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Prologue

“Someone once said that time is the fire in which we burn…an immutable, constant force that is hunting us down throughout our entire life until that one fateful moment at the end.  And then…poof…it’s all over.”  Erin Keller looked up from the sleek, hexagonal device before her and locked eyes with Kendall Johnson.  “Well, little buddy…we’re about to prove him wrong.”

For weeks now, Erin Keller and Kendall Johnson had logged more than a little time in the science lab attempting to defy that very universal force… Erin hadn’t set out the change history, nor had she set out to make it.  She simply had a vision—to scan the space-time continuum with the very first Starfleet-made temporal probe.

And now, after weeks of hard work, on May 23, 2396, at 0137 hours, she stood beside Kendall Johnson and admired the finished project.

“Incredible,” said Kendall softly, his eyes locked on the probe’s sleek curves and hard edges.  “We actually did it.”

Erin smiled.  “Let’s just hope it works.”

Putting his tricorder and a few other supplies on a nearby table, Kendall let out a long sigh of relief.  “We’ll find out tomorrow morning.”

It seemed that Kendall was ready to call it quits for the night, but for her part, Erin could have gone on for a bit longer, just to revel in the experience.  Still, she didn’t want to argue with Kendall, nor did she want to be half-asleep for the coming trial run.  So she relented.  “Very well then,” she chirped, setting her own tools aside, “I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

Standing at the doors, Kendall waited for Erin as she gave her baby one last look for the night.  Satisfied that all was well, she smiled, and turned to face Kendall.

“Tolian Soran.”

Crossing the threshold into the corridor, she raised a brow to Kendall’s statement.  “What?”

He cleared his throat.  “Doctor Tolian Soran.  That’s who you quoted earlier.  Well…sort-of quoted.”

Erin smiled, tucking a stray lock of her auburn hair behind her ear.  “Hey, I tried,” she said as they approached the turbolift.  Had she been able to recall the man’s name earlier, she would have stated it initially, but all that would come to her was where his words were said, the planet Veridian III.  “Thanks for enlightening me, though.”

They entered the lift.  “My pleasure,” said Kendall softly.

The night had proven to be a restful one for Erin after all.  When she entered her quarters, she suspected she would simply sit around and play Metrix for the better part of the next five hours, but the milky brown ball of fur curled up on the end of her bed quickly convinced her otherwise.

Cleo growled lazily at the disruption of her nap, but upon seeing Erin’s approach, the cat seemed to shrug indolently and return to sleep without a care in the world.  Immediately, the sentiment resonated with Erin, and she quickly found herself curled up in her bed with Cleo.

Morning arrived quickly, and Erin followed her usual routine: breakfast with Bator, Rachael and the others, followed promptly by the daily staff meeting.  Both events took place without incident, and about an hour later, she found herself standing beside Kendall Johnson at her operations station preparing her beloved probe for its maiden voyage.

“Everything looks absolutely perfect,” Erin announced as the computer finished its last diagnostic.

“Including me?” asked Alan, slowing rising from his command chair to face his beloved.

Erin flashed him a sheepish smile.  “Especially you. But you have some toothpaste dribble on the front of your uniform.”

He raised an eyebrow and looked to Johnson for confirmation.  The nervous young lieutenant quickly inspected the Captain’s uniform from afar, and shook his head curtly upon discovering Erin’s joke.  Alan rolled his eyes and smiled, turning to face the viewscreen.  “Erin, Kendall, if you’re ready, launch that puppy!  I’m eager to know what I’m going to be doing in five minutes.  Or maybe tonight at twenty-two hundred hours…”

“You don’t need a temporal probe to tell you that, Alan,” said Erin seductively as she and Kendall programmed a flight path into the computer along with a few other details.

The Captain smiled.  “Good.”

After a moment of relative silence, the operations station erupted into a harmonious symphony of sensor bleeps, indicating all was well and ready to go.  Not wanting to take all of the glory, Erin stepped aside and placed her hands on Kendall’s shoulders.  “Go for it, little buddy.”

He looked back at Erin, his large green eyes peering deep into hers.  “Are you sure about this?  It’s your project, after all.”

After everything they had been through recently—especially Kendall—the decision was hardly one she had to think about.  “If anyone deserves to make this little bit of history, it’s you.”

His eyes lit magically lit up for the first time in recent memory, and Erin even detected a grin on Kendall’s face.  It always made Erin feel good when she could make someone happy; seeing Kendall happy was even better.

A moment later, he touched the large, orange button designated for the launch, and then all eyes turned their sights to the viewscreen, where the steely gray probe surged out into the unknown amidst a magically scintillating starfield and a large Class-M planet.

And the sensors came alive.  “We’re getting some initial telemetry from the probe,” said Kendall as he scrolled over the first few pieces of data.  “It appears to be scanning this sector of space on May 23, 2402.”

“It looks pretty boring,” Erin added, noticing the lack of sensor data being provided.  She knew the sensors were accurate, so the other option had to be the case.  “Why don’t we back it up to…yesterday?  We’ll be able to detect ourselves coming here.”

Christopher turned back to them and smiled approvingly.  “Truly astonishing.  I smell a golden star on the horizon.”

“Just one?” asked Kendall.

“I wouldn’t complain if I were you,” added Harrison a moment later.  “You may find it suddenly revoked without provocation,” he said lightly.

Christopher turned to his first officer.  “I have my reasons.  Remember the incident on Stardate 72914.5 when the…”

His voice immediately trailed off as a series of sensor alerts filled the air—only this time, they were neither harmonious nor indicative of good news.  Quickly, Erin brought herself to Kendall’s side to get a better look at the situation.  “What is it?” she asked, not seeing any apparent malfunctions.

Upon hearing his muffled grunt, Erin craned her head to glare at Bator in his tactical station.  “Maybe the probe is detecting its malfunction in the future, and is being courteous enough to warn you now.”

Erin forced a smile to her face.  “Cute, Bator,” she said.  “But somehow—”

An explosion suddenly filled the viewscreen.  Glistening with a twinkling blue hue, the hazy cloud of fire lingered for a few moments as Erin watched her weeks of hard work emerge on the far side as a smoldering hulk.  But it got worse.  She didn’t need sensors to tell her that the probe was being drawn into the planet’s atmosphere.  What she did need to know was what happened.  Again, she turned to Kendall.

“The chronometric beacon is failing,” he said.  “The probe is losing its anchor in time!” 

Without an anchor, the probe could theoretically crash into the planet’s surface at any time—in any place, and there was virtually nothing they could do about it except hope that it did nominal damage to the space-time continuum.  And if it crashed in the future, there was nothing they could do to retrieve it in the first place.

But as Erin watched the planet’s atmosphere consume her probe, some sixth sense of hers told her it was going back in time, and that she would have a chance to retrieve it and rectify any errors made this time around.

“The probe has crashed on the central continent,” Bator announced after an additional moment.  “It appears to be salvageable.”

“How old is it?” asked Kendall.

Bator received the question with a skeptical look, but answered—in turn, answering his own question, “The probe appears to be in excess of 300 years old.”

Much as Erin had suspected, the probe went hurtling back in time as it crashed.  But since it appeared to be intact, she had no intentions of letting it rot any longer.  “Alan, I want to lead an away team to the surface to retrieve it.”

He bolted from his chair looking more than a little concerned—but he undoubtedly recalled their earlier conversation about the rules of the game—when it came down to duty, they had to put their personal feelings aside.  And to Erin’s relief, he did just that.  “Have fun.”

Within a few moments, Erin, along with Kendall, Bator and Doctor Hartman, materialized on the surface of the warm Class-M planet their probe had crashed into.  But the sight Erin was taking in was not the one she had been expecting.  Instead of a thick, rabid jungle, filled with wild animals and overgrown weeds, she and her companions found themselves standing in the middle of a primitive town filled with large huts made of a bamboo-like material and decorated with vibrant, grassy roofs.

Suddenly, a petite female figure emerged from the nearest hut.    She wore blood-red shorts and a similar-colored top, and her wild blond hair was pulled back into a messy braid, blowing gently in the wind as she approached against the warm day’s breeze.  “Erin.  Bator.  Kendall.  Sarah,” she said, turning to each of the respective individuals as she said their names.  “Welcome to Termina… We’ve been expecting you.”

Chapter One

Erin’s eyes widened in disbelief as she took in the sight before her.  Not only did this person know each member of the away team, she also knew they would be coming.  If that wasn’t a reason to be suspicious, Erin didn’t know what was.  “What’s going on?” she asked.

The girl in red smiled—an action that seemed to resonate with Erin; the smile seemed utterly familiar.  The girl stepped back and looked at the small town.  “You’re here to get your little probe back, aren’t you?” she asked.

“Yeah,” said Erin.  “How do you know?”

“Because she is you,” Doctor Hartman announced a moment later, holding her medical tricorder in the general direction of the girl.  “To be more specific, she’s a part of you.  I’m detecting your DNA in her genes.”

