas wasn’t so sure.  “Given the dilithium shortage back in 2399, I’m sure engine designs will change a hell of a lot by the time 2421 rolls around.  That was definitely not a dilithium matrix back in there… but I thought I saw some components of a transwarp manifold.”

“I saw them too,” chimed in Jayla, “and while they looked similar to some of the components in the Starlight’s engines… they weren’t quite the same—and the magnetic constrictors on the core looked like they were composed of sarium-dikrellide, which is—”

“What the hell are you?” Tompkins playfully interjected.  “Some sort of molecular imaging scanner?  Since when can you tell what something is made of just by looking at it?”

“It was an educated guess.”

“It was a guess all right…”

“Jayla…” Kendall pointed at the steely gray wall coverings on either side of the corridor.

But she shrugged off the challenge without so much as an ounce of consideration.  “I don’t have to answer that.”

“And why not?” demanded Lucas.  “If you really do have this amazing talent, I want proof!”

“The sarium-dikrellide was proof enough,” insisted the Trill, “and if you don’t believe me, tough luck.”

“Well… we don’t have any way to verify that claim,” said Kendall.  “There’s no way we’re going to get the warp core schematics…  But I’m confident Erin would be willing to tell us what the corridors are made out of.”

“The man has a point!” said Lucas.  “This is your chance, Jayla!”

But she refused to relent.  

Kendall was about to suggest they hold some sort of quiz when they returned to the Starlight—a little game to force Jayla to prove these grandiose claims… but amidst those seemingly mundane thoughts Kendall suddenly realized that his mind had wandered considerably from his ultimate goal.  He was supposed to be on a reconnaissance mission, gathering intelligence about the future and perhaps finding a way to access the computer.

He thusly shook those playful thoughts from his mind and returned to the more pressing matters at hand…

Stardate 98883.6; November 19, 2421

“Your transport vessel has been captured,” said the Presage as she flitted onto the dark, organic bridge of Ixdrinex’s starship.  More than two years had passed since her obedient Yelss pawn successfully captured the Epoch in the Sovara System and up until recently, the vast majority of the timelines had been favorable ones.

There had always been the possibility of disaster; for many cycles, the timelines were content to indicate the transport ship would be destroyed in an ion storm.  However, the fated ion storm never fabricated, summarily proving wrong the timelines.  Thus, the Presage was content to believe the threat of capture was also low.

She was wrong.

Cowering near his command chair, Ixdrinex was beside himself.  He knew not what words might soothe the Presage, so instead he stood mute, his large bloodshot eye simply peering off into space.

The Presage, however, had plenty to say.  “It is still very difficult for us to appear to you,” she tersely reminded.  In fact, this was the first time they had spoken in more than a year.  “The capture of your transport ship has greatly complicated matters…”
The quadruped stumbled back a few steps.  We took all of the necessary precautions, said Ixdrinex, his voice weak. 

“You could have provided the vessel with a larger tactical array,” said the Presage.  She realized she should have said something earlier (prior to the ship’s launch), but… she foolishly allowed herself to assume Ixdrinex was a competent individual.  That was not a mistake she would make again.

Our resources were extremely limited when the ship was launched, reminded Ixdrinex.  We provided the vessel with all the armaments we could spare.  After all, the Yelss are at war with the Noor.  We can’t afford to send all of our weapons away on a mission that has nothing to do with us…
The Presage clenched her angry fists, and gracefully strolled over to Ixdrinex’s wrinkly face.  “This mission has everything to do with you,” she stated.  “These humans… they pose a grave threat to both our peoples, and unless we can properly analyze their genome, our very existence is threatened!”
To his credit, Ixdrinex did not flinch.  The vessel has already been captured, he replied.  What more can be done?
A faint smile fell upon the Presage’s thin lips.  “You must win back the vessel.”
How?
“In battle,” explained the Presage.  She could already see a look of confusion within Ixdrinex, but was quick to clarify her enigmatic sentiment: “We are going to upgrade your tactical capabilities…”
Chapter Four

Stardate 98896.4; November 24, 2421

Almost seven days had passed since the accident that brought Kendall Johnson and his friends twenty-two years into the future.  The Majestic’s crew was still working diligently to find a way to send everyone back to the proper timeline—in fact, that was probably the easy part. 

“It’s probably a very simple matter to send someone back in time,” said Kendall, sitting with his friends in the Majestic’s mess hall.  They had been granted access to that part of the ship not long after the grand tour a few days ago—under the expressed condition that they avoid extended conversations with the rest of the crew.  “Even back in 2399, we are very close to sending people through time.”

