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Prologue

The first signs of morning came when a beam of amber sunlight poked through the thin veil of silky white fabric draped over windows.  The glittering shaft of light danced effortlessly through the hazy morning air, its radiant warmth gently washing over Erin Keller’s delicate body.  Somewhere, deep in her unconscious mind, she could sense the dawn of this new day, and a tiny, ethereal smile curved upward her scarlet lips.

Though the silent universe spanned hundreds of millions of light years in any given direction, nowhere within those confines was there a more serene, placid sight.  Her shapely body wrapped in pale violet sheets, Erin Keller represented all that was perfect in the universe; Kendall Johnson only wished he could forever preserve this one singular moment of bliss.

Somewhere, deep in the back of his wondrous mind, Kendall’s thoughts were already conspiring to grant his wish.  It was certain that some temporal phenomenon could somehow wrap its intricate equations around those euphoric moments and forever lock them into eternity…  But until the day came when such things were possible, Kendall was content to preserve within his mind this perfect memory.

“So perfect,” he mused, gently brushing aside the stray lock of auburn hair that dangled on Erin’s forehead.  “So very perfect…”

And while Kendall intended the sentiment for himself alone, its delicate words nonetheless resonated within Erin, as well.  Her ethereal brown eyes slowly opened to the new day, wide with affection and curiosity from the outset.  “You’re so very sweet,” she chirped, the smile on her face widening.  “What would I do without you?”

Kendall didn’t immediately respond, mainly because he knew not what to say… but somewhere, buried deep within his darkest of thoughts, Kendall remained silent because somehow knew the answer to Erin’s question.  It was little more than an echo of what once had been, a shadow left by time… and Kendall was not at all fond of the answers whispered by those shadowy echoes.

Not at all…

“Is everything okay, Kendall?”  Alan Christopher stood less than a meter away, looking on with curiosity in his bright blue eyes.  He had no idea what was about to happen.

But every single facet of Kendall Johnson’s life in recent months had been building to this single moment.  He was destined to eliminate Alan Christopher… and after his recent encounter with the malevolent Illidan, Kendall knew that within him he possessed the courage to do the deed.  He reached behind his back…

Christopher stepped forward, frowning a bit.  “Kendall?” His curiosity was slowly giving way to concern.

But this was the man that ruined Kendall Johnson’s life.  Not only did Alan Christopher steal away Erin Keller, he stole all the hopes and aspirations that went with her.  Christopher was not worthy of a woman as wonderful as Erin Keller!  He could never hope to be!

But that would no longer be a problem…  The time had at long last come to end Christopher’s egotistical delusions of grandeur, and put him out of his misery.

Kendall very quickly withdrew the weapon from behind his back.  On the surface, it looked very similar to a phaser, but it was anything but.  Equipped with highly advanced temporal technology, Kendall Johnson could erase every shred of Alan Christopher’s deluded existence in one fell swoop…

And he did so… with pleasure.

It was an echo.  It was… what might have been.  And it was thoroughly unpleasant.  Kendall tried his best to dismiss the dark memories passing through his conscious mind—after all, it was not wise to linger upon what might have been, especially in the midst of such perfection.  The darkness would only serve to detract from the euphoria.

“What are we going to do today?” Erin playfully inquired.   “I was thinking about heading down to the beach…  It’s been warm the past few days, so I’m quite certain the water won’t be too chilly!”  Propping herself up with her elbows, she turned to Kendall and grinned.  “What do you think?”

“The beach…”  Kendall had never been fond of the beach.  His fair skin tended to burn with incredible ease, and then it would get itchy as it peeled away—and really, he wasn’t too fond of the water, either.  He forced a smile to his face.  “The beach sounds… great.”

Though Kendall made certain there wasn’t even a hint of displeasure in his voice, Erin somehow managed to see right through his little white lie.  Tossing aside some of the velvety sheets, Erin wrapped her arms around Kendall’s shoulders and pulled herself closer to his body.  “So what do you really want to do?”

With Erin just lying inches away, the question was very easy to answer.  “I just want to stay here… and enjoy this moment.”

It wasn’t a long-term plan for this new and wondrous day, but it was certainly enough to satisfy Erin for the short-term.  She planted a gentle kiss on Kendall’s lips.  “I think I can handle that…”

“Good.”  Kendall flashed a devious grin, and gently closed the small gap between him and Erin.  

…And as the blazing golden sun climbed into the cerulean skies, Kendall… heard his communicator bleep:  “Harrison to Johnson!”

Startled by the summons, Kendall pushed aside Erin and instinctively slapped his chest—but his fingers fell upon little more than flesh.  Suddenly realizing that his shirt was on the floor, Kendall scrambled out of bed in search of his missing wardrobe.

Erin frowned.  “What’s going on?”

Though it pained him to do so, Kendall had no choice but to ignore Erin.  Captain Harrison did not like to be kept waiting, and considering the circumstances, Kendall didn’t exactly feel like explaining the reason for his tardiness.

He found his shirt hanging on the back of a chair.  It was a simple white tank-top, communicator firmly attached to its customary position above the left breast.  Kendall quickly tapped the shiny Starfleet insignia.  “Johnson here!”

“Lieutenant,” Harrison crisply stated, apparently unfazed by the brief delay, “report to the bridge at once.  We have a situation that requires your attention.”

“Yes sir!”  Though his mind was a bit preoccupied with Erin Keller, Kendall was nevertheless at a loss to explain this new situation.  Everything had been rather calm when he and Erin first arrived—there was no sign of trouble of any kind.  “I’ll be there right away.”

“Very well.  Harrison out.”

And on that note, Kendall was forced to face yet another echo; another instance of what might have been.  “Computer,” he said, already headed for the exit, “end program.”

Erin Keller and every last drop of her divine perfection immediately vanished into thin air…

Chapter One

“It’s a rogue planetoid,” said Neelar Drayge, his deft fingers gently pecking away at the helm controls.  “We have been tracking it on long-range sensors for the past seventeen hours.”

Apparently, Kendall Johnson had been in the holodeck longer than he anticipated, for there had been no such planet on sensors when he entered the facility.  But sure enough, a class-R planetoid now loomed on the Starlight’s viewscreen against the eerie reddish backdrop of the Veneihm Nebula.

The planet itself was a small, dark world, covered with ribbons of magma and shrouded in swirls of ashen clouds.  “I’m detecting an extensive network of geo-thermal vents on the surface,” gleaned Johnson from the sensors.  “There appears to be a thriving ecosystem, especially along the equator.”

“There are also numerous veins of cormaline,” Erin Keller happily appended.  In this reality, she served as the Starlight’s first officer, and as far as Johnson could tell, that was the unfortunate extent of their relationship.

“The Federation wishes to determine if the veins are substantial enough to warrant a mining operation,” continued Captain Harrison.  His eyes were apparently glued to the sight on the viewscreen…

As far as nebulas went, the Veneihm Nebula certainly ranked as one of the eeriest.  It looked as if someone had dropped tiny rivulets of crimson blood into the ocean and allowed them to billow and blossom and swirl about. It was both beautiful and haunting at the very same time—but it would do little to hinder Johnson’s investigation of the cormaline.

With a few simple keystrokes, Johnson placed a spherical blue grid over the planet on the viewscreen, and allowed the computer to highlight the largest of the many cormaline deposits.  Most of them appeared outside the planet’s inhabited zone—there were five impressive deposits very near the northern pole—but the largest of the veins was, thankfully, right along the equator.

“Because of all the geo-thermal activity on the surface,” said Johnson, “it’s difficult to ascertain the quality of the cormaline—but it should be possible to mine a good portion of it.”

Captain Harrison readily nodded his approval, and his lips parted to deliver his response… but even before the Captain had a chance to speak, Kendall felt a clammy breeze meander across the bridge, bringing with it memories of the dark shadow that had previously clouded Johnson’s mind…

Voices… faint voices filled the clammy air, all of them chanting words from some ancient tongue that Johnson could not even begin to comprehend.

Meanwhile, Captain Harrison continued to speak.  Erin Keller listened intently, nodding her agreement at appropriate intervals.  Neither one of them appeared to take note of the darkness pervading the Starlight’s command center.  To Johnson, it seemed as if he had somehow broken away from their universe, and now loomed in some unfathomable netherworld very nearby.

And the ethereal voices that inhabited the ominous netherworld were calling to him.  Time has been wounded, they hissed, but the scar shall not heal…

“What?”  Johnson tried to wrap his mind around the cryptic sentiment, but at that point, his mental failings were numerous, and he knew not which of the many strange oddities to focus upon.  “What’s going on?”

You weave a dangerous thread…  The deep, cryptic voices were everywhere, yet at the same time, they were nowhere at all.

Johnson frowned.  “What are you talking about?”

But this time, there was no response.  The voices faded into the abyss, and Johnson instead found himself peering into Erin Keller’s curious brown eyes. She grinned, arched a curious brow, and asked, “Is everything okay, little buddy?”

Honestly, Johnson didn’t know.  But he didn’t want to show any signs of weakness, especially in front of Erin Keller.  He thusly provided her with a simple, reassuring smile.  “Everything is fine,” he stated—and to his surprise, the sentiment seemed utterly believable.  “My mind must have wandered for a moment.”

“Very well.”  The flesh-and-blood incarnation of Erin Keller was obviously more trusting than her photon-and-forcefield counterpart, because she seemed to accept Johnson’s word without so much as an ounce of hesitation.  “The Captain wants to send an away team to the surface later this afternoon.  What do you think?”

Johnson glanced back at the sensors.  They seemed perfectly normal, and showed no signs of a mysterious netherworld.  They also showed optimal conditions for an away team.  “I… I don’t think we should have any problems.”

Keller nodded her approval.  “Good.”

The hours passed, and Kendall Johnson eventually found himself in the mess hall.  He stood silently before the waiting replicator, his mind lost in the epic struggle to choose his lunch.  Given the number of inhabited worlds in the galaxy, the possibilities for the midday meal were nearly endless—and while Kendall could very easily dismiss such exotic delicacies like heart of targ and spiny magrot tentacles, there were still hundreds of other more palatable choices in the database.

But, unwilling to hold up the food line any longer than was absolutely necessary, Kendall decided that a simple ham and turkey sandwich on rye bread would be more than sufficient to satisfy his taste buds.  Along with a tall glass of cherry soda, the sandwich promptly swirled into the replicator basin amidst a glittering azure light.  