“We’re related?” Erin gasped.  She had absolutely no memory of there being life on this planet prior to her beaming down, let alone life related to her.  “Are you… my long lost sister, or something?” 

The girl smiled enigmatically.  “Actually, I’m your daughter,” she said softly.

Erin’s jaw practically hit the ground.  “You would think I would remember something like that…”

“You would,” said the girl, “only it hasn’t happened yet.  This is your first attempt to get the probe.  You’re going to fail utterly, and return to the Starlight to get some more tools necessary to make the repairs.  When you come back a few days from now, the probe is going to emit a chroniton burst, and the four of you are going to be sent about eighteen years back in time.  The Starlight isn’t able to retrieve you, and you’re forced to settle down here.”

As the girl finished her mind-boggling tale, an eerie silence filtered in between the four.  Erin could hardly believe what she was hearing, and as she looked to her friends, it was clear their thoughts were on a similar wavelength.

Kendall was the first to voice his concerns—an action that utterly surprised Erin, but made her smile nonetheless.  It was good to see him taking the initiative.  “I don’t know if I believe any of this,” he said.  “How can we believe you?”

The girl shrugged.  “You don’t have to believe me,” she said.  “Just go about your business as usual.”

For a moment, Erin was about to do just that.  Regardless of what Sarah’s tricorder said, Erin’s mind wouldn’t allow her to accept the person standing before her as a daughter.  But things always seemed to come back to the heart, and in her heart, Erin knew this person standing before her was more than just another face in the crowd.

When the girl moved, Erin could detect her own mannerisms.  Her hair, wild and untamed, fell just like Erin’s and even her smile seemed too familiar to simply be happenstance.  There was little doubt in Erin’s mind that this was her daughter.  Her story appeared to be a valid one…and why not?

“So, what is your name?”

The girl looked up.  “Ashley,” she chirped.

“That’s a very pretty name,” said Erin.

“Glad you like it…you did pick it out, after all.”

The girl had a point.  “I guess I did…” Slowly, she turned around and faced her primitive village.  “If you want to find that probe, we can help.  Come on, I’ll take you to our Great Hall…”

From the moment Erin suggested leading an away team to the surface, Alan Christopher’s gut told him it was a bad idea.  It was just too dangerous.  He could have easily denied her request and tried to find an alternative solution to their problem, but not wanting to infringe upon the moral and ethical issues of being involved with a fellow officer, he decided to go against his gut.

Now, pacing nervously behind Neelar Drayge’s seat at the helm, Christopher wished he hadn’t.  Two hours had passed, and the away team had yet to provide a status report.  At first he simply attributed it to the fact that Erin was lax on protocol, but…two hours?  Not even she would go that far.  Something was wrong. 

Again, Christopher turned to Lucas Tompkins at the tactical station for an update.  “Anything?” he asked.

Tompkins’ eyes darted over the sensor readings, and came back looking empty.  “Nothing,” he replied.  “There is no sign of them on sensors.”

Christopher sighed.  “Where did they go?”

“Unknown,” said Tompkins with a faint shrug.

Watching Harrison rise from his chair, Christopher slowly brought his pacing to a halt beside his executive officer, and looked to him for his own slant on the situation.

“Is it possible there is some sort of temporal anomaly on the surface?” he asked.

It was a good suggestion; one Christopher hoped had some merit.  But as his eyes turned with Harrison’s over to Tompkins, he knew his hopes would prove unfounded.

“I’m not detecting anything out of the ordinary,” said the chief engineer.

“They had to have gone somewhere,” muttered Christopher before realizing he was sounding a little grim.  Knowing that he had to keep the hope alive as long as possible, he shook off his negative feelings and added, trying to sound more positive, “Keep looking.”

The journey to the Great Hall was a fairly short one.  The group traveled amidst a series of the grass-roofed huts before coming upon a much larger installation that appeared to be made of rocks and adobe.  As they entered, Ashley readily identified the structure as the Great Hall, though in Kendall Johnson’s book, “great” was a very loose definition for this hall.

Inside the boxy building was a large, chamber lit by only the small windows near the ceiling, and any of the numerous cracks in the grass roof above.  The result was a dark room, lit by a few beams of scattered light dancing in from the ceiling onto the large, round table featured prominently in the center of the dark, clammy room.

“Sit down,” said Ashley as she approached the head of the table, joining a tall, sandy-blonde haired boy who looked to be no older than his female companion.  “This is Justin,” she said softly.  “He knows quite a bit about this probe you’ve come to get.”

The boy nodded to his audience, and then turned to the wall behind him, pulling down a tattered, yellow map from the ceiling.  Though it was obviously hand-drawn, and consequently, inaccurate, Kendall could tell that quite a bit of work went into making it, at the very least, usable—and visible.  Conveniently, a few stray beams of light mingled over its surface, illuminating it just enough so that it stood out against the rest of its dim surroundings.  “This is Aruni Village,” said Justin, pointing to a small triangle in the center of the decrepit map.  “To the best of our knowledge, the probe is over here,” he said, pointing to a region that was not clearly defined as anything.  “The territory is controlled by a cadre of extremely territorial dwarves.”

Ashley nodded.  “Over the years, we’ve had a few…encounters with them.  Most of them were bloody, but none of them were of any consequence.  The dwarves stayed in their territory, and we retreated to ours.”

“Nothing gained, nothing lost,” Justin finished.  He turned back to the map and studied it for a long moment.  “It’s a two-day trip, possibly three, depending on the weather.   The terrain is generally flat, so traversing it in that amount of time shouldn’t be a problem.”

Kendall suddenly heard Bator clear his threat.  “Are they armed?” asked the Phobian.

“Heavily,” confirmed Ashley.  “Though their weapons are inferior to your phasers, I assure you that you do not have the advantage.  They are a formidable force to say the least.”

Kendall wasn’t sure how the technologically limited dwarves could stand up to a level sixteen phaser blast, but he most certainly did not want to find out.  If phasers weren’t going to be enough, then Kendall decided he simply would not rely solely upon his for protection.  Clearly it was going to take some brainpower to get out of this situation.

“Tell me this one thing…”

It was the cynical voice of Doctor Hartman that filled the small, dark hall.  Slowly, in concert with the others, Kendall turned his head to hear what she had to say.  There was little doubt in his mind that it would be… interesting.

“If you know we’re going to fail, why the hell are you helping us do it?” she demanded.  “Is this some demented ploy to ensure your own existence?”

Ashley smiled faintly.  “Our existence has nothing to do with this,” she said evenly.

She started to say more, but Hartman was quick to provide a rebuttal.  “Like hell!” she snapped.  “Your existence depends solely upon our actions!”

“And it wasn’t meant to be,” said Justin.

“What are you talking about?” Erin asked a moment later.

The boy shot a sympathetic gaze in her direction.  “You’ll find out soon enough.  Suffice it to say, it’s in everyone’s best interests that the probe is found and returned to the Starlight.”  He folded his arms, and turned his attention back to the map.  “The weather forecast for tomorrow calls for heat, clouds, but no rain.  It would be wise of us to depart early in the day, before it gets too hot.”

Kendall nodded his agreement.  “Good idea.”

“Then it’s settled,” said Ashley, resting her hands upon her hips.  “We’re out of here tomorrow morning.  Come on,” she said to the others, motioning for the door, “I’ll show you where you can sleep.”

As the others started to move from their seats, Kendall instinctively started to follow.  Following the leader was his nature after all… But as he watched the delicate Erin Keller march through the doors with Bator, he couldn’t help but pause for a moment and think of the possibilities…

But he didn’t let his mind wander too far before blinking back to reality—and Justin.  Though the boy still stood at the map, Kendall couldn’t help but notice that instead of studying the intricate terra firma of Termina, the boy was studying him.

“What is it?” Kendall asked evenly.

Immediately, Justin turned away.  “It’s nothing,” he said bashfully.

That very instant, Kendall knew that Justin was related to him.  The boy hid his fears well, but Kendall could see his own nervous qualities buried deep within the young boy.  There wasn’t even a shadow of a doubt in his mind.  “Who are you?” he asked.

Slowly, his shoulders sunk, and Justin turned to Kendall.  The look on the boy’s face was more than a little bit sentimental, and as he approached, Kendall even detected a few tears welling in his eyes.  “I…am your son,” he said softly.  “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you.”

Kendall’s eyes went wide as he took in the words.  It shouldn’t have come as a surprise to him, given the size of the community, but for some reason, Kendall couldn’t bring himself to believe it.  “I’m sorry,” he said, “I don’t think I was ready for that one.”

Justin nodded, pulled out the nearest chair and planted himself on it.  “It’s okay,” he said.  “I probably shouldn’t have said anything, anyway.  I know this kind of thing bothers you.”

Reluctantly, Kendall had to admit that the boy was right.  He had gone through so much trouble to convince himself that he was alone in the universe that the concept of having children was totally out of the question.   But now, standing before him was evidence that Kendall wasn’t alone after all.  He couldn’t deny it…  Or could he?  “Who is your mother?”