Jayla, carefully sipping at her searing hot mug of raktajino, arched a curious eyebrow.  “I had no idea you were that far along into your project,” she mused.

“I’ve been putting in some late hours in the temporal science lab,” Kendall replied—and that was definitely an understatement.  He spent so much time in that cramped little room, he could easily wander around with his eyes closed and not bump into a single console.  Admittedly, it felt good to be out and about, even if it was twenty-two years into the future.  “The biggest problem faced by the Majestic’s crew is our temporal alignment.  If we remove our chronometric beacons, we’re going to start traveling further into the future.”

“Any idea how to fix it?” asked Lucas.

Kendall shook his head.  “No.  I’ve been thinking about it, but nothing is really coming to mind.  I guess my well of temporal information has dried up.”

“Let’s hope it’s only a temporary drought,” said Jayla.

Kendall nodded his agreement.  He picked at his lunch for a few moments—a simple bowl of vegetable soup—and then decided that he needed to sort through the wealth of data he had accumulated over the past few days.  Admittedly, it wasn’t nearly as much as he had hoped to collect—Lucas and Jayla were keeping him rather busy—but it was certainly a start.  “So, what do we know about the twenty-fifth century?” he whispered, hoping he might covertly draw his friends into the conversation.  After all, they were both of them great sounding boards for his ideas.

“If the presence of an Elorg officer is any indication, there’s definitely not as much political turmoil,” Jayla noted.  “That’s good news.  The Federation can get back to exploration.”

“We’ve been at warp for the better part of a week,” Lucas added.  “There haven’t been any alert situations, so it’s probably safe to assume that the ship is on some sort of exploratory mission.”

“Technology has advanced a fair amount,” added Kendall, “but I haven’t seen anything revolutionary, which means there probably hasn’t been a major war since our conflict with the Elorg.”  After all, war tended to be a major catalyst for technological advancement—and a lack of wars meant a lack of advancement… That, of course, didn’t mean that peacetime failed to yield progress, but that progress always tended to come faster during a war.

“Captain Christopher isn’t here,” said Jayla a moment later.

That fact had not been lost upon Kendall.  In fact, it was one of the first things he had noticed—but considering his plans, he didn’t want to broach the subject.  “Maybe he’s on vacation?”

Lucas scoffed.  “Without Erin?”

“He’s probably just assigned somewhere else.”  Jayla took another sip of her drink.  “Angela’s an adult in this timeframe… they don’t really need to keep the family unit together anymore, so… it makes sense.”

Across the room, the doors suddenly slid apart.  Kendall briefly glanced away from the conversation to see who had arrived—and quickly lost interest when a pair of teenaged boys stepped inside.  He took a quick spoonful of soup and returned to the conversation—which had already moved to a new subject.

“We don’t sit around like this nearly enough on the Starlight,” Lucas mused, his gaze turning specifically to Kendall.  “When was the last time the two of us just hung out in my quarters?”

He shrugged.  “I… I can’t remember…”

“My point exactly,” said Lucas, raising his index finger for added emphasis.  “We used to sit around for hours on end… just the two of us.  And now we hardly ever talk to each other!  I thought we were best friends?”

“So did I…”

“Well,” Lucas continued, “when we get back, that’s one mistake I intend to fix.”  His gaze briefly shifted over to Jayla.  “If you’re not too busy banging McGuire, you can come, too.”

The Trill’s eyes suddenly went wide, and she nearly choked on her mouthful of raktajino.  “What the hell are you talking about?” she demanded, practically slamming her mug onto the table.  “I’m not banging McGuire…”

“Well, the two of you seemed really friendly the past few months.”

Kendall nodded his agreement.

But before Jayla could defend herself, Lucas cut in with an explanation of his own.  “Let me guess,” he said, already laughing, “you were trying to determine his genetic structure just by looking at him!”  And all three of them immediately burst into explosive laughter.

But the laughter died off just as quickly as it started.  The two teenagers who strolled into the mess hall a few minutes ago now stood less than a meter away, intently listening in on the conversation.  They were both of them tall and thin, but while one had short dark hair, the other sported a head of shaggy blonde hair.  Aside from that, they looked remarkably similar…  Brothers, perhaps?

Kendall had no way to be certain.

“Can I help you?” asked Jayla, once she finally took notice of the boys.

The blonde-haired one shook his head.  “He just looked a little familiar,” he said, motioning toward Lucas.  “That’s all…” And on that note, the two brothers wandered over to a table by the windows to eat their respective lunches.