Lunch in hand, Kendall aimlessly wandered into the crowd of people milling about the mess hall.  He intended to find himself a secluded table near the window so that he might observe the Veneihm Nebula and its companion planet—which Kendall learned was called Nebhilum—but it was immediately obvious that a lot of people had the same idea, because there was not an empty table to be found.

There was, however, an empty chair—and seated across from it was Erin Keller.  She was apparently engrossed in her chicken salad, but Kendall knew that she would not mind the intrusion.  Thus, he carefully navigated the throngs of people and politely seated himself in the simple gray chair across from Erin.

And the moment her eyes fell upon Kendall, a wide smile crossed Erin’s face.  “Hey, Kendall!” she chirped, already warming to the conversation.  “What’s up?”

Pleased by the warm welcome, Kendall could almost immediately feel his nerves begin to ease.  “Not too much,” he replied… and that was rather unfortunate, because it left the conversation with very little ground to cover.  And that usually led to silence.

Usually.

Erin could sometimes hold an entire conversation herself, requiring just the most basic of responses from Kendall to continue.  While this didn’t seem like one of those conversations, Erin nevertheless resumed the conversation before it could grow too stale.  “It’s very pretty,” she said, gesturing toward the roiling red nebula.  “In all my years in Starfleet, I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

Kendall was almost compelled to point out the nebula’s composition was actually consistent with a standard class-14 nebula—and that from a scientific standpoint, it was hardly noteworthy.  But it was highly unlikely Erin wanted to hear such things, so Kendall wisely refrained from saying as much.  “It is beautiful,” he mused.  “It sort of reminds me of you, actually…”

“Me?”  Erin’s playfully cryptic gaze wandered away from the nebula.  “Are you saying I’m a giant cloud of fiery gas?”

“No,” said Kendall, shaking his head.  “I’m saying that… that I think you’re beautiful…”

“Aww!  That’s so sweet, Kendall!”  The flattering sentiment seemed to melt Erin’s heart, and for a split second, she didn’t seem to know what to say—but the joyous look upon her placid face spoke the infinite volumes that words could not… and that was all the response Kendall needed.

“I’ve… I’ve been meaning to tell you that for a very long time,” he cautiously continued.  He didn’t want to push too far, at least not yet.  This wasn’t the holodeck, after all.  “You mean a lot to me, Erin.”

Erin set aside her fork and gently reached across the tabletop.  With her warm, inviting hands wrapped around Kendall’s she peered into his pale green eyes… into his very soul… and smiled.  “You mean a great deal to me, Kendall.  We have been friends for longer than I could possibly hope to remember…”

“It’s been almost six years to the day,” Kendall politely interjected.

“Five years, eleven months, three weeks, six days and… seven hours,” Erin playfully corrected.  Still, playful or otherwise, her calculations were entirely accurate.  “But who’s keeping track?”

Kendall grinned, and he could feel the beginnings of another perfect moment beginning to swirl about the mess hall.  Maybe there was hope for him and Erin after all?  Maybe the echo from the abyss was wrong about everything?

Maybe…

Maybe not.

Lucas Tompkins suddenly plopped himself into the empty chair beside Erin, his muscular arm almost immediately draped around her petite shoulders.  “Hey guys,” he loudly greeted.  “What’s up?”

And in a painfully short instant, Erin’s ethereal gaze shifted from Kendall to Lucas, the smile on her face wide as ever.  “We’re just eating lunch,” she chirped.  “That’s all.”

Kendall could hardly believe his ears.  Five seconds ago, he was in the midst of an incredibly deep and personal conversation with Erin—and she suddenly had the nerve to sum it up as little more than a banal lunchtime chat!?  Kendall wanted to say something… but quite frankly, he didn’t know what to say!

“I’m going to head down to the gym later this evening,” Lucas continued, utterly oblivious to Kendall’s newly panicked mood.  “Justin and I are going to shoot some hoops…  You guys should come—we can have a little two-on-two action.”

“Basketball?”  Erin arched a skeptical brow.

“Heh…” Lucas grinned, and seeing that Kendall’s sandwich had gone untouched, he helped himself to half of it.  “Don’t worry, we’ll go easy on you, Erin.”

Always eager to try something new, it didn’t take that much convincing to get Erin to join in the festivities.  “Very well,” she conceded.

Biting into his pilfered sandwich, Lucas looked to Kendall for his response—but when silence reigned, Lucas decided to up the ante.  “Don’t make me get Harrison down there again, Kendall.  The last time he was there, I had to play blindfolded—and I still won.”

Kendall wasn’t interested in basketball.  He was interested in Erin Keller… but that was evidently not in the cards.  Time was certainly scarred, and the old wounds… they weren’t entirely healed…

Yet.

• • •

Nebhilum was a hellish world of darkness.  The burning red sky loomed overhead, obscured infrequently by ominous streaks of pitch-black clouds.  The terrain below was rocky and barren, and seemed to stretch endlessly into the burning horizon.  Molten lava oozed from the craggy clefts in the earth, spewing toxic clouds of steam and ash into the acrid air.

“So this is hell,” Lucas Tompkins moaned as he surveyed his murky surroundings.  “Heh… I thought it would have been a little lower on the galactic plane.”

It was supposed to be a joke, but Kendall Johnson was not laughing.  He just wanted to collect a few samples of cormaline, and then get back to the ship before his environmental suit began to melt—or before he crawled out of the suit and onto the barren wasteland… For reasons unbeknownst to Johnson, his suit didn’t fit well at all.  Still, Johnson tried to focus on the task at hand.  He promptly pulled the tricorder from his belt and started to scan the vicinity.

Tompkins did the same.  “According to Lieutenant Sanders, there should be a vein of cormaline within a kilometer of our current position!”

Johnson was hoping the cormaline was much closer than that one-kilometer maximum, because treading all that terrain in an environmental suit—especially this suit—would be very difficult under optimal conditions…  And as the stiff, ash-filled wind kicked up, it was obvious that conditions here were anything but optimal.

“I’m not detecting anything on my tricorder,” Tompkins announced as he completed his initial scan of the area.

Johnson came up with similar results just moments later.  “The geo-thermal activity must be interfering with sensors,” he guessed, as illogical as it seemed.  Such complications were to be expected from orbit, but on the surface, readings should have been much better since they were literally on top of the source.  “There must be some other factors involved, too.”

“We’ll have to check it out later on,” Tompkins shouted, the stiff wind nearly throwing him to the ground.  “For the time being, I just want to collect the cormaline and get the hell out of here!”

That same gust of wind hit Johnson moments later.  Wispy black ash and thick soot pelted Johnson’s faceplate, obscuring his vision to the point of darkness.  He stumbled back a few steps, but managed to keep his balance on the rough terrain.  Using his free hand, Johnson wiped aside the smoldering debris, but the rampant accumulation resumed the very moment his vision was restored.

Eager to resume work, Johnson peered down at his tricorder, but it, too, was covered in soot.  Johnson tried to scrape some of the grime away from the control interface, but his efforts proved futile.  The entire unit was dead.

“I thought there was a vast ecosystem on this planet?” Tompkins inquired as he treaded the treacherous terrain.  “I don’t see how anything could survive in this hellhole!”

Tompkins memory was not faulty.  Sensors had indicated numerous life forms on the surface, but if they truly existed, they were clearly not in evidence.  “They must be seeking shelter from the storm,” suggested Johnson.

Tompkins had a suggestion of his own:  “Or they all died!”

That was also possible, but before Johnson could theorize any further, he glimpsed a curious shadow moving amidst the roiling gloom.  He immediately came about to face the oddity, but when he inspected the area for the second time, there was nothing more than smoldering black rocks and blebs of burning magma…

A clasp of sonorous thunder rolled overhead, and the planet itself seemed to tremble in fear.  Johnson tried to steady himself, but the constantly shifting ground managed to outmaneuver his equilibrium, and he fell to his knees.  The burning rocks easily sliced through the environmental suit’s most outer layers—but to Johnson’s relief, they didn’t get much further than that.

He quickly brushed off the soot clinging to his suit—but as the grimy black wafers fluttered to the ground, Johnson noticed something curious: a patch of gray rock that was undeniably cormaline.  “Lucas!” he exclaimed.  “I’ve got it!”

The engineer appeared at Johnson’s side just moments later, readily inspecting the find with his barely functional tricorder.  “The quality isn’t too great,” he gleaned from the dying readout, “but if the Federation is desperate, they can refine it into something better.”

Johnson was confident the Federation wasn’t that desperate for cormaline.  There were still plenty of deposits scattered throughout the Alpha and Beta Quadrants, many of them much more accessible than this one.  He hastily scraped a few samples of the crumbly gray rock into a Petri dish for further analysis and then declared the mission’s conclusion.  “Let’s get out of here!”

“You’ll find no arguments here,” said Tompkins, slapping the appropriate button on his suit’s miniature control panel.  “Tompkins to Starlight: two to beam up!”

“Acknowledged,” came Flora Sanders’ pleasant voice in response.

And just moments later, Johnson could feel the faint tingle of the transporter beam begin to carry him back to the ship—but before his body could completely vacate Nebhilum’s hellish maw, Johnson glimpsed yet again the shadowy wraith that visited earlier…

He couldn’t be certain if it was some sort of random artifact created by the transporter, or his wild imagination hard at work, or something else entirely… but standing there on the barren windswept plain, was the ghostly visage of one Captain Alan Christopher…

Chapter Two

“Can I help you, Lieutenant?”

Kendall Johnson strode into the Starlight’s sickbay wondering the exact same thing.  No less than two hours after his return from the hellish maw of Nebhilum, the ominous whispers that so frequently visited Kendall’s mind returned, as well.  Their haunting cries beckoned him to revisit the surface and restore the threads of fate… or something like that. 

After seeing Alan Christopher’s ethereal facade looming on the planet’s surface, Kendall was in no mood to dwell upon the cryptic hymn proffered by the voices.  He just wanted the insanity to stop, so that he might go about his business as usual.  Unfortunately, Kendall knew not how to stop the voices on his own, and he thusly found himself standing at the threshold of Doctor Sarah Hartman’s office.

“I… I think I might have a problem,” he said.

Hartman glanced up from her work, not quite ready to leap into action.  “What kind of problem?” she politely demanded.  Apparently she didn’t want to leave her office unless it was absolutely necessary.