The moment he uttered the words, Kendall knew what the answer would be, and as he watched the words “Erin” form on Justin’s lips, something deep inside of his body clicked…

“What happened to us?” he asked.  “I mean…why aren’t we here anymore?”

“Both of you died, unfortunately,” said Justin.  “Some sort of strange sickness swept through the village about seven years ago.  Most of the adults were wiped out.  That’s why Ashley and I have taken charge of the place.  We learned pretty quickly that this sea we call life is not an easy one to live in.

“Though we hope for the best, we know not what the sea will have in store.  It could bless us with clear sailing, torment us with a rabid storm, or blow us off course into uncharted terrain.  We could either learn how to navigate the currents provided by the sea, and hope for the best, or be consumed by it, and sink to the bottom with the others who chose not to navigate wisely.”  He turned to Kendall.  “How do you choose to navigate?”

It was a very good question, one Kendall wasn’t exactly sure how to answer.  Though he liked to believe that it was he who commanded his fate, something deep down inside of Kendall told him that he would eventually find himself down on the bottom of the sea with the rest of the shy, pathetic people similar to him.  Maybe it was even destined…of course, he would not know until it was too late…

Or would he?

His mind went back to that click of a few moments ago, and Kendall Johnson realized that he did indeed have control over his future.  Total control.  As long as this timeline existed, Kendall Johnson was guaranteed his ultimate wish… Within a few years, Erin Keller would fall in love with him, and soon thereafter, they would have children.  It was everything Kendall had dreamed of and more…and suddenly, it was all a very real possibility.

“I navigate these waters very carefully,” said Kendall softly as he continued to formulate his plan.

Chapter Two

Over the years, Ashley had devoted a great deal of time to the history of Termina.  Though the data available to her was sparse, she was able to piece together the few fragments she had, infer about a few historical events, and add to it with the experiences she had during her own short stay on the planet.  In the end, she had a relatively comprehensive guide to the planet’s history, based upon the oral traditions of some of the natives.

Though she never considered it an historical treasure, it was always something she had found to be interesting.  Never did she think it would be used as a learning tool…  But it seemed that Ashley had underestimated the curiosity of her guests.

Sitting quietly, cross-legged, with Erin and Sarah on the floor of one of Aruni’s fragile, but functional huts, she looked down upon her notes with a bit of pride as she relayed the stories of their people.

“Peace has always been the rule of thumb here on Termina.  Most everyone gets along with one another.  There’s an occasional holy war, but nothing that hasn’t been quickly resolved through diplomatic channels.”

“Didn’t you say you’ve had a few encounters with the dwarves?” Erin asked after taking in her daughter’s words.

Ashley sighed, and flipped ahead a few pages in her notes.  “Humans don’t really fit into that peaceful equation,” she said.  “We’re simply an accident on this planet.  We’re not really supposed to be here.  Everything we’ve gained…every life…every liberty…every piece of land…we’ve gained through conquest.”

“The dwarves?” asked Sarah.

Ashley nodded.  “Yeah.  And because of that, the others see us as violent savages, bent on destroying everything.  We are the pariahs of this planet, the evil scourge of the universe.  Then again, it may be a blessing in disguise—the others want nothing to do with us.  Not even to conquer us.”

When she looked up at her audience, Ashley saw both of them were looking more than a bit sullen.  The world they inadvertently created turned out to be one inhospitable for their offspring, and now they were seeing the aftermath first hand—before it even happened.  Perhaps, thought Ashley, they were considering the possibility of altering the timeline; making it so Aruni never existed on Termina…

The excursion to the dwarves’ home was a step in that direction, but failure in that particular journey was already destined.  It would be their reaction to the journey that would change history.  Ashley closed her eyes, and hoped that they chose wisely…

When she opened them, she saw Justin slowly entering the hut with Kendall and Bator.  Quickly, she flashed them a smile and rose to her feet.  “What’s up?” she asked.

Bator reached for his belt and pulled out a sleek gray device that Ashley recognized to be a tricorder.  Carefully, Bator opened it and shared his readings with Sarah and Erin.  “We’ve already begun to detect trace amounts of chroniton radiation in the village,” he said.

From her early childhood, Ashley could recall hearing of chroniton radiation.  It played a great deal of importance in their daily lives, though she was never sure how, and to her chagrin, everyone with knowledge about it died before explaining.  Even so, she suspected that all of the losses they suffered seven years ago were related to chroniton radiation.  As the conversation progressed, it only strengthened that particular case.

“Everyone will need to be inoculated,” said Sarah.  “Even though the levels are minute, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

Erin nodded her head.  “Agreed.  Besides, when we come into contact with the probe, radiation levels could be through the roof.”  She turned her gaze to Ashley.  “If you thought cramps were bad, just wait until you experience a bout of chroniton radiation.”

Sarah looked up from the tricorder and peered at Erin.  “They’re nothing alike,” she said tersely.

“But they’re both pretty annoying,” Erin protested.  “And that would be the point I was trying to make.”

Rolling her eyes, Sarah expelled an exasperated sigh and returned to the tricorder.  “If you insist…” She examined the data for a few more moments before snapping the tricorder shut and handing it back to Bator.

“Thank you.”  He grabbed it, and placed it back in the holster on his belt.  “Aside from that, everything else is ready.  We can go at any time.”

“Very well, then,” said Erin.  Quickly, she bounced to her feet and moved to Bator’s side.  “Let’s do it!”

Throughout his years in Starfleet, Lucas Tompkins had seen countless interspatial anomalies, temporal vortices, and a plethora of other weird phenomena.  At first, it seemed this would be just like any other situation—but clearly, it was not.

The planet seemed to be in a state of temporal flux.  In a matter of hours, higher levels of carbon dioxide appeared in the atmosphere, an event that utterly perplexed Tompkins.  But to make matters worse, the chroniton radiation on the surface was making sensor readings virtually impossible to take.  “Damn it!” he muttered, pounding his fist on the sleek black surface of the tactical station.

The outburst quickly drew the attention of both Christopher and Harrison.  “What is it, Lucas?” asked the Captain.

Letting out a sigh to ease his frustration, Tompkins slowly brought his gaze to Christopher’s eyes.  “The probe’s temporal core is emitting a hell of a lot of radiation,” he said.  “We won’t be able to get the away team’s coordinates without going down there ourselves.”

“Given the unreliability of the sensors, I find that to be an unwise course of action,” said Harrison as he approached Christopher’s side.

The Captain nodded.  “Agreed,” he said, folding his arms as he went into some sort of a deep thought.  “We need some more options, Lucas.”

Apparently, the Captain’s deep thought yielded nothing of consequence—not that Tompkins had expected it to.  Sure, the Captain was a competent leader, but he didn’t have the scientific or theoretical mind of some of the others.  Luckily, Tompkins did.  “I’d might as well bring this up now,” he grumbled before continuing any further.

Christopher raised an eyebrow.  “What?”

“There’s always the chance that, like the probe, the away team was also displaced from our current timeline.  It might not be where they are…but when they are.”

“Oh, just lovely,” Christopher exclaimed, dropping his arms to his side.  “They could pop up tomorrow…next week…next year…yesterday!  Don’t we all just love time travel?”

“No,” said Tompkins and Harrison in unison.

But before Tompkins had a chance to extrapolate upon his idea, the sound of a sensor alert filled the air.  His eyes immediately darted down to see a large blip on sensors, but Ensign Drayge beat him to the report.

“A large vessel has just entered the system,” said the young Bolian.

Quickly, Christopher turned on his heel and rushed to the helm.  “Apparently someone does love time travel,” he quipped along the way.

As Christopher examined the data at the helm, Tompkins continued to scrutinize it with Commander Harrison at tactical.  While the Commander looked as perplexed as the others, Tompkins easily recognized the energy signatures.  “The configuration is unknown, but it looks like Yelss,” he said.  Given his unique experiences with the four-legged aliens, Tompkins had more knowledge about them than anyone.

Harrison slowly nodded his agreement.  “I am not surprised,” he said after a moment.  “They are greatly interested in time travel.  Certainly this incident lit up theirs sensor grid.”

“Without a doubt,” said Christopher, retreating to his command chair.  “Go to yellow alert, and keep an eye on that ship.  I want to know the nanosecond it does something weird.”

The night was crisp and cool.  A thin deck of hazy clouds hung ominously in front of the large crescent moon, gently sweeping across the starry nighttime sky.  In the distance, the song of the crickets and frogs constantly filled the air.

But even as he hid amidst the dark shadows of the underbrush, Kendall Johnson could sense the unseen, unheard danger in the air.  They were nearly at the gates of the Cleft of Ghenar, the legendary home of the dwarves, and history was about to be written—or rewritten depending on the outcome.  In his mind, Kendall knew what he wanted the outcome to be.  Of course, his actions would be an entirely different story, and if the past was any indication, he would simply let his wants slip away while he took the easy way out.

But only time would tell…

Following a few meters behind Justin and Erin, Kendall kept his hand on his phaser at all times.  He didn’t care what Justin said, the dwarves wouldn’t stand a chance against being vaporized…unless they had the ability to fight back, which he doubted.