And the moment she was certain the boys were out of earshot, Jayla turned to Lucas and flashed a coy little grin.  “You must be some sort of almost-important historical figure…”

In the back of his mind, Kendall knew that was a possibility.  But a small part of him had to admit, those two boys looked terribly familiar—which was strange, since neither one of them existed back in 2399…

Whatever the case, Lucas wasn’t exactly interested in pursuing the subject.  He simply brushed aside the encounter and continued to eat his lunch.

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 98897.1: More than six hours have passed since the Majestic penetrated the thermobaric cloud layer at the edge of the Kasuto Expanse, and at long last, we are detecting some sort of anomaly on long-range sensors.

“The energy signatures are minimal,” reported Lieutenant Za’lon from the operations console, “however, there is definitely some sort of anomaly bearing zero-zero-four, mark three.”

This marginal anomaly was hardly the smoking gun that Erin Keller had been looking for.  In fact, there was a fairly good chance that it had very little to do with the Yelss…  But it was start.  “On screen.”

The Elorg hastily complied with Keller’s order, his deft fingers dancing over the operations console—but when the image on the viewscreen flitted away, it was summarily replaced by an image that looked incredibly similar to its predecessor.  It was little more than a vast, glittering starfield.

“Are those the right coordinates?” asked Jerras.  The Romulan was already on her feet, and headed for Za’lon’s workstation.

“They are,” he confirmed—but he double-checked just to be absolutely certain.  “The anomaly is directly ahead.”

Jerras glanced back at the viewscreen.  “Then perhaps Doctor Reinbold should examine my eyes…”

“Your eyes are not in error, Commander,” said Za’lon a moment later.  “There is, in fact, nothing to see.”

The Romulan clenched her fists.  “I hate spatial anomalies.”

And Jerras was certainly not alone in her opinion.  Over the course of the past few decades, Erin Keller had encountered more than her fair share of spatial anomalies.  For a long while, she was content to believe that each encounter had been part of a series of odd coincidences… but so frequently were anomalies appearing on sensors nowadays, Keller was beginning to have her doubts.  “This isn’t another coincidence,” she muttered.  “I believe something strange has been going on in our galaxy for a long, long while…”

“What do you mean?” asked Jerras.

Za’lon was already shaking his head.  “There has been an increase in the number of spatial anomalies detected in recent years, however that is no reason to believe that something is amiss.  Sensor technology has improved sufficiently enough in recent years to account for such an increase in anomalies…”

It was a very logical analysis, but Keller wasn’t buying it.  “I think you’re wrong, Za’lon…  This year alone, we’ve encountered seventeen different spatial anomalies—and now this thermobaric cloud is forming around a region of space that is also teeming with spatial anomalies…  That’s not a sensor glitch.”

The decking suddenly began to vibrate.  The stars on the viewscreen began to flicker. And the dozens of shrill sensor alerts filled the air.

“Sensors have detected three Yelss vessels within the anomaly,” Za’lon subsequently reported.  “They are all Rishar’aa-class dreadnaughts.”

“Well,” said Keller, backing into her command chair in preparation for the coming battle, “I guess this is where their little junker was headed after all…”

“But why bother to send a lowly frigate?” asked Jerras as she slipped into the seat at Keller’s side.  “If they had access to these dreadnaughts, why didn’t the Yelss just use one of those to transport Tompkins and the others?”

“According to sensors, these three vessels are brand new,” said Za’lon.  “It was likely the Yelss did not have access to them two years ago…”

There was suddenly a flash of light on the viewscreen.  Keller had to briefly shield her eyes from the intense illumination, but once it finally began to fade, there wasn’t a light bright enough to keep her eyes from the incredible sight before her.  In addition to the three massive Yelss dreadnaughts, there was also a very large, very ominous sphere on the viewscreen…

“The sphere is apparently the source of the anomaly,” said Za’lon a scant moment later.  “It appears to be part of a vast network of spheres… and if that is the case, I suppose—”

“The lead Yelss ship is coming about,” Jerras loudly interjected.  “Their shields are up!  Weapon systems are online!”

“Shields up!  Red alert!” shouted Keller.  “Stand by phasers and hadron torpedoes!”

The alert klaxon immediately sounded, and a pale red aura subsequently filled the Majestic’s bridge.

“Weapons are standing by,” said Jerras only seconds later.  “Ready to fire on your command!”