Johnson wasn’t entirely certain if his pending bout of insanity qualified as a medical emergency, but he suspected it would be enough to warrant a medical investigation.  “I think I might be going insane…” he tentatively stated.

The sentiment piqued Hartman’s interest.  “Insane?” she repeated, eyebrow arched in curiosity.

Johnson nodded.  “I’ve been hearing voices… seeing strange things…  When Commander Tompkins and I were down on the surface, I… I thought I saw a face in the clouds.”

“It was probably just your imagination,” replied Hartman.  She made no effort to leave her desk.

While Johnson did have an active imagination, he didn’t think it was that active.  These experiences seemed to come from an entity far greater than any imagination.  “I would… I would feel much better if you would humor me, Doctor.  Just put my weary mind at ease.”

“All right.”  With a few quick keystrokes, Hartman deactivated her computer terminal.  As the flat-screen descended into the desktop, the Doctor grabbed her medical tricorder and motioned for Kendall to find himself a biobed.  “I’ll be there in a minute.”

Sickbay was relatively empty.  Only Hartman and her nurse milled about the numerous workstations—and aside from Kendall, there were no patients.  Thus, he sought out the nearest biobed and climbed atop its padded surface.  Hartman joined him there just seconds later.

“So you’re hearing things?” she repeated, no doubt to get her facts straight.

Johnson nodded to affirm the sentiment.  “I also saw something down on Nebhilum—a wraith of some sort.”

Nodding agreeably, Hartman took note of the symptoms on her sleek obsidian tricorder, and slowly began to analyze the data.  When nothing of consequence immediately appeared, she turned the scanner toward Kendall for a more in-depth analysis.

Johnson tried to read some of the data flitting across the display, but it—and Hartman—was moving far too quickly for him to comprehend.  Still, the tricorder’s pleasant drone seemed to indicate that all was well.

“You’re blood pressure could be lower,” Hartman nonchalantly announced as the scan came to its end.  “But aside from that, you’re perfectly healthy, Lieutenant.”

He sighed.  That wasn’t what he wanted to hear.  Johnson had wanted to hear that he was insane out of his mind, or that there was some sort of chemical imbalance in his brain… or something… Anything to explain the voices!

“Disappointed?” asked Hartman.

“Sort of.” 

The Doctor snapped shut her tricorder.  “Most people would be relieved to get a clean bill of health,” she said, dropping the scanner into her pocket.

Johnson exchanged a curious glare with the Doctor.  “I’m not most people,” he said.

She rolled her eyes.  “Obviously.”

With the medical front no longer a viable explanation for his delusions, Johnson was forced to look elsewhere.  And while the possibilities seemed endless, Kendall knew in his heart that the search for answers would be brief.  There was another alternative out there, and it was the one that Kendall feared would reveal the truths.  The truths of echoes and shadows… and of himself…

Kendall stepped into the temporal science lab already fearing these truths.  The shadows and symbols racing through his mind did not bode well, and he assumed it was for a very good reason…  He knew it was for a very good reason.  Though he had only a vague recollection of the events, Kendall knew that he somehow changed the timeline in a very radical way—and that Alan Christopher, a man whom he had never met, was the epicenter of those changes.

“Computer,” he called, hastily approaching the large workstation in the center of the lab, “search the database for any and all references to ‘Captain Alan Christopher.’”

The computer happily chirped its compliance, and the search began.  A golden Starfleet insignia gracefully spun on the display while the computer worked—but its stay was brief, for it took the computer only a few seconds to come back with the results.  “Search complete,” it announced.  “There are no results to display.”

Kendall frowned.  “None?”

“Affirmative.”

Knowing that couldn’t be right, he decided to check for himself.  With a few quick keystrokes, Kendall brought up a few files containing Alan Christopher’s name, but further analysis indicated the individual in question was never in Starfleet—and that he died of natural causes more than seventy years ago.  “Right name,” mused Kendall, “wrong person.”

The Alan Christopher that Kendall sought was likely born around forty years ago—on a planet called Ka’Tula Prime…  But as he delved into the computer database, Kendall found no such records.

There was indeed a Christopher family on Ka’Tula Prime.  Given the extensive amount of information available, they were apparently very influential, both in Ka’Tulan and Federation affairs… But there was no mention of an Alan Christopher—no record that such an individual ever existed…  Still, in the back of his mind, Kendall knew that was wrong; Alan Christopher did exist at some point in time, and evidently, that time had come to pass.

Eager to get to the bottom of this mystery, Kendall cleared the search results from the screen.  He was not yet out of options… in fact, he still had his ace in the whole.  “Computer,” he called, “access the temporal logs.”

These files were stored deep within the Starlight’s temporal core, and were encrypted with a recursive chronometric algorithm that made them almost impervious to changes in the timeline.  As such, there were few individuals able to access the files—and the computer promptly bleeped to make certain that Kendall was one of those people.  “Those files are classified.  Authorization required.”

Not a problem.  “Authorization Johnson-Beta-3-7-Sigma-4.”   Knowing the computer would also require an identity check, Kendall gently placed his hand on the biometric sensor panel.  

A pale blue light swept across the sensor panel as the computer analyzed Kendall’s prints—and once satisfied with his identity, the computer unlocked the temporal logs.  “Identity confirmed,” said the monotone female voice.  “Access granted.”

It didn’t take very long for Kendall to realize what had happened to the timeline.  Much as the echoes in his mind had indicated, time was certainly scarred—and Kendall was responsible.  “I eliminated Alan Christopher,” he whispered… and while the computer neglected to state the reasoning behind such a radical incursion, Kendall nevertheless had a pretty good idea.  “I eliminated him for Erin…”

But for reasons unknown, he didn’t die.

Once, long ago, Ka’Tulans existed as non-corporeal entities—and to this day, they reverted to that ethereal state upon death...  It was entirely possible that, while Christopher’s physical body was eliminated, his soul, for lack of a better term, remained.  Such notions seemed ridiculous to Kendall, but he saw Christopher with his own eyes.  Kendall knew the man still existed on some level… and that if he wanted this Christopher-free timeline to persist, he was going to have to try again.

Illidan was gone, and suddenly, Kendall Johnson was a success.  While the temporal technology he developed was still somewhat crude, and not very pleasant to experience, it certainly worked.  It worked without so much as a single flaw.  It was very difficult for Kendall to wrap his mind around the notion, so used to failure was he…  But success could not be denied.

And in light of that success, Kendall was left standing at a crossroads.  There was a very distinct possibility that he could find happiness by simply continuing to advance the temporal sciences.  There were still countless new discoveries waiting on the horizon, and Johnson was somewhat eager to be a part of them…

But at the same time, Johnson knew that he suddenly had a weapon.  A very powerful weapon.  Furthermore, he had an adversary in dire need of destruction, Alan Christopher…  And without Christopher, Kendall knew that eternal happiness with Erin Keller was an equally real possibility.  Pursuing that destiny was immoral beyond words, but… Johnson knew that only he would have to live with the guilt; no other soul in the universe would be aware of the change.

Scientific glory or Erin Keller’s eternal love and affection?

The choice was Johnson’s—and as he sat alone in his quarters pondering that decision… a shaft of glittering white light suddenly deposited someone in his living room—and it took Johnson less than a second to realize that it was his doppelganger.  He frowned.  “What are you doing here?  Illidan has been destroyed!”

The doppelganger shook his head.  “I’m not here about Illidan,” he said, approaching the sofa where Johnson sat.  “I’m here about Christopher—you intend to eliminate him, don’t you?”

Though he hadn’t yet reached a decision, Johnson suspected there was a very real possibility that he would ultimately decide to eliminate the troublesome man.  “Yes,” he admitted.  “I’m going to get rid of him.”

“It’s not going to work.”

Johnson frowned.  “What do you mean?” he asked, peering skeptically into his doppelganger’s verdant eyes.

“Something goes wrong,” said the clone, shrugging indolently.  “Christopher isn’t entirely eliminated… he reverts to his non-corporeal state and is left to haunt you like some sort of ghost.”

Johnson wasn’t entirely certain if he believed what he was hearing.  “How do I know you haven’t been sent by some sort of temporal investigations committee?”

“Because I’m not here to stop you,” said the doppelganger, his voice both calm and quiet.  “I’m here to help you fix this mistake; after all, I want to be with Erin just as much as you do.”

Though he remained skeptical, Johnson was gradually warming to his doppelganger’s plea.  “I used this to eliminate Christopher,” he said, pulling the phaser from his belt.  “I don’t have a fancy name for it yet, but… it can theoretically erase something from the timeline.”

The clone nodded agreeably.  “I’ve been developing something similar in my timeline,” he admitted.  “I was thinking about calling it a chronometric disruptor...”

Johnson glanced at his incarnation of the very same weapon.  “That works,” he agreed.  But he still didn’t know if the weapon itself would work—that was why he didn’t bother to use it on Illidan… that, and the fact Illidan seemed utterly impervious to most energy weapons.  “So, how do you intend to correct this mistake?”

“I have a few ideas,” said the doppelganger.  He started to pace as the ideas flowed through his racing mind.  “We’re going to have go back in time and eliminate Christopher again—only this time, we have to do it faster, with a sustained burst of energy… that way his ghostly echo doesn’t have a chance to escape the chronometric disruptor blast.”

Johnson had his doubts.  But, he suspected that if this endeavor resulted in another failure, he could always try and try again.  “How far back in time should we go?”

A devious grin crept across the doppelganger’s face.  “I’ve got a perfect idea…  All you have to do is sit tight.  I’ll take care of everything.”

A foggy mist hugged the crimson arches of the Golden Gate Bridge as the morning sun crept over the horizon and into Northern California’s pristine azure sky.  The air was crisp and cool, and as he stepped away from the transport shuttle that brought him all the way to San Francisco, Kendall Johnson couldn’t help but feel a little nostalgia.

It had been a great many years since he last set foot in the halls of Starfleet Academy, and a small part of him longed for those exciting days.  Unfortunately, a social visit this was not.  Kendall Johnson was a man on a mission… he was going to eliminate Cadet Alan Christopher.

He had to take some precautions, of course.  First and foremost, he created a new identity for himself; security protocols at this time were tight, but nothing Johnson couldn’t handle—and after about twenty minutes, Mike Smith was born.  The name was hardly original, but… creating names was not Kendall’s forte.

