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PROLOGUE

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72239.4: Commander Keller and I have departed the Starlight for sector 4258 in response to the numerous reports of a gravimetric distortion in the region similar to the one found in the Alteran Expanse.  

Alan Christopher wasn’t too terribly fond of the class-three shuttlecraft.  While they were meant to travel considerable distances, they weren’t well armed and were terribly claustrophobic in comparison to the Dark Star’s opulent control rooms.

But it was a shuttlecraft, and it did function efficiently.  So efficiently, in fact, that the shuttle was completely devoid of any errant subprograms and additions to slow it down because of its general disuse in favor of the Dark Star.  

But when Christopher received the news that the Dark Star was in need of a baryon sweep, his heart immediately sank.  Baryon sweeps took hours to perform, and given the amount of baryon particles the Dark Star had collected during its short tenure, it would most likely take twice as long.  

He attempted to stall his departure with Commander Keller until the sweep was concluded, but Starfleet deemed the situation to important to be delayed.  And so he and Keller scurried to the Hawking for their little excursion.

And now, two days later, the Dark Star sat in perfect condition in the Starlight’s shuttlebay—and Christopher sat uncomfortably in the lumpy seat before the conn on the Hawking.

The trip might have been less tiresome had there been some actual conversation between himself and Commander Keller, but to Christopher’s surprise, the Commander had remained unusually quiet the entire time.  She would often spout their heading and current conditions, and occasionally engage him in some discursive banter, but nothing near the magnitude Christopher had observed of Keller on the Starlight.

Then again, Christopher had also observed that Keller never engaged in such banter with him in the first place—not even on the Starlight.  It troubled him only marginally in the beginning, but now, as he was starting to form friendships with the others, Keller remained an outsider to him.  He knew he would find out why sooner or later—but it was the time in between that would torture him.

It was at that moment when the sensors chose to perform a symphony on the sensor display.  Christopher glanced over at Keller’s station and watched her process the incoming data. 

“We’re within sensor range,” she said slowly.  “I’m reading a small gravimetric distortion heading zero-nine-four, mark six.”

Christopher nodded his head accordingly.  At least they hadn’t come all this way for nothing.  “Is it showing any signs of verteron radiation?”

Keller quickly glanced at the data.  “No.  It’s completely devoid of Elorg activity.”

Christopher suddenly felt whatever trepidation he had over the mission subside as their good fortunes continued.  Given everything he had been through recently, Christopher was almost expecting a fleet of Elorg ships to be waiting for them on the other side of the distortion.  He could only hope this was a sign of things to come. 

With the weight of a possible situation removed from his shoulders, Christopher finally allowed himself a moment of relaxation as he contemplated their next course of action.  It was an obvious choice, really.  “Setting a course heading zero-nine-four, mark six. Maximum warp,” he said as he performed the corresponding maneuvers on the console before him.  

It wasn’t really necessary to say the course and heading out loud when he was the one plotting the course, but he considered it not only a courtesy to Commander Keller, but a necessary cessation in the morbid silence that had been with them the past few days.  Without those much needed spoken analyses and reports, Christopher was almost certain the silence would suffocate him.  Prior to this trip, he did not believe it was possible to go so long without any substantial conversation.  Commander Keller had proven him wrong.

And given their new course and heading, Christopher had just condemned himself to an additional three hours of silence—the final three hours of their journey to the gravimetric distortion.

Once the Hawking was happily cruising along at warp seven, Christopher turned his attention away from his responsibilities at the helm, and started focusing on something equally important.  “I’m going to reconfigure the deflector to emit a resonant anti-graviton beam,” he said.

Keller sat motionless for several moments before nodding her approval of his course of action.  She then returned her attention to the console that had so transfixed her for the duration of the trip. 

As he started his work, Christopher got no further than accessing the deflector controls when the deafening silence had finally become unbearable.  And so, finally, Christopher decided to take the initiative.  He turned away from his workstation and faced Commander Keller.

“Talk to me,” he said flatly.

As she looked up from her work, a single lock of her auburn hair fell down into her eyes.  She stared at it for several moments before tucking it back behind her ear, finally revealing her brown eyes to Christopher.  “About what?” she demanded.