But Keller wasn’t ready to open fire just yet.  As a Starfleet officer, it was her duty to first give diplomacy a try—even if it was doomed to failure.  “Hail them,” she ordered.

“They are not responding,” Za’lon replied after several failed attempts to contact the Yelss.

But then the computer provided a series of strident bleeps.  “No, they are responding…” said Jerras, watching events unfold on the workstation beside her chair.  “They’ve opened fire!”

Keller suddenly glimpsed a ragged streak of verdant light soar across the viewscreen, and before she knew it, the deck jolted beneath her feet with such magnitude, that even her death-grip on the arms of the command failed to keep her in place.  She sailed to the floor and tumbled across the deck a couple of times before coming to an abrupt stop just behind the helm.

Keller quickly scrambled back to her feet.  “Report!”

“Shields are down to fifty-eight percent!” shouted Za’lon over the roar of the engines.  “We have a hull breach on deck seven, and there is a rupture in the EPS grid on deck nine!”

“These new Yelss vessels apparently have upgraded weaponry!” noted Jerras.  “Another few hits like that, and we’re going to be in serious trouble!”

“Then we have to make sure we don’t get hit like that!” said Keller, brushing off the front of her uniform as she returned to the command chair.  “Za’lon, lock weapons onto the lead ship and open fire!”

The Elorg nodded his acknowledgement, and quickly went to work at the controls.  Within seconds, Keller watched as a large string of rose-stained torpedoes hurtled across the viewscreen and crashed into the first Yelss vessel, calling forth a considerable explosion of fire, but much as she had expected, the hellish vessel glided through the roiling wake  relatively unscathed.

“Fire phasers!” called Jerras without losing a beat. 

Easily weaving around dozens of randomly exploding torpedoes, the Majestic’s grace and beauty was certainly not a harbinger of things to come.  If anything, it had lulled the Yelss into a false sense of security, because the moment the Majestic’s blazing orange phaser beams sliced across the battlefield, all three vessels took notice—especially the unfortunate denizens of the lead ship.

Flanked by dozens of blazing red torpedoes, a giant surge of reddish light streaked away from the Majestic’s phaser banks, swiping into the Yelss dreadnaught’s hull with enough force to slice the ship in half.  A wall of fire immediately burst through the hull, consuming the Yelss ship in a glittering sea of crimson and orange…

“The lead ship is destroyed!” said Za’lon as the Majestic plowed through the smoldering cloud of debris.  

“The other two vessels are coming about,” Jerras subsequently reported.  “They’re preparing for another attack!”

Kendall Johnson knew that this was his chance.  If he wanted to gain access to the Majestic’s computer, there was no better time to do so.  With the ship under siege, it was doubtful anyone would notice his minor intrusion into the database.  But as he and his friends wandered through the starship’s myriad corridors, Kendall had to admit, he didn’t exactly want to break into the computer.

Oddly enough, he just wanted to get back to the Starlight in one piece…  For one singular moment, he was content to leave everything in his life the way it was—a feeling that lingered as he and Jayla marched right past one of the large computer displays mounted on the wall in the corridor.

It wasn’t too late to turn back.  Kendall knew that he could stop and, in just a couple of seconds, gather all the information he needed.  He could see what happened to Alan Christopher… glean a few temporal equations from the computer… whatever he pleased.  He could even see what happened to Erin.  All he had to do was turn around and do it!

But his legs wouldn’t listen.  They just kept walking away from the workstation.  And regardless of his brain’s orders, they wouldn’t stop.

Why?

Kendall knew that this was likely his best chance to gather the information necessary to properly alter the timeline in his favor.  The temporal equations in that computer database were a thousand times more accurate than the ones he was developing back on the Starlight.

What the hell was he hanging onto?  Why couldn’t he turn around?

And then Lucas stormed to the front of the pack.  “We need to get to the bridge!” he said.  “We might be twenty-years out of date, but I’ll bet Erin—”

The deck suddenly jolted with incredible force.  The ship seamed to scream in agony as some sort of weaponry drilled into the hull…  Kendall aimlessly stumbled forward a few steps before plowing into Jayla’s shoulder.  Both of them immediately fell to the rumbling deck—and in the blink of an eye, they vanished…

“A fourth Yelss vessel just entered the fray,” called Jerras.  The Romulan was frantically pecking away at her dying workstation, but to no avail.  It sputtered a few sparks and then went pitch black.

Thankfully, Keller had glimpsed this new vessel on the viewscreen just as it streaked out of warp.  “I recognize that ship,” she said.  “When the Yelss abducted me back in 2398, they forced me to help them construct a new class of starship—and that was it!”