After what seemed like an eternity of quietly tromping through the wild, untamed underbrush, the group finally came upon a large, rocky clearing. Located near the center, in weathered, desolate crag, there was an opening—the Cleft of Ghenar.

“They’re not expecting an attack,” said Ashley as she came to the front of the group.  “I can only see two guards on duty.”

Admittedly, Kendall did not see those guards.  He squinted back at the ominous cleft, but his eyes came upon nothing but sheer rock.  Either his vision was going, or Ashley’s was unbelievably superior.  Neither case would have surprised Kendall much at all.

“If we make a diversion on the far side of the cleft, getting inside should be no trouble,” said Justin as he gathered up a few large stones from the ground.

Carefully, he crept to the edge of the underbrush and hurtled the stones at the cleft.  With an incredible accuracy, each and every stone crashed into the top of the small crag and rolled down the opposite side with a good number of companions, stirring up a great deal of noise in the process.  To the dwarves, it would look like nothing more than a little rockslide.

Suddenly, two shadowy figures emerged from the darkness and rushed around to the opposite side of the crag.  Both carried large, extremely sharp-looking partisans that shimmered in the pale moonlight.

“Let’s go!” Justin whispered once the guards were on their way.

Knowing it would be only a short time before the guards returned, Kendall ran as fast as his legs would let him, hurtling down the seemingly flat plane toward the rocky Cleft of Ghenar.  His heart was pounding, filled with growing amounts of both fear and excitement as he drew nearer, until finally, he stood before the large, gaping hole in the earth that was their destination.

Without any hesitation, Ashley and Justin stepped into the dark, murky cleft and quickly led the others through a series of twisting caverns, generously lit by a series of blazing, wall-mounted torches.  After about five minutes, Justin veered off the beaten path into a dark, shadowy recess.

“We need to know the exact position of the probe before we go any further,” said Ashley, taking the reprieve from their journey to catch her breath.

Immediately, both Erin and Kendall pulled out their tricorders and started waving them in the air.  Though he found the data to be heavily distorted by chroniton radiation, the data he wanted to see was there.  “It’s located in the dead center of the cleft,” he said.

Erin heaved a long sigh and then haphazardly snapped her tricorder shut.  “I’m detecting a ton of dwarves surrounding it.  Did they know we were coming?”

She looked to Ashley for some sort of answer, but her daughter provided nothing but a shrug.  But the girl pondered the question for a moment longer, and eventually came upon an answer.  “For many years, there has been rumor of a Sphere of Prophecy to exist somewhere in the lower continent.  Your probe just might be it.”

“I know a back route to get there,” said Justin.  “If we can catch them by surprise by using it, then we might stand a chance.”

Despite all of these precautions, Kendall still had faith in his phaser.  The dwarves lived in a cave, for crying out loud.  How advanced could they be?  Perhaps Justin and Ashley were unaware of the powers of the phaser?  Or perhaps they had failed to share something in regards to the dwarves’ arsenal.  Either way, Kendall would be extra careful, just to be safe.

In concert with Bator and Justin, Kendall started to turn around and make his way back onto the beaten path—only to find that a major impediment had cropped up in the interim.  Two burly dwarves, nearly half the size of Kendall, but twice as evil, stood with their partisans in hand, glaring demonically.

“Humans!” called out one of them in disgust.  “The humans have arrived!”

Immediately, they lounged at Bator and Doctor Hartman, attempting to take them down.  Kendall quickly jumped out of harm’s way and watched as the Phobian easily pounded his opposition to the ground.  Doctor Hartman, on the other hand, found herself facing a far greater nemesis.  Her attacker nearly had her pinned to the ground as he started to beat at her with the hilt of his partisan.

But before any real harm was done, a streak of orange light soared across the cavern and struck the feral dwarf in the back.  He gasped, clearly stunned, and collapsed into a puddle of murky water.  Relieved that she was unscathed, Hartman dusted off the front of her uniform and traced the phaser beam’s path back to the phaser in Erin’s hand.

“Thanks,” she said.

Erin smiled, and placed her weapon back in its holster.  “Don’t mention it.”

Quickly, Justin and Ashley made their way do the fallen dwarves’ sides and gave them a hasty medical exam.  “They’ll be fine,” said Ashley.

“But if we stay here much longer, we won’t be,” Justin added grimly.  “They know we’re here.  We’d better get moving.”

Kendall quickly pushed his growing nerves aside and pulled himself back to his feet, stepping into place beside Erin at the front of the group.  Without another word, they went into action, sprinting through the murky caverns despite the slimy trickle of water that slid across the floor at intervals, ruining any sort of traction Kendall had been able to build up.

Still, they ran.

And they ran.

The corridors, long and winding, seemed to yield nothing but darkness and cobwebs.  Kendall could hear nothing but the sound of his rampantly beating heart pounding in his chest.  His legs were beginning to feel like rubber, and his vision was slowly acquiring a dark, ominous haze.

And they ran.

And they ran.

When suddenly, the path came to an end.  Standing before them was another burly dwarf, slightly taller than the others, but with a large, contorted nose and a series of jagged teeth protruding through his lips.  The hairy, dry-skinned oaf forcefully dug his partisan into the ground, kicking up a small cloud of dust.  “Typical humans,” he said, the words rolling off his tongue as if they were poisonous.  “You violate our territory on a whim, attack my men without provocation, and attempt to steal the Orb of Prophecy that is rightfully ours.  And you wonder why you are considered the scourge of the universe?”

Quickly, Erin made her way to the front of the group.  “Look, we don’t want to fight you!”

The dwarf folded his arms.  “I’m aware of your mantra,” he sneered.  “But I’m also aware of your actions.  You have violated our territory.  What have we done to provoke such an attack?”

He paused, but only for a moment.  There was no time to respond.  The dwarf merely continued, “We have done nothing.  You think that because you are humans, the choices you make on this earth are supreme.  You live in opulent conditions, and believe yourselves better than the rest of us, when you are certainly the cause for our misery and squalor.”

Quickly, the dwarf grabbed his partisan and angled it at Erin.  “The reign of humanity on Termina has come to an end.  We will put your treacherous species in its place!”

Suddenly, the wall behind the dwarf leader shattered to the ground, revealing a pack of angry dwarves.  Kendall quickly turned around to retreat, only to see that they were surrounded.  More dwarves were approaching from behind.  Without hesitation, he drew his phaser, increased it to level sixteen, and fired.

Three of the dwarves immediately faded into oblivion, but much as Justin had stated, the phasers would be insufficient.  The sheer number of dwarves marching into the cavern was much more than Kendall’s phaser could handle.  Even so, he opened fire without hesitation, determined to defend himself as long as possible.

As streams of orange light began to fill the cave, the sound of screaming dwarves began to fill the air, and for a moment, Kendall sensed what they were doing was wrong…but he didn’t have time to think about it.  He felt someone tug at his uniform.  Quickly, he turned around to see Erin.

“They’ve left the probe unguarded,” she whispered.  “Now’s our chance.”

In an instant, Kendall could see his future before him.  He was on Termina with Erin, living happily ever after with their children.  It was everything he wanted, everything he needed… Everything depended on what he did in the coming moments.

Hesitantly, he followed Erin into the depths of the cavern, where the singed remains of their probe were mounted on a small pedestal, aglow with chroniton radiation.  Erin pulled out her tricorder and scanned it.  “It looks like we can still salvage it,” she said.  “But we’ll need to stop the radiation leak before we do anything.”

Kendall nodded, and approached the probe.  “Cover my back,” he said as he started to tap at the control panel on the side of the probe.

After a few moments, the probe bleeped, and as series of diamond-shaped portals opened along its topside, venting streams of hazy white radiation.  Even so, everything looked intact.  Kendall fanned some of it away with his arm and brought his face a bit closer to the nearest portal.  It didn’t seem damaged, yet it was somehow leaking…

Something wasn’t right.  Kendall frowned, and dug his face even deeper into the misty radiation.  Normally, he wouldn’t do anything so stupid, but since Doctor Hartman had just inoculated him, he figured it would be safe.  Still, he saw nothing.

“What’s the problem?” Erin asked, fending off a few dwarves with her phaser.

“I don’t know!” Kendall exclaimed.  He threw his arms up in the air and took a few frustrated steps away from the probe.

“Do you want me to take a peek?”

Suddenly, Kendall’s future flashed before him.  Erin.  Ashley.  Justin.  Happily ever after…

Desperate to preserve that future, Kendall pulled in a deep lungful of air.  “No,” he said, slowly making his way back to the probe—only this time, Kendall had no intention of fixing it.

He knelt down beside the probe and pulled out his tricorder, flipping it open and running it alongside of the probe as Erin watched on.  Once she was content Kendall would do his job, he quickly dropped the tricorder to the ground and stuck his hand inside the nearest diamond-shaped portal, feeling around for something to grab onto.  Eventually, his hand stumbled upon a small knob that he recognized as a component of the probe’s temporal core.  Though he wasn’t sure which component it was, Kendall was certain that without it, the probe would be utterly dysfunctional.