He shrugged.  “I don’t know!  Anything!”

Keller stopped to consider speaking for several moments before finally taking in a long, tired sigh.  Christopher mimicked her actions, only his own sigh was laced with frustration.

“I know you like to talk,” he grumbled.  “I watch you do it all the time.  And you do it well.”

Keller frowned.  “Are you stalking me?”

Christopher was unable to tell if she was joking or not.  Her tone was so enigmatic that he dared not turn it into a joke.  Instead, he spoke the truth.  “No.  I just happen to observe you gossiping with Lucas or Kendall on occasion.  Then I observe you not gossiping with me.  Now I know you guys value me so much that you place me on a pedestal and treasure my every word, but really, you can talk to me.”

Keller scratched her forehead.  “I think you should talk with a counselor about that ego of yours,” she said flatly.

Christopher knew a hint when he saw one.  “Okay, so you don’t want to talk,” he said quietly, deciding to retreat from that battle before it became incensed.  “Do you want to get something to eat instead?” he offered.

Keller nodded.  “Not hungry,” she said.

Christopher found that hard to believe since she hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon, but he wasn’t going to force her to do anything she didn’t want to.  He couldn’t order her to talk to him.  He couldn’t order her to dine with him.  All he could do was ask.  

But for a moment, Christopher considered clandestinely dropping the shuttle down to a lower warp to make the trip longer, just out of spite of Keller’s actions.  But then he realized it would be punishment for himself, too. 

And so, he returned his attention to the deflector controls, and the resonant anti-graviton beam they would need to seal the distortion in sector 4258.  In silence, no less.  

Christopher hoped that once the remainder of the stress was relieved by the destruction of the distortion, that Keller would suddenly snap out of her seemingly permanent foul mood.  But he wasn’t overly hopeful.  It seemed that no matter what, it was going to be a very, very long trip.

CHAPTER ONE

Despite it’s foreboding nature, the gravimetric distortion was a terribly beautiful and awe-inspiring sight to witness.  It looked like someone had simply taken the fabric of space and shoved it aside, revealing a massive white hole in its place.  Beams of bright light were bursting at the seams, spilling out into the vast vacuum of space, where they quickly became lost in the twinkling starfield.

Erin Keller regarded the sight as one of the most serene and mysterious ones she had ever witnessed in her lifetime.  It was hard to imagine something so inherently beautiful could be a gateway to the subspace pocket inhabited by the Elorg.  But she didn’t let those thoughts stand in the way of her duties.  The rift needed to be sealed—even if it wasn’t related to the Elorg in any way, shape or form.  

As had been pointed out by several starships passing through the area, the distortion’s continued presence would be a menace to navigation throughout the entire sector.  Furthermore, it could expand, perhaps in a cataclysmic fashion, and envelop the nearby star systems, summarily eradicating whatever life may exist on them.

While it would take millions of years for that to happen, Keller knew it would be easier in the here-and-now to end any further threats posed by the distortion than wait for it to be hundreds of times larger and threatening billions of lives.

Which brought Keller a sudden sense of doubt.  As she recalled, this was a method similar to the one Captain Christopher used to the Elorg rift during its formative stages several years ago.  She also recalled how it failed—miserably nonetheless.  

And so, she slowly craned her neck to catch the curious gaze of Alan Christopher.  He locked eyes with her and cast a blank look in her direction.  She returned the favor, and then stared back at her station.  “Captain,” she said slowly, recalling his disaffection of the title ‘sir.’

He was obviously humbled by her attempt at politeness, but Erin felt it was the least she could do, given the fact she was about to tell him his methodology in this situation was incorrect.  She waited a few additional moments before parting her lips.

“I was reviewing our tactical analysis,” she started, “and I feel that a resonant anti-graviton beam will result in failure.”

Christopher smiled quaintly.  “Oh, really?”

Erin nodded.  “Really,” she confirmed.

“Would you care to enlighten me, or are you going to keep this little revelation to yourself?”

Erin carefully folded her arms before allowing her chair to slowly swivel its way around to face Christopher.  “If my memory serves me right, this is the same method you used on the Dark Star three years ago, correct?”