The glittering crystalline ship briefly streaked across the viewscreen as it decimated the two remaining Rishar’aa-class dreadnaughts.  Keller was pleased to see the massive starship back in action; after all, it was partially her creation…  But she couldn’t quite figure out why it was attacking the other Yelss ships.

Nor would she have the chance.  Just as quickly as the starship entered the raging battlefield, it made its illustrious departure, promptly vanishing in a swirl of verdant light…

“Captain,” came Za’lon’s voice a moment later.

“What is it?”

“Yours guests…  Commander Tompkins and others…”

“What about them?”

“They’re gone…”

“Gone?”

The Elorg nodded.  “The Yelss must have taken them—and I am left with the distinct impression that the Yelss will not be returning them to us…”

When she contacted Lucas Tompkins a few days ago, Keller duly noted that he had been very elusive when it came to this situation’s conclusion.  And now she knew why… she wasn’t going to have anything to do with it.  “Their fate is out of our hands…”

Chapter Five

Twenty-Six Years Later

Stardate 124549.6; July 20, 2447

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

A tactical cube loomed on the USS Pulsar’s viewscreen.  It was massive conglomeration of metal, plated with steely gray armor that made it almost impervious to attack—and as it crept across the viewscreen, it very quickly became obvious that the tactical cube was only the tip of the iceberg.

In the distance, a pair of spheres escorted the Queen’s diamond-shaped yacht out of a transwarp conduit; the three ships quickly fell into formation behind a massive tactical fusion cube.  This gathering of Borg vessels was no simple incursion into Federation space—it was an all-out invasion, one that the Borg were very serious about winning…

There was but a single obstruction keeping them from assimilating the entire Alpha Quadrant into the collective: the fleet of several thousand Federation starships gathered in Sector 54168.  At last count, there were more than three thousand ships gathered, and with each hour that passed, more arrived.  If the Borg wanted to claim the Alpha Quadrant, they were going to have a very tough time of it.

Seated comfortably in the Pulsar’s command chair, Corey Tompkins was pleased with the turnout.  Ever since word of the Borg invasion reached the Federation a few weeks ago, he had been worried that Starfleet would be unable to amass the fleet necessary to repel the attack.  Thankfully, those fears were unfounded…  He would have plenty of cover-fire for his mission.

Yes, he and his crew had come to defend the Federation from the vile Borg invaders—but the Pulsar had another reason to be in Sector 54168.  Not long after the Federation learned of the approaching Borg armada, the Yelss stopped by with a few relics from the past:  Kendall Johnson, Jayla Trinn, and Lucas Tompkins.

At first, Tompkins couldn’t even begin to fathom why the Yelss had chosen him for this delicate mission.  The Pulsar was hardly the most advanced starship in the fleet, and he was hardly the most experienced Captain.  In fact, he had never before encountered the Borg.  But he did, in fact, have an edge…

Your fate is linked to the outcome of this mission, said the Yelss.  You must return these three to their proper timeline.

It took Corey Tompkins only a few moments to realize that he had seen all three of these individuals before—back when he was a child aboard the Majestic.  At the time, he dismissed the encounter as happenstance… but now it realized the true magnitude of the situation.  If these three were not returned to 2399, he would cease to exist…

“How do we get them back home?”

The Borg, said the Yelss.  They must board one of the cubes and use the chronometric beacon to send them home.
“Why not use one of our beacons?”

Your technology is not sufficiently advanced, explained the Yelss.  If you send them back through time, they will still be out of sync with the rest of the universe.  Only the Borg can save them…
Kendall Johnson hadn’t anticipated a visit to a Borg cube on his way home to 2399, but when he came back to his senses aboard a ship called the Pulsar, he very quickly learned that he and his companions would be getting just that.  Their mission was a simple one—all they had to do was find a chronometric beacon and use it to go home.  The Borg computer would take care of everything else…

Unfortunately, Kendall suspected the Borg drones might object to such a course of action, so this seemingly easy task was likely anything but.  So after a few hours of preparation, the away team headed over to the tactical cube…

The hot, humid air was thick with a mechanical stench that seemed to pervade every dank corridor.  The harsh illumination was accented by the slightest glow of green from the nearby computer terminals, which were about the only things of interest within sight.  The wall in front of Kendall was lined with empty, coffin-like regeneration alcoves.  Behind the away team was an extensive wall that, according to Kendall’s tricorder, was occluding a massive assimilation chamber—and if things went badly for the Federation in this engagement, that chamber would soon be full of new drones…

But Kendall knew he couldn’t afford to let his thoughts linger on the Borg for too long.  As far as he was concerned, these events were still fifty years away—and the Temporal Prime Directive certainly applied.  