Not wanting to be recognized by one of these cadets in the distant future, Johnson decided to alter his appearance a bit.  He shaved his head, added a few pimples to his otherwise perfect complexion, and most importantly, he tried to fit in with the crowd.  He smiled, engaged in the banal conversations that teenagers tended to have…  He was almost tempted to swing by the track to run a few laps.

It was almost like old times.

Chapter Three

The year was 2376, and nearly ten months had passed since the end of the Dominion War.  For the moment, calm was restored to the beleaguered Alpha Quadrant, but the Federation’s fragile alliance with the Romulan Empire was already showing signs of weakness.  In a few short years, the call to arms would resonate throughout the cosmos, and today’s fragile peace would come to an end…

The era seemed like ancient history to Kendall Johnson.  He was only a child, not even ten years old, when the Dominion War reached its conclusion.  In fact, he had only been moderately aware of the raging conflict at the time—the only real memories of the war held within his mind were the haunting images of San Francisco under siege during the Breen attack.

But now, Johnson stood very near ground zero for the Breen attack; had his temporal travels taken him back a year earlier, he might have been witness to history—not that he had any desire to see such carnage in person.  The static-filled transmissions were more than enough.  Besides, Johnson knew that he wasn’t in San Francisco for a history lesson.  He was here to alter history…

Today was stardate 52709, Alan Christopher’s first day at Starfleet Academy—and while Johnson was fairly confident that he would be unable to easily eliminate Christopher today, he would at least be able to get a feel for his target.

The transport from Ka’Tula Prime had docked at one of the myriad spaceports orbiting Earth nearly an hour ago.  A few shuttles had ventured to the surface since then, but none of them were slated to visit Starfleet Academy.  The first of those shuttles was slated to arrive at any moment—and Johnson was staked out in a small, flowery courtyard with a view of the landing pad.

The shuttle was apparently running behind schedule.  It had been scheduled to arrive at 1300 hours, but by Johnson’s estimate, it was nearly 1310.  Not a considerable delay, but a delay nonetheless.  Thankfully, he was not kept waiting much longer.

As if on cue, a pair of shuttlecraft swooped down from the cobalt blue sky and gracefully set down on the circular landing pads.  Almost immediately, the shuttle doors opened, and the few cadets inside started to make their departures.

Since he didn’t want to look too conspicuous, Johnson tried to look on with some degree of disinterest—but since he wasn’t entirely certain what Alan Christopher looked like as a teenager, he had to keep close watch…  and almost immediately, one of the cadets caught Johnson’s eye.

He was short, lanky kid with short blonde hair and a boyish charm that managed to catch the attention of most of the nearby girls.  He even looked a little bit like Alan Christopher—but he was almost literally a walking stick.  There was neither meat nor muscle on his lanky frame.  If the kid really was Alan Christopher, he was a far cry from the fiendish captain of the Starlight.  Further investigation was certainly required…

Alane Christopher couldn’t believe his quarters.  He wanted to say they were small, but that was most likely a considerable understatement.  The room was essentially a closet with furniture: there was a small bunk bed in one corner, a small desk in the other, and a small table in between.  There was no replicator, no window, and no privacy.  For more than few moments, Christopher had to stop and think about what he was getting himself into.

While Christopher was certain he wouldn’t be calling the closet his home for the next four years, he would be spending a fair chunk of his life there… and combined with the rigorous workload—both physically and mentally—Starfleet Academy wasn’t likely to be a dream vacation.  In fact, it was most likely going to be infinitely more difficult than his wildest imaginings…

And then what?

He’d get stationed aboard a starship or some remote outpost—probably living in quarters not much larger than those before him—to serve the Federation for the years to come.  It sounded like a meager existence… and Christopher was suddenly having doubts about his decisions.  Was Starfleet Academy a good idea?

Maybe not.

Less than eager to get settled into his new home, Christopher dropped his bags on the floor.  With five or six small steps, he managed to take a tour of his entire living area—and when the journey was complete, Christopher found himself standing back where he started… and face-to-face with a Bolian.

The blue-skinned alien smiled nervously.  “I’m Gessal Alentay!” he said, peering up at Christopher.  “It looks like I’m your roommate.”

His affinity for the Academy dropping a few more notches, Christopher forced a smile to his face.  “It’s more like a closet-mate, actually.”  He stepped aside to give Alentay a better look at their new home, but the Bolian seemed more interested in Christopher.  “And my name is Alane Christopher.”

The Bolian’s bright blue eyes widened.  “Alane?”  He was already shaking his head.  “I don’t think that’s going to work… No, not at all.”

“It’s my name,” replied Christopher—and thinking that was the end of their conversation, he knelt down beside his bags to begin unpacking.

It was not, however, the end.  “You miss my point,” Alentay politely interjected, indolently dropping his bags on the floor beside Christopher’s.  “You see, alane is the Bolian word for toilet—and not just any toilet… It’s usually associated with those really nasty ones encrusted with a layer of filth so thick that you mistake it for a half-rotted Klingon skunk carcass—and you seem like a great guy and all that, so I don’t really want to insult you by calling you a rotted skunk carcass!  You see my dilemma?”  Alentay paused, but not quite long enough for Christopher to insert his response.  Most likely, the Bolian simply needed to catch his breath.  He went on for a while longer, but at that point, Christopher wasn’t really listening any more.

“My name doesn’t mean much of anything in Ka’Tulan,” Christopher noted once the Bolian’s mindless blathering came to a momentary end.  “Just pretend that you’re speaking Ka’Tulan when you say my name.”

“You’re a Ka’Tulan?”  Alentay’s eyes widened with surprise.  “I had no idea.”

“You’ll find I’m full of surprises,” Christopher flatly replied.  He didn’t want to say much of anything else, fearing another long spiel from his Bolian friend.

But apparently, Gessal Alentay could carry any conversation by himself, because he didn’t miss a beat.  “So, what brings you to the Academy?” he pleasantly inquired.

Given the simplicity of the question, Alentay undoubtedly expected a simple result—but unfortunately, Christopher’s reasons for joining Starfleet were anything but.  “What brings me here?” he woefully repeated. “I would have to say… a strong desire to get away from my condescending parents.”

“Ah…” The sentiment left Alentay with his jaw half-open, the words to advance the conversation not exactly forthcoming.  Evidently he had been expecting something a bit more generic.  “Well… um… I’m here to study quantum mechanics.”

The sentiment almost immediately seemed to make Christopher’s head spin.  “I hate quantum mechanics,” he said.

The Bolian winced.  “Of course you do.”

Not wanting to sound overly harsh, Christopher finally decided to provide the Bolian with the generic response he so desired.  “I’m here to study archaeology.  It was the only way my parents would let me leave Ka’Tula Prime.  They seem to think I have a career in the field; I tend to think I have a hobby…”

“Why not have both?”

Christopher only shrugged.  He didn’t really want both.  He just wanted to do his own thing for awhile, without some sort of divine intervention from the parents—though in retrospect, it would seem they would ultimately have their way, because like it or not, Christopher was going to become an archaeologist.  He sighed.  “I should have just gone to Risa…”

Gessal Alentay undoubtedly had some sort of lengthy response on the tip of his tongue—but he didn’t get a chance to utter a single word, because the door picked that exact moment to chime…

The doors promptly slid apart, and Kendall Johnson suddenly found himself standing face-to-face with a Bolian.  Since he had been expecting Alan Christopher to appear, Johnson almost immediately taken aback—and for a moment, he suspected that he simply approached the wrong quarters…  But then he glimpsed the lanky, blonde-haired cadet seated on the floor just beyond the approaching Bolian.

“Hello,” the Bolian happily exclaimed, “I’m Gessal Alentay.  Nice to meet you!”

Johnson forced a smile to his face.  “I’m… uh… Mike Smith.”  Though the proclamation sounded utterly false to Johnson’s ear, the Bolian didn’t seem to notice.  “I have a few classes with your roommate…  I just thought I’d stop by and introduce myself.”

Alentay immediately stepped aside, giving Johnson access to the cramped living quarters he shared with Christopher—but the Bolian was like a vacuum.  Johnson took no more than two or three steps before Alentay’s hand fell upon his shoulder.  “Between you and me,” he quietly whispered, “Big Al, over there, isn’t very personable…”

“Big Al?”

“Yeah.”  Alentay nodded.  “That’s his nickname—long story.”

Though he didn’t particularly want to hear the story, Johnson suspected that it was inevitable—but for the time being, he seemed free of Alentay’s wrath.  Thus, Johnson carefully strolled over to the young Christopher’s side.  “Al?” he politely called.

Upon hearing his alleged designation, Christopher paused and glared up at Johnson.  He didn’t seem to like his new nickname, but he did nothing to protest it.  “Yes?” he icily replied.

Johnson crouched down beside Christopher, and at that point, he didn’t really know what to say.  After all, his visit was intended to be a reconnaissance mission, not a social one—and now that he was confident the lanky kid on the floor was indeed Christopher, Johnson’s mission was over.  He just had to leave before Alentay could pull him into some sort of dreadful conversation.  

After a few moments of silence, Christopher seemed to grow impatient.  Thus, Johnson decided to weave around the thread he developed to get himself inside the Christopher abode.  “I noticed… uh, that we have a three classes together tomorrow,” said Johnson.  “I was just wondering if you wanted to… maybe get together in the mess hall tomorrow morning to study?”

Whether or not Christopher actually considered the proposal was unbeknownst to Johnson, but after a few moments, the kid nodded his agreement.  “Sure,” he said, voice not quite as cold, “that sounds fine.  When do you want to meet?”

Unfortunately, Johnson wasn’t entirely certain when their first class was slated to start—so he hazarded a completely random guess.  “How about 0700 hours?”  That was the time they typically met aboard the Starlight for the daily briefing; Johnson decided to keep the trend alive.

And Christopher had no objections.  “That sounds good,” he said, actually managing to crack a smile.  “I will see you then…  Mike, was it?  My people have excellent hearing, but… you were still out in the corridor when you introduced yourself, and I was only half-listening to the conversation.”