She stared at Christopher with a placid, yet accusing glare that prompted a rather sudden response from the Captain.  “It is,” he confirmed.  “That’s a good memory you’ve got.”

“It is,” agreed Keller.  “And as I recall, your method didn’t work too well…”

Christopher nodded his understanding, but did not yield so easily.  Instead, to Keller’s apparent consternation, he opted to defend himself.  “But that distortion was five times larger than this one,” he explained.  “We barely had enough power to seal it.  In this instance, we have a much smaller distortion, and twice as much power.  I think it will work,” he said adamantly.

“‘You think,’” Keller mocked.  “If we don’t change our tactics, I think this thing could reopen at any time, and we’d find ourselves out here in this same predicament all over again!”

Keller waited patiently to see what Christopher’s next move would be.  At first, it seemed as if he was about to rebut her statement, but was pleasantly pleased to hear him say, “Okay, fine.  What do you suggest?”

Reveling in her victory, Keller allowed herself an innocent grin as she brought up her revised deflector schematics on the monitor between their two respective stations.  “I’m not proposing a massive deviation from your plan, but it would require a lot more power.”

“A ‘phased anti-graviton beam?’” Christopher read off the screen in disbelief.  “Erin, this could blow out the deflector!  A bit extreme, don’t you think?”

Keller hoped her face wasn’t conveying as much stupor and surprise as she felt, but given the reaction that Christopher made upon seeing it, she knew her attempt to occlude her emotion had failed.  “It’s experimental, not extreme,” she corrected after a moment of silence.

She watched Christopher casually gaze over her calculations in the moments that followed. He was bobbing his head indecisively the entire time, giving Keller no hint as to what he was thinking—if he was thinking anything at all.

She carefully peered into his eyes.  Though Christopher ignored her, Erin saw his eyes bobbing back and forth between the lines.  At the very least, he was reading it.  

But finally, Christopher raised his eyes from the schematics and locked eyes with Keller.  “Well?” she demanded.

He only offered her a faint smile before a tense silence filtered in around them—the first silence Keller had come to dread the duration of the trip thus far.  Even so, she waited patiently for what seemed like eons for the Captain to respond.  

And finally, he did.  “Do it,” he said simply.

Keller grinned, and excitedly turned back to her station.  “Bringing the deflector modifications on line,” she chirped before intercepting yet another one of Christopher’s curious gazes.

“You mean they’re already done?” he asked in disbelief.

Now it was Keller’s turn to smile enigmatically.  She did so, and then bit her bottom lip in hesitation of her coming response.  “Well, I guess I’ve been reconfiguring the deflector the entire time,” she sighed sheepishly.

“Oh, how magnanimous of you,” Christopher moaned.  “Well, bring them on line and prepare to fire.”

Keller complied.  “Modifications are complete,” she chimed as the computer displayed its message of readiness.  “Let’s rock and roll.”

The phrase sparked a curious grin from Christopher, though he didn’t choose to pursue his obvious interest.  Instead, he focused his attention on the helm in front of him.  “Fire,” he said simply.

After tapping a short sequence into the computer, sending it all the targeting and dispersion data it would need to complete the task at hand, Keller touched the large button labeled ‘fire,’ and then sat back in her chair to watch the fireworks begin.

The beam was a terribly luminescent shade of salmon, and forced Keller to temporarily shield her eyes from it until they could adjust to the intense light.  They never completely adjusted, however, as each time she looked away, Keller found an annoying spot in her vision where the beam’s rays had temporarily stunned the rods and cones in her eyes.

Still, spots and all, it was an incredible sight to witness.  The swirling beam drove into the distortion like a hot knife through butter, generating a hurricane-like maelstrom around it’s shrinking perimeters.

“It’s working,” Keller said as she glanced down at the sensor display.  “The distortion’s size is down to ninety-five percent… ninety… eighty-five…”

Pleased that her course of action had turned out to be superior after all, Keller finally allowed herself to gloat.  She smiled deviously at Christopher for several seconds, basking in her own evil satisfaction.  But to her dismay, the moment was cut short by the computer’s urgent call.

“What is it?” Christopher demanded.