He yanked it off.

Immediately, tendrils of feral white energy started to manifest themselves around the probe, squeezing the very life out of it amidst a growing number of fiery explosions.

Erin turned on her heel and sent Kendall a curious look.  “What the hell are you doing?”

He froze, and looked at the broken remains of the temporal core in his hand.  “It…was an accident,” he lied.  If Erin believed it, he knew not, but the disappointed look on her face was almost unbearable to take in.  Kendall wanted to shrivel up and die…

But there was no time.

The backside of the probe suddenly blew up, spewing a dangerous mixture of fire and shrapnel into the air.

“We need to get the hell out of here!” Erin exclaimed, grabbing Kendall’s arm and pulling him away from the dying probe.

He resisted for a moment, watching their hours of hard work shatter as it burst into a massive ball of flames.  Buried deep within the sands of time, the threads of fate began to unravel, and an ethereal voice pervaded the rocky walls of the cleft of the universe…

“…Kendall Johnson…” it beckoned, “…wilt thou change thy future?  Or wilt thou change thyself?”

In an instant, the voice was gone, and Kendall found himself standing next to Erin at the entrance of the cleft, having no memory of the trip there… 

It was nearly morning now; the sun hung just below the horizon, spitting its golden rays into the sky above.  The air was fresh with the scent of dew, tainted slightly be the scent of smoke emanating from the blackened and charred remains of the Cleft of Ghenar. 

“Gronak is not going to like this,” Ashley said as she turned her back to the rock face.

Within moments, the dwarf leader emerged from the cave, a bit singed, but otherwise unscathed.  He dug the end of his partisan into the mud and glared.  “How very true,” he muttered.  “The Cleft is no longer habitable.  Humanity wins.  Everyone else loses.  I hope you’re happy…”

Chapter Three

Sarah Hartman sat quietly in one of the uncomfortable wicker chairs inside of the Great Hall, half-listening to Erin Keller’s report on the probe they had come to retrieve.  As far as Hartman was concerned, there was nothing to report—the probe had been utterly decimated and there was nothing they could do about it.  Still, Keller insisted on providing a long-winded, detailed account of the incident.  Hartman hoped the glaze in her eyes wasn’t that obvious…

On second thought, she did.  Maybe it would make Keller shut up.  Loudly, Hartman let out an exasperated sigh, folded her arms, and gazed off at a post in the back of the room.  Much as she expected, Erin paused, glanced at the Doctor, and then continued as if nothing had happened.  The Captain’s woman was just too polite to say anything.

The Captain’s doctor was not.  “Is there a point to this mindless babble?” she interjected.  “We failed.  We knew we would.  Why don’t we just get the hell out of here like we’re supposed to?”

Keller blinked a few times, resting her palms on the table surface and shifting some of her weight to them as she sent an icy gaze in Hartman’s direction.  “I’m terribly sorry, Doctor.  Why don’t you call the ship and have them beam us up?”

Hartman paused.  That was too easy.  But she wasn’t going to argue.  Quickly, she slapped the communicator on her uniform.  “Hartman to Starlight.”

Nothing.

She repeated her hail.

Still nothing.

She turned back to Keller.

“I guess if you had been listening, you would have heard that part,” said the Commander evenly.  “Something changed this time around that didn’t last time.  We can’t go back to the ship.”

Without any hesitation, Hartman reached for her belt and pulled out her phaser, handing it to Bator, who was seated beside her.  “Then kill me now.  Anything’s better than living in this hellhole for the rest of my life.”

The Phobian carefully took the phaser from Hartman’s hands and brought it to his face for closer inspection.  After discovering Hartman had set it to level thirteen, Bator deceased the power level to a minimal stun, and tossed the weapon to Justin.  “Take care of it,” he said.  “And whatever you do, don’t listen to the Doctor.”

Hartman folded her arms and frowned.  “Damn you, anyway.  So now what are we going to do?  Live happily ever after.”

“Some of us,” said Kendall Johnson softly.

Hartman knew she did not fall into that category, but she was also certain that was not the reason Johnson mentioned it.  But before she could say as much, Ashley spoke up.

“There is another option,” she said enigmatically.

Erin raised an eyebrow.  “What?”

Ashley licked her lips for a dramatic moment, and then uttered the words, “The Amulet of Time.”

Immediately, a disapproving sigh emanated from Justin.  “That thing is just a legend,” he grumbled.  “It doesn’t really exist.”

Ashley glared at him.  “You don’t know that!”

“Has anyone ever seen it?”

She shrugged.  “Has anyone ever seen the heavens above?  No, yet we don’t deny their existence because of it.  The Amulet is real.  We just need to find the courage inside of ourselves to go and get it.”

“Then let’s do it!” Erin chirped.

“No!” Justin firmly retorted.  “We would have to visit Undine’s Sanctuary in the Azdrian Mountains.  It’s a ten-day journey through inhospitable terrain.  We’d never make it!”

“Well, we sure as hell don’t have anything better to do!” Hartman exclaimed.

“It sounds too dangerous,” Kendall Johnson chimed in.  “Maybe we should look for another alternative.”

Hartman’s eyes widened.  Was he insane?  “Do you want to get off this damn rock or not?” she bellowed.  “Or did you leave your courage on the Starlight?”

Kendall frowned.  “I just… I… I… I mean I…” He paused, frowned, and then stormed away from the table.  From Hartman’s perspective, it looked like he may have been in tears.  

“Why don’t we think this over a little longer?” suggested Ashley once Kendall was gone.

Erin nodded.  “I think that’s a pretty good idea…”

Alan Christopher bolted from his seat even before the first bleep of the sensors had finished.  The aforementioned “weird” event was undoubtedly in progress, and given the computer’s somber tone, he knew he wasn’t going to like it one bit.  “What is it, Lucas?”

The chief engineer gazed down at the sensors on the tactical station.  “We have an intruder on deck eleven, section thirty-one,” he reported after a moment of study.

Christopher recognized the location immediately.  “The science lab,” he muttered under his breath.  The Yelss were certainly wasting no time getting to the source of the temporal technology.   He slapped his communicator.  “Security to deck eleven!”

Slowly, Commander Harrison rose from his seat and approached Christopher.  “Should I join them?”

After a brief moment of consideration, Christopher nodded.  “Actually, I think we’ll both ease on down to the science lab.  Maybe we can talk some sense into the Yelss.”

It was a long shot.  A very long shot, but one Christopher knew he had to take.  Establishing diplomatic relations with alien cultures was one of the most important parts of the Federation mandate.  The least he could do was try…

Walking in stride with Harrison, Christopher entered the science lab to see his security squad standing quietly with their phasers trained on the large, four-legged alien standing at the large island station in the center of the lab.  Its branch-like arms slowly caressed the control surface as its lone eye took in the data scrolling across the screen.  

Slowly, Christopher made his way past the numerous security guards and took up a position near the foot of the station.  As far as he could tell, the intruder was absorbing everything the Starlight had to offer in terms of temporal technology.  No surprise there.  He took another step closer.  “Hello?”

The Yelss’ one eye remained transfixed on the computer screen, slowly moving back-and-forth as it scanned the text on the screen.  He had not heard Christopher, or had simply chosen to not hear him.  Either way, the intruder had not heard him.

Christopher took another step forward and leaned on the edge of the table.  “Hello?  I am Captain Alan Christopher.  Welcome aboard…  Feel free to look around.  Perhaps you’d care for a cookie?”

Still nothing.

Seeing that the Yelss was definitely not going to respond to diplomacy, Christopher stepped away from the table and turned to the nearest security officer.  “Give our little friend a little jolt from your little phaser.”

The officer nodded, adjusted his phaser settings to a low stun, and took aim upon the Yelss.  After a moment, he fired, and an orange beam shot across the room, striking the Yelss squarely in the chest.

In an instant, the alien stopped, and turned its long, feeble neck to face its audience, its lone eye slowly probing them with an incredibly haunting glare.  

Christopher took a step back.

“Perhaps that was not a wise idea,” Harrison whispered as the Captain came up alongside him.

He nodded.  “Perhaps…”

The Yelss took a small step closer to the group, and then, in a blink of an eye, Alan Christopher found himself to be the only one in the room still standing.  Every last security guard had collapsed to the ground, dead as doornails.  At his feet, Christopher saw Commander Harrison’s body.  He had several large veins protruding from his neck and forehead, and a trickle of blood running from his nose.  He, too, was dead.

Then, the Yelss turned its gaze to Christopher, immediately sending a chill down the Captain’s spine.  Slowly, he backed away, hoping the Yelss would show him mercy—and it did.  It closed its eye, and an instant later, vanished into thin air, leaving Christopher alone to think about the sheer power the Yelss held over them.

Clearly, the power was vast, and Christopher was unsure how to proceed.  The Yelss posed a much greater threat than they had before… but the away team was still on the surface of the planet below.  He would need to make a choice—and soon.