“Well…  You heard right,” Johnson replied.  He met Christopher’s smile.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

• • •

Johnson’s meeting with Christopher the next morning wasn’t quite what he expected.  In fact, it was most likely the diametric opposite of his expectations.  Christopher was, for the most part, silent.  He kept to himself, speaking only when Johnson asked some sort of generically mundane question—and even then, Christopher’s responses were both succinct and quiet.  There were never any jokes or laughter, and the ego was nowhere to be seen.  For a long while, Johnson contemplated the possibility that he had somehow slipped into an alternate dimension…

But as the silent minutes ticked away, it became more and more obvious that the dimension was indeed the same; it was Christopher that had changed.  Johnson was inherently curious, but he couldn’t afford to let the feeling get in the way of his mission—that came first.  All other matters were secondary.

But until the moment came to eliminate Christopher, Johnson had to bide his time—and that meant honing his false identity to the point of perfection.  “So… what’s it like on Ka’Tula Prime?”

“Warm.”  Christopher glanced up from his padd, bright blue eyes completely apathetic.  It almost seemed like he was mentally willing the conversation to an end.

Ironically, Johnson would have liked nothing more, but he couldn’t afford to let Christopher slip away without establishing some sort of bond.  Unfortunately, this was perhaps the most banal conversation in the known universe.  “I grew up in Pennsylvania; it got pretty warm there, too.”

“Really…” Christopher gently set aside his padd.  He briefly sipped at his glass of orange juice—but before he could down more than a few swigs, excitement panged within his blazing teal eyes.  Peering guardedly over the rim of the glass, Christopher was utterly transfixed by… something.

Not wanting to draw attention to himself, Johnson slowly turned his head in the general direction of Christopher’s scrutinizing gaze—and it didn’t take long to see what held his attention.  Standing very nearby was a tall, dark-haired girl with pale ivory skin, ethereal brown eyes, and a charming smile that was almost enough to melt Johnson’s heart…  Unfortunately, the smile was directed at Christopher.

He smiled back.

And so ended the exchange.  The girl lingered for just a moment longer before turning on her heel and vanishing into the crowd.

Johnson could hardly believe his eyes.  “Why… why didn’t you go and talk to her?”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because she was smiling at you.”

A slight grin shaped Christopher’s lips.  “Was she?”  He was apparently clueless when it came to the ways of romance, a quality that reminded Johnson more of himself that the valiant Captain Christopher.  “Maybe she was…”

Still, if the seeds of romance were planted within Christopher’s mind, they didn’t have much of a chance to germinate—because not less than five seconds later, Johnson and Christopher were joined by the plague.

It came in the form of an obviously disgruntled upper-classman.  “Just what we need, another Starfleet pretty boy!”  And while his condescending tone was both commanding and powerful, it was the terse glint in his eyes that gave rise to concern in Johnson—because if looks could kill, Christopher would have been thoroughly dead (that would have been a good thing had Johnson not feared for his own life).

But Christopher was unfazed by the insult.  He merely shrugged it aside and went back to work.

Unfortunately, that only served to anger the newcomer.  “Do you know who I am, little man?”

Christopher shook his head.  “I can’t say that I do.”

The anger ebbed, if only for a moment.  “I am Adam Rostolev,” he proudly proclaimed, as if that alone explained everything.  “And this is my table.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know that,” Christopher politely replied.  “You are, of course, more than welcome to join me.”

“Join you?”  The words fell from Rostolev’s lips like poison.  “I think not.  I don’t associate with little vermin like you.”

With each moment that passed, Christopher’s confidence seemed to drop a few notches.  This time, he hesitated a long while before providing his very tentative response:  “You are free to leave if I’m so offensive.”

Gently stroking his chin, Rostolev seemed to consider the suggestion for a short moment—though neither Christopher nor Johnson truly believed Rostolev would actually leave.  The suspicion was confirmed just moments later, when a pair of muscular Andorians appeared nearby—and a polished grin fell upon Rostolev’s otherwise placid face.  “Actually,” he replied, “you are going to leave.”

Christopher’s nervous gaze shifted from Rostolev, to the Andorians, and back.  It didn’t take him very long to realize that retreat was suddenly a viable option.  “I should probably be heading to class, anyway…”

“It’s… it’s about that time,” Johnson readily concurred.  He was already pushing himself away from the table in order to make a hasty retreat—but apparently that haste was insufficient.  Johnson suddenly felt a firm hand clamp around his shoulder.  He peered upward just enough to see a flash of blue skin…

“Move,” said the Andorian.

And he did so.  Moving with a quickness that harkened back to his days at the academy, Johnson almost literally leapt from his lumpy seat.  For a fleeting moment, he was tempted to wait for Christopher, but fearing the Andorians’ wrath, Johnson swiftly vacated the area without even looking back.

As he exited the mess hall, the last thing Johnson heard was Rostolev’s demanding voice mercilessly taunting Christopher—much to the delight of the listening crowd.  Johnson couldn’t quite make out the words, but he wasn’t particularly interested in hearing them.  He just wanted to get as far away from the situation as humanly possible.

But even as Johnson rushed into the adjacent corridor, he could still hear bursts of laughter echo from within the mess hall.  It seemed that Alan Christopher was suddenly enduring the worst day of his life.  Johnson should have been pleased…

He wasn’t.

Much to Kendall Johnson’s chagrin, he could suddenly sympathize with Alan Christopher.  He felt sorry for his most hated foe…

The days passed, and Johnson was no closer to achieving his goal.  Not only did his newly conflicted feelings about Alan Christopher complicate matters, Johnson duly noted that his opportunities to eliminate the fiend were few and far between.  Rare was the occasion when Christopher was alone; he was either in class, in his quarters with the effusive Gessal Alentay, or someplace in between.

Unfortunately, time was not on Johnson’s side.  While he had managed to last the better part of a week at Starfleet Academy, he knew that, sooner or later, his deception would begin to unravel—and when that time came, things could get very unpleasant.  Thus, Johnson knew the time to act was now, before the threads of fate could begin to conspire again him.

The plan to eliminate Christopher with a sustained burst from the chronometric disruptor was still a valid one, and Johnson was confident that his preferred timeline would prevail if everything fell into place accordingly…  He just had to find Christopher in one of his rare interludes of solitude—and that in itself was the greatest problem, because “Big Al” was almost never alone.

After much fruitless pondering in his quarters, Johnson retreated to one of the many flowery courtyards on the premises.  He hoped the fresh air would clear his clouded mind of its troubles and allow him to focus on the task at hand…

But it didn’t.

Johnson instead found himself seated on the edge of an elegant stone bench, mindlessly watching the golden leaves of a nearby birch flutter to the ground amidst the cool autumn breeze.  Despite his best efforts, Johnson simply could not focus his mind.

He was worried about being found out by Starfleet.  He was worried about his future with Erin.  He was even worried about the stupid zit on his forehead… and every other miniscule problem, including the fate of one Cadet Alane Christopher.

Johnson supposed that he was having second thoughts.  While he had been able to eliminate Illidan, the dreaded Iconian was a violent threat to the entire galaxy.  Alane Christopher was a kid…  and Johnson was no murderer.

But what about Erin?

Did Johnson even have a future with her?  He had seen his preferred timeline, and while Christopher had indeed been gone (for the most part), Erin still didn’t love him.  Maybe… just maybe Christopher had some influence on Erin.  But what if he didn’t?  What if Erin could never fall in love with someone like Kendall Johnson?

The answer was easy—this whole temporal extravaganza was a sinful waste of time…

But the possibility for change still existed, and with Christopher completely gone, Erin just might come around to her senses…  It was a long shot, but Johnson knew that he had to try.

A gust of wind suddenly swept through the courtyard; the tree branches rustled, and the fallen leaves swirled in the chilly breeze.  One leaf in particular—a maple leaf spattered with red and orange—danced aimlessly through the air, gracefully twirling about its golden companions before skittering across the bricked courtyard and fluttering onto Johnson’s boot.

He briefly glanced down at the whimsical leaf, and in that very same moment, inspiration struck.  Kendall Johnson had a plan…

Chapter Four

A blanket of darkness wrapped around Alane Christopher’s body, gently soothing the disquieted thoughts racing through his mind.  He was trapped in a secluded corner of some musty storage closet near the Social Sciences building, seated on the metallic edge of a rickety old storage container.  Suffice it to say, things at Starfleet Academy were not going well.

First and foremost, archaeology was not Christopher’s forte.  It had been a great hobby back on Ka’Tula Prime; he very much enjoyed helping Andrew Hartman sift through the ancient ruins at Antha’nuel.  But that had always been the extent of Christopher’s involvement.  Never did Hartman force him to catalog the baubles found in the ruins, nor did the good Doctor lecture for hours on end about the importance of the site.  

Back on Ka’Tula Prime, archaeology was an adventure.  It was fun.  Even when Hartman’s ill-tempered niece, Sarah, showed up, there was still an atmosphere of importance and excitement looming over the majestic Farhelian Mountains.

But here at Starfleet Academy, Christopher’s most beloved hobby was rapidly becoming a treacherous chore—and whenever the ill-tempered Adam Rostolev showed up, a sense of dread seemed to pervade every cell in Christopher’s body…

For reasons completely unbeknownst to him, Rostolev had taken it upon himself to make Christopher’s life as miserable as humanly possible.  For the most part, that included acts of public humiliation, plenty of nasty insults, and an occasional encounter with the Andorians.  And today must have been Christopher’s unlucky day, because Rostolev went for the trifecta.

After “accidentally” throwing all of Christopher’s padds on the floor in the mess hall, Rostolev proceeded to make light of Christopher’s diminutive stature, much to the delight of the assembled crowd—and as Christopher scrambled to make his departure, the Andorians (and their fists) appeared to complete Christopher’s day.  After roughing him up a little bit, the Andorians mercilessly shoved him into a storage closet…

Christopher didn’t know how many hours had elapsed since then, but given the state of his bladder, he could assume a good many hours had passed—but thankfully, his incarceration was nearly over.

A shaft of light sliced into the dank little closet as the nearby doors parted with a gentle hiss.  For a scant second, Christopher feared Rostolev had come for another round of torture, but when a shadowy figure stepped into the doorway, it was immediately obvious that Rostolev was not present.  It appeared to be an older gentleman, and through the darkness, Christopher could see that he wasn’t wearing a Starfleet Uniform.

It was probably Bootby, the Academy’s resident groundskeeper.  Christopher had seen him on dozens of occasions, most recently tending to the mums outside of the Chemistry building.  Though he had never spoken to the man, Christopher had heard stories about Boothby and his unofficial role as the Academy’s most valued mentor.  In the back of his mind, Christopher knew that he was about to find out of those rumors were true, because Boothby took notice of Christopher the moment the lights flittered into existence—and then he had to do a double-take, just to make certain his eyes were fooling him.