Keller peered down.  “The rift,” she said instantly.  “It’s collapsing too fast—the energy inside doesn’t have enough time to dissipate.”

Christopher immediately shot her his own version of the evil glare.  Keller ignored it and turned to the tactical display.  “Raising shields,” she said calmly, not quite ready to accept defeat.

Christopher turned away moments later.  “I’m pulling us back five thousand kilometers,” he said a moment later.

But instead of moving away from the gravimetric, the shuttle lurched foreword.  Keller gritted her teeth as she realized what was happening.  “The beam is fluctuating. It’s knocked flight control and weapon systems off line!”

Christopher suddenly placed his hands on either side of his station and braced for impact.  Moments later, the shuttle started to vibrated under the increasing turbulence.  Keller performed a similar maneuver, and then stared down at her station in search of a possible solution.  

None surfaced.

“Damn,” Keller muttered under her breath.  “I could get the systems back on line, but it would take a good fifteen minutes.”

“Well, if we don’t get out of here, we’re going to be pummeled by a level-three shockwave in less than a minute!  We’d be lucky to make it out in one piece!” Christopher shouted over the ever-growing racket.

“This close to the distortion, we’d be lucky to make it out in a thousand pieces, let alone one!” Keller retorted just as the fiercest wave of turbulence yet slammed into the Hawking.

Keller briefly lost her grip on the edge of her station.  She hastily reached for it, but found it to be rather absent.  Instead, she crashed into the tactical station behind her, feeling the displays go dead as the force of her impact destroyed their interfaces.  A brief surge of pain soared through Erin’s back, but she was relieved to note that her uniform had absorbed the majority of the damage.

Their wild ride died down for a brief moment, long enough for Erin to return to her position beside Christopher and see the shuttle aimlessly pivoting about the dying gravimetric distortion.  

“It worked,” Keller moaned as the very last beams of light soared out of the maelstrom of energy.  Moments later, the entire bit imploded in upon itself—and then, it was just gone.

But the tranquillity lasted only a moment.  Not even ten seconds later, before Keller or Christopher could react, the aforementioned shockwave belched out of the fabric of space and stormed at the shuttle like raging tsunami.  

The last thing Keller remembered seeing before the shuttle’s inertial dampers could no longer compensate for the extreme conditions was the sight of one of their warp nacelles disintegrating as it flew across the view screen.

And then, everything went dark.

As Christopher finally awakened, he was relieved on several counts—one, he was still alive, and equally important, perhaps even more importantly, the Hawking seemed to have survived the blast relatively in tact.  Without a ship, that would effectively kill both Christopher and Keller, given the fact neither one of them were very skilled at surviving in a vacuum.

When he finally opened his eyes, Christopher was instantly greeted by the underside of the helm.  He wasn’t sure how he ended up there—nor was he certain he wanted to know, even though none of his body parts felt contorted or out of place.

Despite that fact, when Christopher grabbed the wobbly chair that he had been seated in at one time, almost every area in his body screamed with a dull pain.  He almost decided to fall back under and simply wait for rescue.  But then again, unless someone activated the distress signal, the chances of being rescued were remote.

And so, Christopher climbed into the dust-covered, wobbly chair and plopped down in it, intently watching the plume of dust soar out of the cushiony seat into the atmosphere around them.

Beside him, Christopher noticed Commander Keller had already situated herself in her seat, and had managed to at least start some repairs on the shuttle.  But it didn’t look like she had made much headway.  

“It’s bad,” she muttered before Christopher could even check the damage report.

It didn’t take a genius to figure that one out, but even so, Christopher had to see for himself the extent of the damage.  The display in front of him, one of the few still operational, readily displayed the entire list of nothing but bad news.

“Life support systems are destroyed,” he read off first.  “We’re down a warp nacelle, and waste extraction has been reduced to a smoldering ash,” he continued.  Taking his bladder into consideration, Christopher wasn’t sure which of the three he cited qualified as the worst.  In the long run, a ship without life support was in general, not a very happy ship.  But for the short term, a ship without waste extraction was equally unhappy.

It was at that moment when Keller decided to share the only piece of good news that had surfaced in the moments after the blast:  “We are very near a class-J planet,” she said.

“How near?”