But it would seem fate was on his side.  Within moments, Rachael Meyer emerged through the parting doors of the science lab looking utterly concerned—even more so upon seeing the bodies scattered throughout the room.  She closed her eyes, and approached Christopher, clearly trying to hide her state of emotional unrest.

“What is it, Rachael?”

She paused less than a meter from Christopher’s position and looked into his deep turquoise eyes.  “Alan, I think I’ve had another telepathic experience.”

Looking at the dead bodies around him, Christopher was not surprised.  “What was it about?”

She sighed nervously.  “We need to get away from this place.  Now.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “What about Erin and the away team?  We can’t just leave them—”

Firmly, Rachael placed her hands on Christopher’s shoulders and shook him gently.  “Alan…I’m not—”

The ship shuddered ominously, stopping Meyer in the middle of her sentence.  She took a step away from Christopher and cast him a glance of desperation.

“Tompkins to Christopher.”

Not taking his eyes off Rachael, Christopher touched his communicator.  “Yes, Lucas?”

“We’re in trouble.  You’d better get up here.”

“I’m on my way…”

A massive warship that looked like it had come straight from the gates of hell loomed ominously on the viewscreen, sending a chill down Alan Christopher’s spine.  The vessel was sleek and streamlined, dark in color, but illuminated along its center by a series of glowing green plasma flows.

Slowly, Christopher approached his command chair and pulled in a lungful of air.  “Hail them,” he ordered.

“No response,” Tompkins replied after a moment of tapping at the controls.  But then the computer provided a series of bleeps.  “No, they are responding…”

Christopher quickly turned on his heel, surprised at Tompkins’ report.  But given the look on the chief engineer’s face, he suddenly realized that the Yelss were not responding in the traditional method.

“They’re charging weapons,” clarified Tompkins after a moment.

“Shields up!  Red alert!”  Christopher called out, plummeting his behind into the command chair and grabbing its arms in anticipation of an attack.  “Neelar, break orbit and get us the heck out of here!”

“Aye, Captain!” said the Bolian as the lights adjusted themselves to the dark, ominous alert levels.  But his efforts were too little, too late.

Christopher saw a streak of green light soar across the viewscreen, and before he knew it, the deck jolted under his feet with such magnitude, that his death-grip on the arms of his chair failed to keep him in place.  He sailed to the floor and rolled a couple of times before stopping himself with his hands just behind the helm.

Quickly, Christopher grabbed the back of Drayge’s seat and pulled himself to his feet.  “Report!”

“They are using some sort of chroniton torpedo!” Tompkins shouted.  “It went right through our shields!”

Drayge pointed to the sensor display on the helm.  “We’ve got hull breeches on decks four through ten.”

“Evasive maneuvers, Neelar!  Put some distance between us.”

“Aye, Captain!”

“Captain,” said Tompkins a moment later, “I suggest we fire back!”

Christopher turned to him.  “If you think you can hit them, and do some damage, have fun.  Fire at will.”

Tompkins nodded, and quickly went to work at the controls.  Within seconds, Christopher watched as a large string of quantum torpedoes hurtled across the viewscreen and crashed into the Yelss vessel, calling forth a considerable explosion of fire, but much as he had expected, the hellish vessel glided through the roiling wake unscathed.

Quickly, the Yelss vessel came about, and fired again.  Christopher closed his eyes and held his breath in anticipation of the onslaught, but to his relief, Neelar saw the blast coming, and brought the Starlight out of harm’s way.  Even so, Christopher could feel the hull lurching beneath his feet.  He looked back to Rachael Meyer at ops.  “What’s going on?”

She looked down at sensors.  “The hull breech is widening to include decks two and three!”

That meant that deck one was next, something Christopher couldn’t allow to happen.  “Transfer all available power to the emergency forcefields!”

The Yelss fired again, catching Christopher off guard.  He crashed to the floor amidst the chaotic rumblings of the ship, landing hard on the palms of his hands.  Given the pain, Christopher was certain that he had broken his left wrist.  But there was no time to think about it.

The bridge was in shambles.  Power had failed, and the raging fires scattered throughout the command center provided the only source of light.  Above, several EPS ruptures spewed plumes of a white haze into the air, reducing the already poor visibility.

“Shields and weapons are off line!  We have wide-scale hull breeches on all decks!” Tompkins shouted over the cacophony.

“Lovely,” Christopher muttered as the ship shook again.  It was a fairly weak rumbling.  Perhaps the Yelss had missed…or… Perhaps Christopher’s greatest fear was about to come true.  Quickly, he turned on his heel to face Tompkins.

Through the smoky haze filling the bridge, Christopher could just barely make out the look of pure and utter doom on the chief engineer’s face as he reported, “We have a warp core breech in progress.”

Christopher gulped.  “Eject the core!”

“The power grid has failed.  We can’t do it!” said Meyer from ops.

That was the last thing Christopher wanted to hear.  Then, suddenly, he heard himself say, “Then go down there and push it out!”

But he knew it was too late.  The ship was already beginning to tear itself apart.  Deck by deck, bulkhead by bulkhead, the Starlight was dying.  With each successive explosion, a legacy was coming to its end.   Fate was not a merciful entity.  It simply existed, forever guiding those in its possession through the sands of time… Until time ran out…

Alan Christopher’s life suddenly flashed before him.  He could see everything, from his humble beginnings frolicking through the grassy plains of Ka’Tula Prime, to his graduation from Starfleet Academy, to his latest encounter with Erin Keller… He saw Talyere…  He saw Drayan… He saw everything… And a chill ran down his spine…

…And then, time ran out.  

A wall of rampant fire burst into the bridge from all directions, consuming everything Alan Christopher held dear to him… Slowly, a single tear ran down his face.  As it crashed to the floor, time seemed to stop.

Christopher watched as the tear slowly meandered to the burning deck, innocently dancing in the smoky air.  Then, it crashed to the deck and shattered into a million spheres of pain…

Time shattered with it.

The Starlight wobbled awkwardly on its axis before the blazing blue and green sphere that was Termina.  Its hull was nothing more than a smoldering hulk of gaping hull breeches and plasma leaks.  It lingered for what seemed like an eternity, but then, suddenly, the entire vessel burst into flames…

Sitting beside her daughter on a grassy hill on the outskirts of Aruni Village, Erin Keller sat quietly and observed her offspring.  She saw so much of herself in Ashley; there was no doubt Erin’s mind that the person sitting beside her was truly a reflection of herself.  It was certainly amazing, almost like looking into a mirror of time.

Slowly, Erin closed her eyes, preserving this perfect moment of time in her mind.  No matter what happened to Termina, Erin would have this place in her heart until, according to Justin’s analogy, the very sea that gave her life, claimed her into its mysterious depths.

Suddenly—even with her eyes shut—Erin sensed a burst of light in the sky.  Slowly, she turned her head in the general direction of the burst, just in time to see the sky begin to rain fire.

Something was wrong.  Deep down inside of her, Erin knew that something had happened.  Something bad.  She turned to Ashley.  “Let’s go.”

The girl slowly took her eyes from the sky and turned to her mother.  “Where?”

“Undine’s Sanctuary.”

Chapter Four

When Justin had related the legend of Undine’s Sanctuary, Bator had envisioned a large, opulent fortress of epic proportions.  He had expected magical fairies to float at the illustrious gates, welcoming their guests with some sort of ethereal quality that would make the hair on the back of the Phobian’s neck stand on end…sort of like something straight out of Commander Harrison’s favorite holodeck program.

But now, standing at the gates of the structure, he was utterly disappointed.  Long ago, the fortress may have lived up to Bator’s imagination, but as it was now, the fortress was merely a shadow of that.  Its gates were in a state of decay, wide open and unguarded.  Inside, instead of magical pools of running water, were a series of dried up ponds and dead trees.

Justin smiled coyly, looking to Ashley to make sure she saw it.  “What did I say?”

She sighed, and rolled her eyes.  “You said the palace and the fairies that lived here, were a myth…  Just like the Amulet of Time.”  She huffed, folded her arms, and took a few steps forward, kicking up the dust that had covered the place in its years of decay.  “We should still look around.”

Justin nodded.  “Agreed.”

As the two siblings wandered about the dead courtyard, Bator slowly approached his comrades.  “This does not look very good for us,” he said.

Erin nodded.  “No shit.  Now what are we going to do?”

Bator’s eyes slowly wandered from Erin’s to Sarah’s.  Both looked more than a little disappointed, as expected.  But when he looked to Kendall Johnson, Bator was utterly surprised.  Johnson was almost pleased.  He was about to say something, but before he could, Bator felt something odd under his boot.  Quickly, he stepped back, only to see a small winged humanoid lying in the sand.  “Doctor!” he called out.

Quickly, Hartman yanked out her medical tricorder and ran it over the dead fairy.  “It was killed by blunt-force trauma to the head,” she determined after a moment.  “And it wasn’t more than a few days ago.”