Thus, he quickly turned his attention away from the giant assimilation chamber, and started looking for a data distribution node that would contain a chronometric beacon.  The tricorder bleeped, indicating there was such an installation about thirty meters down the claustrophobic corridor.  Kendall motioned with his head for the others to follow.  “One of my goals in life was… was to never find myself aboard a Borg ship,” he whispered as the group crept past a long row of regeneration alcoves filled with dormant drones.

“Kendall… I think most civilized worlds share that dream,” said Lucas, carefully following in his friend’s footsteps.  “But I bet Jayla is having a hell of a time picking out all of the alloys used in the hull…”

She promptly shook her head.  “I’m not…”

Moving at a snail’s pace, Kendall continued to lead the way through the dreadfully straight corridor, encountering a few oblivious drones along the way.  Jayla discreetly motioned for Lucas to lower his weapon, and the drones passed by without incident.  After several more meters, the corridor ended, opening up into considerable chamber lined with computers, freestanding workstations, and Borg drones.

Not wanting to draw any attention, Kendall quickly lowered his weapon—a simple phaser provided by the Pulsar’s crew—and weaved his way through the plethora of drones until he stood before a wall-mounted console near the back of the chamber.

“As long as we don’t appear threatening,” Kendall reminded, “the Borg should ignore us.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem until we need to use the chronometric beacon,” Jayla whispered.  It was doubtful the Borg considered talking a threat, but since the Borg didn’t frequently use vocal commands when speaking with each other, voices seemed out of place.

The data distribution noted was featured prominently on the large console, illuminated with a pale green aura.  Kendall discreetly scanned the nodule with his tricorder and confirmed it to be the node they were searching for.  He quickly slid the pyramid-base aside, revealing a bafflingly complex series of controls underneath.  “The Borg have done some upgrading,” he said.  “This doesn’t look anything like the schematics…”

“Can you still access the chronometric beacon?” asked Lucas.

Kendall shrugged, carefully pecking away at the astonishingly complex interface.  “I guess… I guess we’re about to find out.”

Hoping his tricorder might be of some help, Kendall tapped in a series of codes specifically designed decipher the console—but after a few seconds, the tricorder produced nothing more than a series of foul bleeps.  Still, he continued to work at the controls, knowing that he would eventually gain access to the Borg database…

But eventually wasn’t soon enough.  There were more than a dozen Borg lingering nearby, and it was only a matter of time before they decided Kendall’s little foray into their computer systems posed something more than a minor annoyance.

“Kendall…” Jayla’s voice was growing nervous.

He sighed.  “I’m working as fast as I can!”  he hissed—but now that he knew the Borg were starting to grow weary, his hands started to tremble.  He accidentally made one wrong keystroke, and thusly stumbled upon an account of the Borg’s recent encounter with Particle 883.  It took several precious seconds to get back into the main directory, and by that time, the Borg were on alert.

Kendall could hear the drones shuffling along the metallic deck, their numerous mechanical components whizzing ominously the entire time.  And then the ship started to rumble.  The Federation fleet had finally started to attack…

“We’re in weapons range,” called out Ensign Kasari at the helm.  Captain Tompkins watched the young Bajoran maneuver the Pulsar through the fleet for several moments until they finally reached the front line—where the dreadfully ominous tactical cube loomed.

Corey Tompkins pulled in a lungful of air and turned to his tactical officer, a Bolian by the name of Gasal.  “Ready all weapons… prepare to fire!”

Gasal briefly checked over the wealth of tactical data before reporting, “Weapons on standby.”

Tompkins simply nodded his acknowledgement, and then slowly backed himself into the command chair… perhaps for the very last time.  He watched the massive cube for only a moment as it easily pummeled the oncoming fleet; at any given moment, there were more than a dozen beams of verdant death shooting from the ship.  Every few seconds, a massive explosion would blossomed from the hull of a Federation starship… and the fleet grew smaller by one.

“Sixty-three ships have been destroyed,” said Gasal.  He was not typically a nervous man, but on this dark day… not even his nerves of steel were immune to the stress.  “More than three hundred have sustained moderate damage!”

Tompkins was ready to turn the tables—though he doubted one more ship would turn the tide… he had to do something.  “Fire at will!”