Keller frowned.  “Six million kilometers.  If we can get the warp engines running, we can be there in five hours.”

Christopher immediately saw a problem with that.  “That’s going to be difficult with only one warp nacelle.”

Keller tugged at his arm and pointed at her monitor.  “We only have ten hours of air left in here,” she said.  “At impulse, it will take at least twenty-two hours to get there.  So it’s up to you.  We can sit here and suffocate, or we can try to bring the warp drive back on line and at least try to save ourselves.”

When Erin put the situation in such blatant terms, it made Christopher’s decision that much easier.  “Then we’ll try,” he said simply.

It had been quite some time since Christopher had been called in to do the dirty, life-and-death repairs of a starship.  Even when he was on the run with Meyer and Stinson on the Dark Star, there was always someone else there to conduct the necessary repairs.  But now, it was only Commander Keller and himself—and the clock ticking slowly in the background.

Thankfully, Commander Keller was there, and not someone less proficient in such necessary repairs. Otherwise, Christopher might have been forced to rely on his own less than perfect engineering skills.  

Still, he had a fair idea of what needed to be done, and was sure he would be of some assistance to Keller.  “I’m transferring all available power to the warp drive systems and containment fields.  The last thing we need is a warp core breach.”

Keller nodded affirmatively as she furiously tapped on her station.  Christopher was even more thoroughly impressed by her demonstrated knowledge of the engineering skills, given the fact she was not an engineer.  Even if it failed, it was by far the most commendable attempt Christopher had ever seen to save his life.

Keller finally looked up.  “Got it,” she said hastily.

Christopher turned to the helm.  “Setting a course for the planet.  Warp…?” he said, his voice trailing off as he awaited an answer from Keller.

“Warp one,” she suggested.  “Anything more than that and we’ll tear this puppy apart.”

Christopher complied.  “Warp one,” he said.

Moments later, the relatively motionless stars before them streaked into a blur as the Hawking jumped into low warp.  

It wasn’t the most pleasant ride Christopher had ever been on.  The shuttle was vibrating constantly and very hard to control now that they were without one of their warp nacelles.

“I’ve got the planet on sensors,” Keller called out a few seconds later.  “We’re heading straight for it.”

Christopher looked at her curiously.  “As in, we’re going to crash and burn if I don’t change course?”

“That about sums it up,” agreed Keller.

But before Christopher could take any actions to alter their course, the one thing he truly hoped would not happen, did.  A fairly sonorous boom emanated from behind, followed in short succession by a wave of sparks rolling into the cockpit.  The shuttle immediately dropped out of warp, continuing to hurtle toward the planet.

“We’ve got a warp core breach,” Christopher shouted over the growing racket of the explosions.

“We’re not going to make it,” Keller announced after glancing at the flight control data displayed on Christopher’s side of the cockpit.

“No kidding,” he agreed.

For the past several hours, they had been traveling—enduring, rather—the terribly bumpy and turbulent ride without incident, keeping the warp core in tact with nothing but good wishes.  It would seem their luck had finally run out.

They were still sailing toward the planet at high impulse, and without friction in space, there was nothing stopping that foreword momentum.  But Christopher knew that if they didn’t get off the Hawking, a very large explosion would be stopping more than the shuttle in just few minutes.

He was certain they couldn’t make it in the condition they were in, and given Keller’s silence, assumed she shared his belief.  And so, that left one option.

“Get the emergency supplies ready for transport,” he called out a moment later.

Keller’s eyes bugged out of her head in disbelief.  “Are you crazy?  We can’t transport to the surface from this distance!”

Christopher sighed.  They didn’t have time for this.  “Just do it,” he said in a stern voice, making it clear this was not a suggestion or a favor—it was a very direct order, and if Erin had paid any attention at Starfleet Academy, she would follow it.

To Christopher’s relief, Keller had been paying attention.  With nothing more than a disapproving glare, Keller rose from her chair and gathered the emergency supplies from the small storage locker located toward the back end of the small cockpit.

“I’m boosting power to the annular confinement beams so we don’t disperse through the transporter carrier wave over the extreme distance,” explained Christopher.  “But I’m warning you right now, this is going to be the most disorienting transporter experience you’ve ever had.”