Bator took another few steps back, and took in his surroundings again—only this time, he was a bit more scrutinizing.  And this time, he saw dead fairies all over the place.  “There are dozens of them,” he said in awe.

Erin sighed.  “I wonder what happened?”

“They were attacked,” a voice boomed throughout the courtyard.

Bator recognized it immediately as Gronak, leader of the dwarves.  He turned on his heel to see the little man emerging from the entrance to the sanctuary, his partisan still in hand.  “This is our new home!” he proclaimed.

Erin took a few steps closer to Gronak.  “Isn’t this the fairies’ home?  You can’t just take it from them!”

Gronak chuckled.  “You had no reservations about taking our home from us!  We’re just following the lead of humanity: conquer or be conquered!”

“But we didn’t mean to do it!” Erin protested.

Again, Gronak chuckled.  “And we didn’t mean to do this!” he retorted.  “But you left us no choice!  Now leave!”

Bator sighed.  The conversation between Erin and Gronak was getting them nowhere—and if it did mange to get them somewhere, he felt the most likely spot would be into their respective graves.  And so, with that thought in mind, Bator carefully plucked his phaser from his belt, took aim upon the dwarf, and fired.

Within seconds, a beam of orange light struck him in the chest, and Gronak fell to the ground.  He was only stunned, but he would be unconscious long enough for them to enter the sanctuary and seek out the legendary Amulet of Time.

Quickly, the group moved past Gronak, up a short flight of steps, and through the doors to into the interior of the sanctuary, where they were instantly greeted by a large, circular chamber.  A mysterious, ambient blue light seemed to filter in from the large, domed ceiling, casting a multitude of interesting shadows on the ground.  Now Bator was impressed.

In the very center of the room was a large throne.  Though its back was facing them, Bator could see the throne was inhabited—and given the fact that its legs reached the floor, he knew it was no dwarf.

“It is the spawn of humanity.”  The voice in the throne was one of a haunting, ethereal quality so powerful it sent a chill down Bator’s spine.  “Step before my throne and submit thyself to mine eyes.”

Not feeling compelled to argue, Bator and the others slowly came around to the front of the opulent throne, knowing not what to expect when they reached the other side.  Was this the legendary Undine?  Or some other vile incarnation of evil?

As he set his eyes upon the female figure, Bator remained uncertain.  Before him was a beautiful young female with nymph-like ears, long locks of a flowing, silvery hair, and blazing blue eyes.  Her face was stoic, leaving Bator clueless as to her affiliation.

“Thou hast arrived at the twilight of our existence.  The threads of fate, though infinitely wise, cannot be denied even when their wisdom proves faulty.  Long ago, when the universe was a simple gleam in the eye of fate, our presence here was threaded into the fabric of that universe, and our every action destined to bring us to this place in time.  And here we are.  It is a paradox, is it not?  …For it is a certainty that none of us should be here in this place.”

Erin nodded slowly.  “This world was created by the temporal probe,” she said softly.  “Some internal malfunction must have goofed up those silly threads of fate.”

“But the probe is gone,” said Hartman tersely.  “We haven’t gone to back to the ship and come back ten days later.  Why does this ‘thread of fate’ still exist?  Am I missing something?”

Undine slowly rose from her throne, her long, majestic gown flowing as she did so.  Immediately, she turned her powerful eyes to Kendall Johnson.  “Wilt thou change thy future?  Or wilt thou change thyself?”  She paused, sending Johnson a scrutinizing gaze.  “Thou did not choose wisely.”

Immediately, Bator turned his gaze upon Johnson.  The young Lieutenant was summarily turning a shade of deep red.  Slowly, he stepped away from the others.  “I…”

Erin’s jaw dropped slightly.  “Kendall…” she said softly.  “What is it?”

He shook his head.  “Nothing.”

“Thou art not a fair liar, good sir,” came Undine.  “Thou art the reason for this misery.”

“Is that true, Kendall?” asked Erin as she closed the distance between the two of them.  “Was the probe’s destruction really an accident?”

He didn’t respond.

Erin stepped closer.  “Kendall…”

Exchanging gazes with Erin, Kendall heaved a heavy sigh, but clearly, he was done running.  “I’m sorry, Erin.  I’m a bigger failure than I thought.  I just…”

Slowly, Erin placed her hands on Kendall’s shoulders and shook her head.  “I am disappointed in you, Kendall,” she said softly, “but I don’t think any less of you because you made a mistake.  Nobody’s perfect.”

For the first time since their conversation began, Kendall looked up into Erin’s eyes.  “You are,” he said softly. 

She readily shook her head to the contrary.  “I’ve made a few mistakes in my life, too, little buddy.  I’ve found that the best way to get over them…is to fix them.  Sometimes that won’t always be an easy thing to do, but we have to try our best to do it, anyway!”

“So what am I going to do about this?”

Erin turned her gaze to Undine.  “Talk to her.  She has the Amulet of Time…”

Kendall’s eyes widened as he looked to Undine.  It seemed as if he were going to faint, or something similar, but slowly, his lips parted to create words—only, his voice was not the one heard echoing throughout the chamber.

It was Gronak, along with several of his men.  “The Amulet of Time will not fall to humanity!”

Undine quickly turned on her heel to face the dwarves.  “And if I deem them worthy?”

“They are not!” Gronak assured her.  “It was the humans that drove us to this spot in the first place!  They are the reason your fairy friends are dead.  They are the reason you have been incarcerated!  They are the scourge of the universe!  It cannot be denied!”

Undines face slowly transformed from surprised to astonished to disgusted as she realized that without humanity, her once serene sanctuary would have maintained its illustrious stature.  Her beloved threads of fate had crossed, diverged and converged until finally, they coalesced into destiny.  Slowly, Undine turned her gaze upon her guests, and frowned upon them—but said nothing, for the dwarves were already on the move.

Bator quickly grabbed his phaser and fired upon the closest dwarf.  The shot struck him square in the chest, and he toppled over, taking a few of his comrades down with him, but it was hardly enough to quell the insurrection.

The rampant dwarves charged ahead at full speed, and moments later, Bator found himself locked in mortal combat with three of the unsightly, malodorous savages.  The smaller of the two used their weapons to hack away at Bator’s leg.  Using all his might, the Phobian kicked at them to keep them away, but as long as the third dwarf— who was considerably taller—continued punching Bator’s chest and abdomen, there was little he could do to stop them.

Faced with the prospects of being brought down by a group of angry dwarves, Bator quickly got his bearings, and focused his mind on the task at had: survival.  Ignoring the raging battle blossoming around him, Bator brought his mind to state of clarity, and pulled his every last ounce of inner-strength into action…

At that point, the beating his legs had taken felt like nothing more than an insect bite, and the fists falling upon his chest felt like nothing more than gentle taps.  Bator felt invincible.  With that in mind, he opened his eyes and clamped his large hands around the pedantic little dwarf that was picking away at his chest.

Instantly, the dwarf stopped fighting.  Bator was about to set the dwarf aside to work at the two others, but his attention was suddenly to Sarah Hartman in the distance.  Immediately, Bator’s heart skipped a beat as he helplessly watched Gronak launch his partisan through her chest.  The Doctor screamed briefly before collapsing into a pool of blood.

Bator’s gaze slowly refocused on the dwarf clutched in his hands.  The dwarves had crossed the line this time—and they were going to pay for it.  Bator started to tighten his grip on the dwarf’s neck, slowly squeezing the air out of the little man’s windpipe so he could see the life drain from his body…

But before he had that pleasure, Bator found himself hurtling to the ground in a fury of pain—something had hit him!  And then everything went dark…

When she had christened her palace a sanctuary all those eons ago, Undine had envisioned it to be a place of peace and wonderment, the envy of a thousand cultures.  For a time, it lived up to her expectations, but ultimately Undine had presided over the descent of her sanctuary into a place that bred darkness.

Now, standing before the bodies of countless dwarves and humans, Undine could feel her fragmented dreams slipping away through the sands of time—she smiled faintly—just as such dreams should.  It heralded the twilight of the paradoxical universe that had been created, and the dawn of a new day.

Slowly, she stepped toward the four remaining figures—Erin, Kendall, Ashley and Gronak, and listened to the fateful words that had been destined to fill the air long before any of them had even been dreamt up in their parents’ minds.  

Gronak huffed, and folded his arms as he started for the exit.  “Driven from our home by humans again!” he exclaimed.  “Can’t you savages just leave us alone?”  With that, he turned on his heel and left for some new land with the remainder of his surviving followers.

Slowly, Undine stepped down to the three humans and expelled a lengthy sigh.  Though he was a vile, incompetent man, Gronak had been right about one thing—humanity was a harbinger of doom.  They were a culture in dire need of reprimand.  They were about to get it.  “This is indeed a dark day in all of our histories,” she started, “but the threads of fate shall record that it was the humans—not the dwarves—that instigated this incident.

“Thou art a vile species.  We have lost so many and hurt so much in this war, that our identity has been compromised.  We have sacrificed the purity that makes us who we are, and favored the sword over the truth.  We have all lowered ourselves to the level of humanity, and that, by far, is the greatest loss one could ever endure.”