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

“The timelines are shifting!” exclaimed the Matriarch as she appeared in the blazing white purity of the void.

Surprised by this stunning revelation, the Primary delved deep into the timelines for a reason.  She had not yet noticed anything of consequence, but the Matriarch did not typically speak in jest.  “The Yelss have proven more treacherous than we had anticipated,” she decided after a few moments in contact with the infinite and wondrous flow of time.

“A secondary faction has sided with the humans,” said the Presage as her ethereal presence became known to the assembly.

“They have caused an irreparable shift in the timelines,” said the Matriarch.  The revelation was obviously a disappointment—for the Yelss showed much potential.  “We can no longer manipulate this situation to our advantage.”

Though she was loath to do so, the Primary had no choice but to agree with the Matriarch.  “The number of favorable timelines had diminished to the point of no return.  We should work to eliminate the Yelss, and begin anew…”

“No,” said the Matriarch.  “We have already wasted enough time with the Yelss.  The new timelines do not indicate they pose a threat to our cause…”

“We can eliminate them later, if necessary,” said the Secondary.  “The timelines still indicate the humans pose the most considerable threat.”

“We must eliminate them,” said the Matriarch.

“The timelines no longer favor an intervention in this era,” reminded the Primary.

“If we wish to proceed, we will have to select a new timeline,” said the Presage.

The Matriarch paused for a brief moment to consider the possibilities. “The Yelss were not the only race under our supervision…”

Almost instantly, the Primary could sense where the Matriarch intended to take the timelines.  It was certainly a risk, but in theory, this secondary plan had promise…

The Presage quickly fell into agreement.  “I will make the necessary preparations…”

Lucas Tompkins felt he could fend off no more than five or six Borg drones before they were able to adapt to the myriad frequencies his phaser had to offer.  Combined with Jayla’s phaser fire, they could likely knock off about twelve of the drones.  Unfortunately, there were about twenty Borg drones in the vicinity.  

Most of them were either regenerating or preoccupied with the battle raging outside the cube—but the few unoccupied drones had their ocular implants fixed upon Tompkins and his friends.  “You’re time is just about up, Kendall!”  That was probably the tenth time Lucas had giving such a warning—but this time he really meant it.

Kendall expelled a weary sigh.  “I’m working as fast as I can!”

“Work faster,” Jayla urged.

One of the drones had apparently detected Kendall’s actions, and was now moving on a direct intercept course.  Not wanting the drone to get too near, Lucas quickly took aim upon the drone and felled him with one quick phaser blast…  But a second drone was quick to take his place.

This time Jayla opened fire, taking down the gangly Borg drone with one quick shot.  Sparks erupted from his body armor and he fell to the deck with a THUD—but there was already a third drone en route.  And a fourth…

Both fell without much resistance, but as a fifth drone started the slow march toward the away team’s position, Tompkins knew they were in trouble.  “Heh… We’re not going to last much longer, here, Kendall!”

The scientist briefly came about to assess their tactical situation—and his bright green eyes nearly popped out of his head.  For a brief moment, Lucas feared that Kendall had somehow frozen in place, but a gentle nudge from Jayla’s elbow very quickly sent him back to work.

But the Borg weren’t going to make things easy for Kendall.  There were already four more drones approaching, and while Lucas was able to down three of them with his phaser… the fourth drone was oblivious to the assault.  When the phaser struck, his personal shield flared green, and he forged ahead as if nothing had happened.

“Shit!”  Lucas hastily tried to readjust his phaser frequencies, but with an unknown number of virtually indestructible Borg drones approaching, he was having trouble concentrating.

The drone effortlessly stepped past the bodies of his fallen comrades and started for Lucas—but thankfully, Jayla’s phaser had one last burst of energy inside.  She hastily opened fire, and fried the drone just meters from Lucas’s position.

“I’m almost there!” said Kendall a moment later.

Lucas heaved a small sigh of relief.  “Good!”

The next wave of drones was already approaching, and this time there was no stopping them.  Lucas frantically fiddled with his phaser, but he knew he wasn’t going to be able to adjust the frequencies in time—so he increased the setting to maximum and just opened fire, hoping the Borg weren’t impervious to a level-sixteen phaser blast…

Those hopes quickly evaporated.  Bright green shields zapped around each and every drone as it was struck.  Aside from utterly brute force, Lucas knew there was no way to stop the approaching drones—so he very quickly lunged into the nearest Borg and shoved him to the clammy, metallic decking below.  

Terminal error.