A quizzical gaze immediately transformed Boothby’s scowling face.  “Boy,” he sternly called, “just what the hell do you think you’re doing in here?”

Christopher shrugged.  “Sitting,” he quietly replied.

“Obviously.”  Boothby stepped past a few of the large gray storage on the opposite side of the closet and fished through his myriad tools until his hands fell upon a long-handled rake.  Satisfied with the find, he thusly allowed his attention to fall back to Christopher.  “Girlfriend got you in the doghouse or something?”

“Not quite,” said Christopher, shaking his head.

“Well, that’s quite a shiner you got there,” quipped Boothby, gesturing toward the large bruise around Christopher’s left eye.

And it must have been large, because Christopher could see the discoloration in his puffy cheek.  He sighed.  “I had an unfortunate encounter with a pair of Andorians.”

The sentiment seemed to get the gears in Boothby’s mind turning, because his eyes gradually glinted with recognition.  “You must be Big Al…”

And Christopher immediately cringed.  He hated that wretched nickname with a passion.  “No, it’s just Al,” he vehemently affirmed… but in retrospect, even that was a fallacy.  “Actually, it’s not even that…”

Boothby chuckled faintly.  “Then what is your name, son?” he demanded, gently tapping the rake’s blunt end on the dusty floor.

So long had it been since somebody cared enough to inquire about his real name, it actually took Christopher a few moments to refresh is memory.  “My name is Alane Christopher…  but everyone calls be Al.”

Boothby frowned.  “You don’t seem to like that.”

“I don’t.”

“Then why do you let them call you Al?”

The question was valid, but much to Christopher’s chagrin, he didn’t have much of an answer.  “Well, that’s what they like to call me…”

Boothby’s eyes widened.  “But what do you like, son?  What do you want?”

Mind still drawing a blank, Christopher shook his weary head.  “I… I don’t know.”

“That’s what I figured,” Boothby replied.  “You don’t know who you are or what you want… I don’t see how I can possibly help you, son, if you can’t even help yourself.  Why are you here?”

“The… Andorians put me in here,” Christopher reminded—but he realized that was the wrong answer even before the words fell from his lips.  He quickly rectified the error.  “I came to the Academy to get away from my parents—but in light of recent events, I’ve been thinking about leaving the Academy.  I don’t think I belong here.”

“And then what would you do?”  Boothby started to pace, but given the confined quarters, he instead pulled aside one of the containers opposite Christopher, and took a seat.  “If you can’t find yourself at Starfleet Academy, you’re not going to miraculously do it someplace else.  You’ll just become a vagrant, drifting aimlessly through the stars without a sense of purpose in your life.”

As far as Christopher was concerned, his life already lacked a sense of purpose.  “Maybe that is the way it’s supposed to be,” he replied.  “I might have been something great in another place, in another time… But not this time around.”

Shaking his head, Boothby expelled a weary sigh.  “Son, it’s never too late to become what you might have been.”

Sage advice.  Christopher could certainly see why so many of his peers turned to Boothby in times of need.

“If you don’t like the way your life is going,” he continued, “sitting around in a drafty old storage closet feeling sorry for yourself isn’t going help much.  You have to get out there and live a little bit!  Lighten up… have fun!  Get yourself a girlfriend…  And don’t let the Andorians bother you!”

All of that was well and good, but… “The Andorians… they’re more than twice my size!” Christopher readily protested.  “If they want to bother me, I can’t stop them!”

“Then do something about it!” exclaimed Boothby, slapping a hand on his thigh for added emphasis.  “Change your thoughts, Alane Christopher, and you change your world.  This isn’t good or bad or anything in between—it’s just the way of things.  Nothing stays the same.”

The sentiment certainly rang true in Christopher’s mind, but Boothby made the monumental task sound far easier than it really was.  “Were would I even begin such a journey?”

Boothby gently tapped on his chest.  “In here,” he softly stated—but the gentle façade very quickly faded, and a wry smile fell upon the older man’s face.  “And in the gym.  At least if you want to show those Andorians who’s the boss…  The rest… well, it’ll come to you eventually.”

“I’ll consider it.”  Not only would Christopher like to show the Andorians a thing or two, nothing would please him more than putting Rostolev in his place.  Quite frankly, there wasn’t much to consider.  The winds of change were already on the horizon.

After hitting the door chime, Kendall Johnson was almost instantly granted access to the quarters Alane Christopher shared with Gessal Alentay.  Eager to set his newly devised plan into motion, Johnson stepped inside to speak with Christopher’s Bolian roommate.

As usual, the longwinded Alentay was incredibly pleased to have a visitor, and he was immediately at the door to greet Johnson.  “Good to see you, Mike!  What’s the occasion?  I wasn’t really expecting any company… not that you need an excuse to drop by, or anything, but…”

Johnson placed a friendly hand on Alentay’s shoulder—and the maneuver silenced the Bolian just long enough for Johnson to get in a few words.  “I was… Well, I was just in the area, and I thought I’d stop by and see what was going on.”

Alentay happily ushered Johnson into the cramped quarters.  “Admittedly, there’s not a lot going on,” he said.  “I haven’t seen Al since this morning—I wonder where he could be?  You seen him?”

Johnson shook his head.  “No.”  He hadn’t seen Christopher since the unfortunate incident with Rostolev and the Andorians several days ago.  After the incident, he decided that, given his conflicted feelings about Big Al, it was best to keep his distance until the time came to eliminate him.

Alentay provided a weary shrug as he plopped down onto the small, lumpy sofa by the desk.  “He’s probably just studying.  Between you and me, I think that archaeology stuff is more difficult than he anticipated.”

Fairly certain that he was welcome to roam as he pleased, Johnson summarily seated himself at the tiny table in the center of the room.  “Say, have you heard anything about the remote wilderness training?”

The Bolian shook his head.  “I’ve heard it mentioned a few times,” he said, “but I don’t really know anything about it.  Why do you ask?”

Johnson intended to eliminate Christopher during the wilderness training exercise.  After all, it seemed like a perfect opportunity—but he couldn’t say as much in front of Alentay, so Johnson simply shrugged aside the comment.  “I was just curious, that’s all.”

And much as Johnson had anticipated, Alentay allowed the conversation thread to fall by the wayside.  Instead, the Bolian chose to expound upon his extensive lineage—which apparently included a young nephew by the name of Neelar.  Johnson was briefly tempted to further inquire about this nephew, but in the back of his mind, he knew that it would be little more than a diversion—and an extension of the conversation.

But Johnson couldn’t afford to be sucked deeper into a conversation with Alentay.  In fact, Johnson needed to leave as soon as possible, because he needed to take a little trip into the future…  He had an appointment with Alan Christopher, and he didn’t wish to be late.

• • •

The group of six materialized somewhere in the Canadian Rockies.  It was a cool, sunny day early in the month of May.  It was mid-morning by Christopher’s estimate, and given the atmospheric conditions, he suspected the cool temperatures would ultimately give way to some warmth later in the afternoon.

The terrain was certainly harsh.  The group was situated in the watery basin of a deep gorge carved into the landscape by a combination of weathering and tectonic activity.  Water still trickled into the gorge via a small stream that ran through the mountains; the water flow gently cascaded down the limestone rock face and snaked its way through the lengthy gorge.

“Getting out of here is going to be a challenge,” mused Christopher as he continued to survey his surroundings.

Lingering nearby with an utterly unenthused look upon his face, Gessal Alentay was forced to concur.  “I just hope we can get out of here,” he grumbled, running his hands through the carpet of slippery moss poking through the craggy rock face.

“We’ll get out,” Christopher promptly assured him.  “I’ll see to that.”

The rest of the group was gathered a few meters away, around a large slab of limestone that jutted from the uneven terrain.  In addition to Mike Smith, there was a cute human girl named Alyssa Maartin; she had short, reddish hair and seemed to know a fair amount about propulsion and navigation.  Prevar Shat’ra was one of the tall, muscular Andorians that frequently appeared at Adam Rostolev’s side… and much to Christopher’s chagrin, that trend was not bucked on this mission, because Rostolev stood atop the giant slab of limestone, already barking orders.

Alentay sighed.  “Come on,” he said, already treading the slippery terrain, “we should go check in with our fearless leader.”

Christopher would have preferred to escape from the gorge on his own, but he suspected that Starfleet would frown upon his lack of teamwork.  Thus, he reluctantly retraced Alentay’s path to the rock.

Seven months had passed since Kendall Johnson’s last visit to Starfleet Academy… and technically, Mike Smith was no longer a cadet at the illustrious institution.  He just happened to tag along for this mission—conveniently beaming himself into the Canadian Rockies just as the rest of the group materialized in the gorge… If all went well, they would never know that Mike Smith wasn’t an official part of the team, for he would be gone long before they would have a chance to suspect something was amiss.

Adam Rostolev had been talking for quite some time.  Johnson managed to catch a few words here and there, but for the most part, the boisterous cadet was outlining his strategy for success.  Or something similar.  Johnson didn’t really care; he was instead focused upon Alan Christopher…  And the past seven months were apparently very good to the young cadet.

Not only was Christopher noticeably taller, he had also grown into the muscular body that Johnson was more familiar with.  This was the Alan Christopher that he had expected to see all those months ago… that little shrimp from the days of old was now just a distant memory to both of them.

“The first thing we need to do is find some shelter,” Rostolev announced from atop his rocky perch.  “Shat’ra and I will take care of that.”

Grinning, the Andorian readily nodded his agreement.  “The rest of you pipsqueaks can start looking for a way out of this hell hole!”

One didn’t need a telepath to realize the direction this mission would undoubtedly take, but Johnson didn’t dare voice his opinion.  Neither did Christopher or Maartin, but Gessal Alentay, unable to keep shut his mouth, was quick to voice his opinion.

“Shouldn’t we start looking for provisions?” he inquired.  “We don’t know how long we’re going to be out here and…”

Rostolev frowned.  “Shut up, Bolian.  We’re going to be back at the Academy by sunset—and if we’re not… it probably wouldn’t hurt you to miss a few meals.”

The Andorian chuckled—but he didn’t quickly fall into agreement with Rostolev.  “Say, hiking through the mountains is a lot of work, Adam… Maybe we should start looking for some provisions, just in case we get hungry along the way?”