Slowly, Undine reached for the crescent-shaped medallion around her neck and snapped it off, placing it in the hands of Erin Keller.  “Humanity wins.  Now leave us.”

There was no argument from the humans.  Devastated by their losses, they quickly turned around and made haste to reach the exit.  As they did so, Undine looked down at the place on her chest where the medallion used to hang, and slowly, a devious smile cracked her otherwise stoic face, for the day of reckoning was at hand.

Plumes of thick black smoke filled the sky above Aruni Village, rampantly swirling about above the infernal blaze in the village below. 

Ashley looked on with horror as she watched everything she had ever worked for go up in smoke.  Her hut, the Great Hall, the school, the pantry… All of it was engulfed in a fiery hot inferno.  As was Ashley’s heart.

“Those damn dwarves!” she shouted, pounding her fists into one another.  She had already lost so much.  Now she had to deal with losing her entire village.  It would seem that fate had dealt out an historical irony, as Erin Keller often found herself in equally somber situations.  “I thought they had gone off to the north!”

Kendall nodded slowly.  “They did,” he confirmed.

Ashley nodded.  Indeed, she recalled seeing them marching toward the Nalentayan Heights as they left Undine’s Sanctuary.  Thus, one question was still up in the air… “So who did this?”

The question did not go unanswered.

Suddenly, as if they had heard some sort of cue, three large Yelss rippled into existence from the shadows of Aruni Village.  Slowly, they turned their long, feeble necks toward the remaining humans and locked their eyes in place as they hunted down their prey…

Chapter Five

With each step the Yelss took to get closer, Kendall Johnson took two subsequent steps back.  He wanted to get as far away as possible from the creepy quadrupeds.  And his plan seemed to be working—at first.  It seemed to Kendall that the Yelss had no interest in him in the first place; their creepy eyes were no longer fixed on his position.  In fact, all three Yelss seemed concerned purely with Erin.  

And then it hit Kendall like a brick wall.  “They want the Amulet!” he shouted to Erin.

 Clutching the pendant in her hands, Erin turned back to him.  “Well, they’re not going to get it!  We have come all this way…tried so much…lost so many… If they want this amulet, they’re going to have to pry it off my dead body!”

The Yelss stopped dead in their tracks.

At the same time, Kendall could feel his heart stop dead in his chest.  Or so it seemed.  As he watched the Yelss eye up Erin Keller, he knew that those precious few moments would be her last.  Unable to bear seeing the most delicate being in the universe meet her demise, Kendall closed his eyes and ducked down behind a rock.

But he found no haven there.

Undine’s powerful, ethereal voice thundered through his mind over and over again, “Kendall Johnson.  Wilt thou change thy future?  Or wilt thou change thyself?”

Could he live with himself knowing that he had allowed Erin to die when he could have saved her—or at least try to save her?  He was uncertain, but instinct told him that now was not the time to find out.  He had to act now!

But the moment Kendall Johnson looked up, he froze in place, petrified by the fear generated by the three Yelss henchmen lumbering toward Erin.  The muscles in his body twitched, urging him to sprint into action… But nothing happened.

A few moments later, there was a scream…and Erin Keller was dead.

Standing over a shallow grave amidst the blackened and charred remains of Aruni Village, Kendall Johnson wept.  He wept for Erin.  He wept for Bator and everyone else he had lost.  And he wept for himself, knowing that it was his selfish actions that prompted this entire scenario to transpire in the first place.  

Sure, for a few brief moments, he had been happy, but the cost was so high that not even Johnson was willing to pay it.  He had lost everything and everyone he had ever known dear to him in the blink of an eye.

Situated a few short meters away, Ashley sat Indian-style on the ground gently patting the ground over her mother’s grave.  It would be only a matter of time before the threads of fate realized the aberration at hand—with Erin dead, Ashley could not have possibly been born—and soon enough, she, too would cease to exist.

But not before witnessing one last visit from Undine.  As if by magic, the nymph-like woman appeared before the both of them, her silvery hair blowing in the gentle breeze…her blue eyes transfixed on Johnson.  “I do not pity the likes of you or your kind, Kendall Johnson; I shall shed no tears for your loss.  But now you understand that every action you take has a consequence.  Perhaps in the future, humanity will consider their actions more wisely…act not out of avarice, but out of compassion for and the general well being of those around them as well.  When that day comes, Termina will welcome you with open arms.”

Carefully, Undine reached for the crescent-shaped Amulet of Time around her neck—the real one—and placed it firmly in the sweaty, soiled palm of Johnson’s hand.  He looked down upon the pendant with more than a little confusion, and slowly cast his weary gaze back upon Undine.  “What is this for?”

“It will right your wrongs and undo that which has been done.  It will end the paradox that is Termina and restore faith and harmony to this world.  Your reprieve from the sands of time will be over.  Mark my words, Kendall Johnson, time may flow like a river, but history repeats.  See that it does not, and thou shall change for the better.  Until then, humanity is banished from this sacred place.”

The questions that floated through Kendall Johnson’s mind in the aftermath of Undine’s speech were endless.  Slowly, he opened his mouth and tried to produce words, hoping that one of those questions would somehow find its way to his lips…

But he was too late.

Even before he could begin to move his mouth, the village of Undine had vanished.  Ashley was gone.  Aruni Village was gone… 

It was all gone…

Kendall Johnson bolted up in his bed, sweating furiously.  He hastily tossed aside the covers and pulled in several deep breaths of the relatively cool air in his quarters…

He sighed.  It had only been a dream—albeit a very bad dream, but a dream nonetheless.  Wondering how much sleep he had lost to the nightmare, Kendall turned to the computer console beside his bed and touched it.  “Computer, what time is it?”

It bleeped.  “The time is zero-two hundred hours and twenty-six minutes.”

Kendall frowned.  That couldn’t be right—he had just gone to bed a few minutes prior to the given time.  Certainly, the computer was mistaken, as there was no time for him to enter R.E.M. sleep.

As feelings of uncertainty began to wash over Kendall’s body, he slowly started to lean back in his bed.  Maybe it was a dream after all, he thought.

But suddenly, he felt a cold, metallic object tap his chest.  Slowly, Kendall tugged at the front of his shirt and peered down, seeing a small, shiny object dangling from the lace around his neck.  He tugged at the lace, bringing the object to light—and recognized the crescent-shaped medallion immediately as the Amulet of Time.

Without a doubt, something had happened, and as he held the mystical object in his hands, the mystical threads of fate opened up to Kendall, and revealed their legendary tale…

It seemed like an eternity ago that Erin Keller and Kendall Johnson had brought to Alan Christopher’s attention the possibility of creating a temporal probe.  At the time, he had been more than a little skeptical of the prospects—not that he doubted Erin and Kendall’s abilities—but the entire concept of time travel was a little baffling to the Captain.

Sitting comfortably behind the desk in his ready room, Christopher knew he was only hours away from seeing the future, or not…for today was the day that the temporal probe would make its debut.  Secretly, he crossed his fingers and hoped that it would work.

But he had faith in his people—it would work.

Suddenly, the door chimed.  “Come in,” said Christopher, looking up to see who had decided to pay him a visit.

Not surprisingly, it was both Erin and Kendall.  “Good morning, Alan,” said Erin as she approached.

Christopher smiled and nodded.  “Good morning, Erin.  How are you today?”

She smiled.  “Quite well, thanks.  How are you?”

“Just peachy.”

“Good,” she said softly, slipping into the chair directly across from him.  For a moment, Erin did nothing but gaze into Alan’s eyes, but then she looked back to Kendall.

He placed a PADD in her hand, which she summarily set neatly before Christopher.  He gazed down at the PADD blankly for a moment before turning his attention back to Erin.  “What is this?”

“You can read, can’t you?” quipped Erin.

Rolling his eyes, Christopher slowly returned his attention back to the PADD.  It was most likely an addendum to the treatise they had made describing the inner-workings of their beloved temporal probe.  If that was the case, Christopher knew that sleep would overcome him in a matter of minutes…

Not surprisingly, it was a paper dealing with temporal mechanics—though not in the way he had anticipated.  “The Temporal Prime Directive?” said softly, skimming the first few lines.  “Impressive…”

The concept was not entirely new.  Because of numerous interludes with the future timeline, most people in the Federation had knowledge of the Temporal Prime Directive—but it wasn’t until a few moments ago that Christopher had ever held the document in his hand.  “What exactly inspired this little ray of sunshine?”

Both Erin and Kendall exchanged a morbid glare—one with such haunting qualities that it sent a chill down Christopher’s spine.  He shook it off, and set his mind to finding an answer.

“None of us should be here right now, Alan,” said Erin softly.

His jaw dropped.  “Why is that?”

“Because we should all be dead,” said Kendall.  “It’s a very long story…”

Christopher sighed.  “Apparently so,” he grimaced as an intense wave of curiosity washed over him.  “Well… We’re here now.  And I’m listening…”







2
3