The drone was downed, but his friends were not humored by the brawl.  The nearest drone easily plucked Lucas from the ground, grabbing the back of his uniform and lifting him into the air.  Tiny injection tubules sprouted from the drone’s knuckles—and then vanished into thin air…

There was a burst of hazy green light, and five seconds later, Lucas Tompkins found himself standing face-to-face with Sarah Hartman.

The Doctor was obviously surprised by his sudden appearance—her eyes went wide and she took a few cautious steps back before she realized what was going on—and then she made a valiant attempt to act nonchalant about the entire situation.  In one quick motion, she pulled a tricorder from her pocket and began to analyze the Starlight’s first officer.  “Good of you to finally show up for your physical…  Though next time, you might give me a little warning before you literally drop in…”

Standing beside Jayla Trinn near the biobeds, Kendall Johnson chuckled.  He didn’t even have to ask what day it was—because he knew that he was back where he belonged…

May 19, 2152

The Xindi Council Chamber

The Guardians frequently communicated with the Xindi.  Ever since the devastating civil war that ended with the destruction of Xindus, the Guardians had been there to help guide the Xindi back to greatness.  They helped the survivors settle on new worlds; they formed the Xindi Council; and now, they apparently had a new, urgent mission for the Council to undertake.  Admittedly, Degra was curious.

Eager to hear what the Guardians had to say, he assumed his seat at Councilor Mallora’s side and waited for the others to arrive.  It took only a few moments for Janar, the Arboreal Councilor to arrive, followed shortly by Commander Dolim of the Reptilian order, and Kiaphet Amman’sor, the noble Aquatic.  Now, only the Insectoid representative needed to arrive, and it did so a short while later.  With the entire council finally assembled, the Guardian appeared without so much as an ounce of preamble.

“The past century has been a productive one for the Xindi,” she stated, gracefully pacing about the expansive chamber.  “On this day, however, I bring news not of progress for the Xindi, but of a major setback.

“The timelines have recently indicated a new race of barbaric savages will rise to power within the next few centuries.  At some point in the twenty-sixth century, they will destroy the new Xindi homeworld…  They are a species known to us only as human—and they must be eliminated…”

Stardate 76337.9; May 04, 2399

“I don’t know if we’re going to consider this little incident a success or not,” mused Erin Keller as she and Kendall Johnson strode through the Starlight’s myriad corridors.  “On the one hand, your temporal shields were successful… but on the other hand, you guys did get flung several decades into the future.”

For all intents and purposes, Kendall was content to label the Epoch’s first… and last voyage a success.  “The temporal shields worked fine,” he insisted.  “Had the Iconian station not attacked us… I… I think the mission would have been a complete success.”

Erin flashed a coy little grin.  “Very well then,” she conceded.  “We’ll call it a success… but next time you want to try out a little temporal technology, we’re not doing it anywhere near that Iconian station!”

“Agreed,” said Kendall.  Despite the fact he had a fairly interesting journey that spanned more than half a century… he really had no desire for a repeat performance—especially since he couldn’t talk about any of it.  He couldn’t even tell Erin about her promotion, and she would have loved to know about that.

Thankfully, Erin had co-authored the Temporal Prime Directive.  She knew that the accident was a forbidden subject… but that didn’t mean she wasn’t curious.  “Care to drop any hints about the future?”

Kendall shook his head.  “No.”

“Not even a little hint?”

“Nope.”

“Aww… you’re no fun, Kendall!”  She briefly flashed him a mock frown.  “Say, if I were to make a few guesses, do you think you could confirm or deny them?”

Kendall paused.

Erin chuckled.  “I guess not.”  She expelled a happy sigh, and thusly headed for the turbolift at the end of the corridor.  “I guess we’ll all find out soon enough.  See you at the staff meeting tomorrow morning?”

“I’ll be there,” said Kendall, as he started for the temporal science lab in the opposite direction.  But he got no further than a few footfalls before deciding that the future… and the past could wait.  “Johnson to Tompkins,” he called, tapping his communicator.

“Kendall!” Lucas happily exclaimed a few moments later.  “What’s up?”

“Nothing.”

“Good,” replied Lucas.  “Want to head down to the mess hall and grab some lunch?”

“I’ll meet you there in five minutes!”  Kendall was already smiling.  And it seemed like a genuine smile—it seemed like he was truly in a good mood for the first time in several years.  It seemed like Kendall Johnson—the failure for so many long years—had finally met up with success.  He knew not how long it might last, but for the time being, life was good.
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