The notion didn’t sit well with Rostolev, but he wasn’t about to object to his friend’s suggestion.  “Fine,” he grumbled, and his gaze immediately fell upon Johnson.  “Baldy—take Big Al and find some food.”

“And make it fast,” added the Andorian.  “We don’t want the Bolian to miss dinner.”

For some reason, Johnson hadn’t expected an assignment… but as far as Rostolev was concerned, he was a part of the team, and fully capable of carrying out orders.  And as luck would have it, this particular order fell into perfect alignment with Johnson’s plans.  He flashed a faint, devious smile.  “Yes, sir.”

A few minutes later, Christopher found himself wandering alongside Mike Smith through the forested outskirts of the gorge.  “It looks like you’ve got a name now, too, Baldy.”

Johnson wasn’t particularly thrilled with his new nickname, but he took it in stride, knowing that he wouldn’t have to live with the moniker for very long.  He just smiled, and forged ahead into the dense thicket of maples and pines.  “So, where do we want to start… Al?”

He shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he said.  “It’s up to you.”

“Me?”

“Sure.”

Johnson wasn’t much of a nature expert… even though he tended to insinuate that Mike Smith had such a background—but that was more out of necessity than anything else.  He wanted to establish Smith as an individual separate from Kendall Johnson.  If only Mike Smith had studied those nature guides a bit closer.  “Let’s go this way,” he finally decided, aimlessly wandering deeper into the forest.

The thick canopy of leaves overhead tended to blot out most of the light.  Only a few shafts of golden sunshine managed to penetrate the forested roof, their glittering rays dancing over the carpet of pine needles on the ground.  It was also very quiet.  Only the gentle sound of the nearby stream filled the air, and even that was a little more than a faint whisper.  Even so, this was a perfect location for Johnson to execute his plan…

“So where have you been the past few months?” Christopher inquired as they treaded the uneven terrain.  “I swear, I haven’t seen you in ages.”

“I’ve been around,” Johnson candidly lied.  “I’ve just been studying a lot.  My grades weren’t what I had hoped for, so… you know, I just buckled down and focused on my goals.”

Christopher smiled.  “I’ve been doing the same thing,” he said.  “It’s never too late to become what you might have been!”

“What?”  Johnson was surprised to hear Christopher spout such a profound sentiment.

He shrugged.  “Just something I heard.”

Just then, the pair came upon a gangly bush that was loaded with little red berries.  It was tucked underneath the canopy of a giant pine tree, and entwined with pickers and brambles… but it was exactly what they had been looking for.

Christopher grinned.  “You know your stuff, Mike.”  He thusly plucked a berry from the bush and placed it under a bit of scrutiny.  “It reminds me of a taka berry,” he said.  “That’s a mythical fruit that was of some significance in ancient Chodak lore.”

But Johnson wasn’t listening.  With Christopher’s attention fixed upon the berries, he realized that his perfect opportunity had come.  He thusly reached for the phaser hidden in his boot and prepared to fire…

Chapter Five

A faint breeze swept across the forest floor, and Kendall Johnson could feel an ominous chill crawling down his spine.  Verdant leaves twirled as the sweet scent of nature’s breath rattled twigs and branches; Johnson could almost hear voices echo in the gale, pleading him to reconsider…

But late was the hour of their appeal.  Johnson had long ago made up his mind, and now that the hour of destiny was at hand, there was no turning back.  Alan Christopher would die, and like Phoenix, Kendall Johnson’s euphoric future with Erin Keller would rise from the ashes.

He pointed his weapon at the oblivious Christopher, pulled into his lung a nervous breath of the pine-scented air, and…

…Footfalls echoed in the distance.  Crunching the twigs and needles scattered across the forest floor, they drew nearer with each second that passed.

And Johnson froze.  Weapons still trained upon the target, the opportunity to eliminate Alan Christopher still existed—but what repercussions might come should the approaching individual witness the crime?  Johnson did not wish to find out.  He hastily sheathed his weapon and turned on his heel to face the approaching party.

It was Gessal Alentay, his blue skin sticking out like a sore thumb in the lush forest of green.  There was a faint smile upon his cerulean face, but Johnson suspected that all was not well, otherwise the Bolian would have remained at base came—assuming there was a camp to tend to…

“What is it?” Johnson inquired, his nervous voice echoing throughout the wood.

“His royal highness wants an update on your situation,” Alentay crisply replied.

Christopher finally turned away his attention from the berry thicket.  “We’ve only been gone forty-five minutes,” he replied, his footsteps bringing him closer to Johnson’s side.  “We just found some berries, and I think they’re edible.”

A glint of concern crossed the Bolian’s face.  “You haven’t found any wild animals?”

“None,” said Johnson.  While he had been searching for flesh and blood, he had no intention of making it into a meal.  “Why do you ask?”

Alentay gently wrapped his arm around a fledgling maple, its bright green leaves just beginning to sprout.  “Rostolev wants rabbit for lunch.”

Christopher arched a skeptical brow.  “I didn’t think we were eating lunch…”

“We are now,” said Alentay with a shrug.

Had he been a full-fledged member of this expedition, Johnson would have agreed with the assessment.  He doubted the few red berries on Christopher’s bush would last the night, let alone the few nights they were likely to spend under the glittering stars high above the Canadian wilderness.  But since a full-fledged member he was not, Johnson kept his mouth shut.

And much to his surprise, it was Christopher that voiced some concerns.  “Do we have a shelter yet?”

“Not unless you consider Rostolev’s perch an adequate shelter.”  Alentay indolently swung around his tree a few times, clearly displeased with the mission’s progress.  “The Andorian claims the gorge will protect us from the elements.”

“It might protect us from the elements to an extent,” agreed Christopher, “but it won’t protect us from the denizens of this forest.  We’re right by the water… and I’m fairly certain there are these beastly carnivores called bears in Canada.  I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to be around when they come to the watering hole.”

“We don’t know that there are bears in this part of Canada,” Alentay retorted.

And Christopher rolled his eyes.  “And what part of Canada, exactly, are we in?”

“Uh, well…” The Bolian provided a sheepish shrug.  “Rostolev has spent most of his time charming Alyssa.  She hasn’t even attempted to ascertain our location, though I’m sure she’s just waiting for the fall of night, so that she might triangulate our position using the stars as a guide.”

“Right,” Christopher replied, sarcasm creeping into his voice.

Alentay flashed a gentle grin.  “I didn’t think so.”

“So, what are we going to do?” asked Johnson.  Until Alentay departed, he had to make every effort to sound like a part of the group.  “Rostolev is in the command track, and he undoubtedly knows the importance of this mission…  I’m sure he’ll come around.”

Though reluctant to do so, Gessal Alentay seemed to agree—and Johnson was confident that Christopher would do the same.  After all, he was an indecisive, below-average student of archaeology.  

But suddenly, under a ray of glittering sunshine, Christopher’s flare for command seemed to assert itself.  “Rostolev might be in the command track, but he’s no commander.”

“What are you suggesting?”  There was an inkling of understanding in Alentay’s pale blue eyes, but somewhere in the back of his mind, all those months of Starfleet training insisted that he follow the chain of command—and respect Rostolev’s position.  “We couldn’t possibly go up against Rostolev!”

But Christopher was already shaking his head to the contrary.  “How could we not?” he demanded.  “Rostolev treats all of us like dirt… me in particular… and then he expects us to follow his every order!  He isn’t a commander; he’s a tyrannical dictator, and somebody needs to put him in his place!”

“I don’t think that it’s our place to question his leadership,” Alentay replied, his voice dropping down a few notches so that the echoes wouldn’t carry as far.  “It’s his style of command, and we have to get used to it!”

“I don’t think so,” Christopher immediately replied, taking a few tentative steps closer to Alentay.  “Rostolev hasn’t shown any signs of a good commander; if we want to get out of this training exercise in one piece, we’re going to need a change in leadership.”

“And that leader is going to be you?”  Alentay let go of his tree.  “No offense, Al, but you’re not much of a leader, either.”

He sighed.  “Well, maybe I should be…  After all, I’ve been looking to make a few changes.”

Johnson could barely believe his ears.  “You’ve got to be kidding!”  Not only was his plan suddenly in jeopardy, so too, was his existence as Mike Smith.  Once Starfleet got wind of the upheaval, the entire group was destined for scrutiny.

But Christopher was already marching back toward the gorge…

More than two hours had passed since the wilderness training exercise commenced, and as far as Alane Christopher could tell, Adam Rostolev had yet to vacate his lofty perch high atop the giant slab of limestone.  “Big Al!” he called as Christopher and his group trudged back toward base camp.  “Where’s my rabbit?”

With a flick of his head, Christopher motioned back toward the forest on the outskirts of the gorge.  “If you want rabbit, you’re going to have to kill it yourself.”

“We’ve got some tasty berries,” Alentay summarily replied.

“I don’t want berries,” Rostolev sighed.  “Go and get me some meat, or something!  While you’re gone, Baldy will get the fire going.”

The terse orders were thus far nothing that Christopher could object to.  They might not have been the most cohesive set of commands, but the mission had yet to implode in failure.  Still, the utter lack of respect on Rostolev’s part was almost an embarrassment to the Academy.  Christopher had to wonder how the fool managed to evade expulsion for so very long a time.  Obviously, the Federation’s standards were lowered in the aftermath of the Dominion War.

Christopher was determined to raise the bar.  “I’m not getting you anything…”

Rostolev crept to the edge of his perch.  “I’m in charge,” he reminded.  “You have to do what I say, Al.”

In the back of his mind, Christopher knew that this was normally the point at which his nerves caved in to fear, and a considerable thrashing from the Andorians commenced—but as he surveyed the rocky gorge, there was no sign of Prevar Shat’ra.  It was time to take a stand.

But Christopher wanted to be smart about it.  “Before we do anything else, I think we need to make a few adjustments.”

Rostolev looked down upon Christopher.  “What do you mean?”

“Nobody here will dispute your command presence,” said Christopher, knowing that he was about to cross the line.  When that happened, there was no turning back.  “You have the ability to give orders, and the capability to ensure that those orders are carried out.”

Thus far, Rostolev had no objections, and he nodded his head accordingly.  “And?”

“Unfortunately, your command structure lacks respect.”  Christopher hesitated, but when Rostolev didn’t take any overtly hostile actions, he assumed he was free to continue.  “It’s obvious you don’t have any respect for us—and as a result, we don’t have much respect for you.  Now, things will get done around here, and I know the mission will succeed regardless…”

“Then there’s nothing further to discuss,” Rostolev tersely interjected.  “Now go get some provisions.”

Unfortunately, Christopher wasn’t through with his speech, and he wasn’t going to budge until he spoke his mind.  “To be completely blunt, sir, you are a poor commander—and on a personal note, I can’t even begin to fathom why you have tormented and humiliated me so much over the past year.  Not only is it inappropriate behavior for a Starfleet officer, it is inappropriate behavior for any civilized human being.”

The disinterested look upon Rostolev’s face was indication enough that he had no intentions of changing his hostile ways.  In fact, he seemed bemused by Christopher’s speech.  “Look,” he said, “my ass is on the line here, Al.  Just do what I say so we can get the hell out of here.  If you want to have it out with me, I’d be more than willing to accommodate you at a later time.”

Christopher knew that later time would undoubtedly involve a couple of powerful Andorians.  But there existed an opportunity right now that would force Rostolev to deal with situation himself, and Christopher wanted to take advantage of it.  “Maybe it should be my ass on the line,” he said, gradually approaching Rostolev’s limestone perch.

“You would challenge me?”  He chuckled.  “Al, you’re making a very big mistake.”

Christopher shook his head.  “I don’t think so.”

Both unwilling and unable to let Christopher’s words go unchallenged, Adam Rostolev very quickly leapt from his limestone perch.  It took him only a moment to find his footing on the slippery rock below, but that was just enough of a delay for Christopher to make the first strike.

Shedding any and all of his inhibitions, Christopher clenched his powerful fist and drove it directly into Rostolev’s face.  Dazed, Rostolev stumbled back a meter or so, clutching his throbbing jaw as if it were about to fall off.  He glared up at Christopher with a severe gaze—but that did little to stop him.  Unwilling to go down so easily, Rostolev leapt over the mossy limestone and pounced upon his adversary with all his might, driving his thick skull into Christopher’s chest.

Christopher wheezed as the air vacated his lungs, and the pair fell into bone-chilling waters of the craggy gorge with a satisfying SPLASH!  Locked in mortal combat, the two struggled in the frigid waters for a long moment, exchanging punches in a flurry of flesh and blood.  Christopher wasn’t entirely certain what forces of darkness were driving his primal rage, but he suspected revenge was a key ingredient.

But that alone was not enough to quell Rostolev’s brewing rage.  Amidst the chaos, he somehow managed to wrap his muscular arm around Christopher’s torso, and using whatever leverage he had, Rostolev forcefully dunked Christopher back underwater.

Still short of breath, Christopher was almost instantly gasping for air—but trapped beneath the frigid waters of the gorge, his lungs were denied the oxygen the desired.  Water seeped into Christopher’s trachea, and he instinctively began to hack the intruding water from his lungs.

The spasm was enough to loosen Rostolev’s grip, and Christopher forcefully thrust himself from the water.  Still coughing, he tried to gulp down a few breaths of the cool mountain air, but Rostolev wasn’t about to let him do that—he slammed his mighty fist into Christopher’s jaw and then launched himself through the shallow waters and into Christopher’s chest.

Falling back into the water in amidst a whirlpool of tiny bubbles, Christopher desperately tried to jam his booted foot into Rostolev’s body; at this point, scoring any sort of hit would be sufficient, but as far as Christopher could tell, his actions were futile.  The pair briefly submerged amidst an icy splash, fists still flying—but when they returned to the surface moments later, Christopher subsequently found his face little more than a centimeter from the business end of a phaser.

“Don’t move,” said Kendall Johnson, tentatively pointing the weapon at both Christopher and Rostolev.

Neither one of them disobeyed the directive—though Rostolev was quick to ask, “Where did you get that?”

Johnson shrugged.  “I brought it with me.”

“How?” demanded Christopher.

He shook his head, not at all willing to explain the true nature of his situation.  “That’s not important,” he replied, and simply left it at that.  Still somewhat confused by the turn of events, neither Christopher nor Rostolev demanded an additional explanation.

Thus, Johnson was left to make his decision.  The coming seconds would define his future, and there would be no second chances.  Sooner or later, these temporal anomalies were bound to register on sensors in some future timeline, and thus, Johnson felt he couldn’t risk coming back to try again.  If he was going to eliminate Alan Christopher, it was now or never.

A future with Erin Keller was just a phaser beam away—but as Johnson had seen with his own eyes, that future was not at all guaranteed.  His plan was flawed, in that it failed to take into account the one small variable that was at the heart of every timeline…  Erin Keller herself.  Try as he might, Johnson could not change Erin Keller, or her feelings toward him.  It would seem their fates were not intimately involved in any timeline…

But while it might have been impossible to change Erin Keller, Johnson subsequently realized that it was very possible to change himself; it was never too late to become what he might have been.  It was a profoundly interesting sentiment… and it saved Alan Christopher’s life.

Johnson turned the phaser—now set to stun—upon Adam Rostolev and opened fire.  A beam of glittering orange light streaked into the fiend’s shoulder, and in the blink of an eye, the fight was over…

Grinning, Christopher leaned over his fallen adversary.  “And for the last time, don’t call me Big Al!  I have a name… it’s Alan Christopher.  And you’d best remember it!”

• • •

“Is everything okay, Kendall?”  Alan Christopher stood less than a meter away, looking on with curiosity in his bright blue eyes.  He had no idea what was about to happen.

But every single facet of Kendall Johnson’s life in recent months had been building to this single moment.  He was destined to eliminate Alan Christopher… and after his recent encounter with the malevolent Illidan, Kendall knew that within him he possessed the courage to do the deed.  He reached behind his back…

Christopher stepped forward, frowning a bit.  “Kendall?” His curiosity was slowly giving way to concern.

But Johnson knew there was no need for such concerns.  He discreetly felt for the chronometric disruptor stuck in the back of his uniform and made absolutely certain that it remained hidden.  Johnson might have been destined to eliminate Christopher… but that was no longer a destiny that served his wants.  He wasn’t entirely certain what his future had in store, but whatever the case, Johnson knew that he would need to forge himself a new destiny.

He flashed Christopher a clam and reassuring smile.  “I… I just wanted to apologize for my behavior the past few weeks.  I… I might have been a little out of line.”

Though his smile thinned, Christopher made every attempt to sound cordial.  “A little out of line?”

In retrospect, Johnson knew that he had been way out of line, much as Christopher had indicated—and while he very much desired to simply forget about the unpleasantness of recent weeks, he could sense that there would be repercussions.  “I am… sorry… for any trouble I might have caused you, Captain.”

And at that point, his smile dissolved into nothing.  “You caused more than a little trouble, Kendall.  Insubordination is a very serious offense, and like it or not, I am going to have to make note of this on your record.  I don’t think you’re going to get demoted or anything, but… I wouldn’t look for a promotion any time soon.”

“It’s okay.”  Johnson wasn’t really looking for a promotion, anyway.  In fact, in light of recent events, he had become intimately aware that there was more to life than Starfleet.  “I’ve actually been thinking about resigning my commission.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  That one certainly caught him off guard.  “What about your temporal work?”

“What about it?” Johnson replied.  “It worked.  What else can I say?  For the first time in my life, I’m not a failure…”

“So you can’t quit now!”

To the contrary, Johnson felt it was the perfect time to quit.  “The technology might have been a success,” he conceded, “but I don’t know if I like what that success did to me.”  Not only was there the insubordination, there was the entire page of dark sins back in the year 2376…

To his credit, Christopher didn’t force the issue.  Despite their many differences, he undoubtedly wanted Johnson to stay, but… he simple smiled, and placed a caring hand upon Johnson’s shoulder.  “I can understand where you’re coming from,” he stated.  “But I don’t want you to make any quick decisions.  Think about this, Kendall…  Think about it long and hard.”

He had already given this plenty of thought back at Starfleet Academy, but now that he was removed from that situation, it was perhaps a good idea to review his situation once again.  “I’ll do that,” he said.  And he meant it.

But before Johnson could make his retreat, Christopher’s voice beckoned one last time.  “By-the-way,” he playfully interjected, “I like the hair.”

“What?”  It took Johnson a moment to realize that his head was still lacking the hair that it had just a few short hours ago (from Christopher’s perspective, anyway).  Some of it had grown back—nearly a full millimeter—but it was still a considerable change from the days of old.  Perhaps, it was the first of many changes to come?

Johnson smiled, nodded his thanks, and then marched onto the bridge.  He briefly exchanged pleasant gazes with Erin Keller, but gone was his burning desire to be with her.  For the first time in years, Johnson had something else in mind…

Lucas Tompkins had come to the mess hall intent on completing his compilation of the numerous damage reports.  Of course, he realized that the mess hall was perhaps the worst place on the ship to do such work, but his office was so totally quiet that every stray thought that crossed his mind wound up getting ten minutes of his attention. 

Naturally, the moment he set foot into the room, Lucas realized that he hadn’t eaten since before Illidan attacked the ship.  He thusly ordered himself a nice, thick steak from the replicator, and then sat down to do his work.  But naturally, the steak wasn’t enough, so Lucas had to go back and get dessert—and by the time he was halfway through his piece of apple pie, he had lost any and all desire to complete his work.

And then Kendall appeared, looking unusually pleasant.  He excitedly slipped into the seat across from Lucas and immediately drew himself into a conversation.  “Remember that girl you wanted me to meet a few weeks ago?  The Ensign?”

Though it took a moment, Lucas had a vague recollection of the woman in question.  “What about her?”

Kendall grinned.  “Is she still available?”

“No, I don’t think so.”  Lucas was immediately curious.  It was a rare occasion to talk about girls with Kendall.  To hear Kendall broach the subject was almost unprecedented.  “What’s up?  What are you suddenly so interested?”

Kendall shrugged.  “I… I guess I’ve had a change of heart,” he admitted.  “I’m looking for a little action.”

At first, Lucas didn’t know what to think.  A part of him still suspected this was some sort of joke, but… Kendall wasn’t much of a practical joker.  If he wanted a girl, he was probably serious—and if he wanted to get laid, so much the better.  He certainly came to the right spot, because Lucas knew that this was one problem he could solve.  “Kendall, buddy, I think I’ve got just the girl for you…”
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