Keller didn’t look surprised, or even remotely nervous as she stepped into the tiny alcove designated the emergency escape transporter.  Again, Christopher found himself admiring Keller for her apparent skills.  But he didn’t dare let her know that—not now.  But he only wished he felt as calm as she looked.

He waited several more seconds until the warp core breach was nearly critical before rushing over to the transporter.  The shorter the distance they had to transport, the less likely they were to experience complications in the end.

But it was now or never.  The shuttlecraft was shaking so violently now that Christopher could barely stand erect, let along stand and operate the transporter controls.  But he managed, and selected a pair of coordinates that he felt wouldn’t put them stranded in the middle of a sweltering desert, or freezing in a fierce winter storm.  Aside from that, their destination would surprise Christopher as much as Keller, if and when they materialized on the surface.

The Captain had been right about one thing.  The transport was not a pleasant one.  Even as Erin felt the familiar prickling of the transporter beam plucking her every last atoms away from the Hawking, she already knew it wasn’t going to be a fun trip.

But like during most transporter trips, perceptions of time are drastically altered.  No matter how long it actually takes, the journey always seems instantaneous.  This time was no different, only when Keller found herself on the bottom of a hard, rocky forest floor, she felt as if someone had just turned her body inside out.  

She was still tingling from the prolonged exposure, and felt an acute case of dizziness prompt an equally acute case of nausea.  

Slowly, Erin opened her eyes.  Everything was a blur, spinning around and around.  Shapes blurred together into one homogenous blob.  Sounds seemed oddly distorted.  Keller immediately closed her eyes, but it didn’t help.  She could still imagine the world spinning around her in a dizzying array of madness.  Her queasy stomach seemed to spin right along with it, sloshing its vile juices from side-to-side like a boat in a hurricane.

Round.

And round.

And round.

Again, she attempted to open her eyes.  The world was still spinning, but shapes had become more definite, and colors seemed to stay within their boundaries.  Erin took in a deep, soothing breath in an attempt to calm her stomach.  While was only partially successful, she knew things were finally back under her control.  The lingering up welling of vomit that had been plaguing her moments earlier had finally retreated, and her pulse had slowed noticeably.

Much as she had suspected earlier, they had landed in the midst of a massive forest.  It was humid, but not uncomfortably so, and a light breeze gently passed through almost unnoticed.  Slowly, Keller looked toward the tops of the massive conifers to see their height.  While they were high, something else a bit more dramatic caught her eyes.

Shooting through the atmosphere was a single twinkling star, visible despite the broad daylight they were currently experiencing.  As it soared through the air, its brightness dimmed for several seconds before re-igniting in a massive explosion of white light.  It glittered in the deep azure sky for several moments before forever disappearing from the sky.

Forever, in that Keller was almost certain she had not been witness to a shooting star.  A shooting shuttle would have been a more accurate description, as Keller suspected that was the smoldering hulk of the Hawking meeting its demise in the alien atmosphere…

CHAPTER TWO

As he opened his eyes, Christopher quietly commended himself for selecting such a pleasant location to set down.  Thousands of towering green conifers dotted the terrain for as far as Christopher could see in all directions, including up.  Only a small patch of sky was visible through the dense canopy, and Erin Keller was staring right at it.

“Nice view,” he commented.

She snapped out of her trance and stared at Christopher with a mysteriously sullen look on her face.  “That depends on what you consider nice,” she said.  “The Hawking just finished its final mission.”

Christopher expelled a disconsolate moan and stared down at the multitude of pine needles on the ground.  Now, more than ever, he wished they had taken the Dark Star.  Not only would it have survived a little free fall through the atmosphere, it probably would have allowed them to avoid the entire situation in the first place.

But he made it a point not to dwell on the fact.  What’s past is past.  Now was the time to concentrate on the present.  And presently, they had a lot of time to concentrate.  “Well, we’re alive at least,” Christopher mused.

“Barely.”  She picked up a few pine needles and flicked them into the breeze. They quickly fluttered back to the ground, again leaving Erin unoccupied.  “Just barely,” she repeated quietly.

“You sound surprised.”

She sighed.  “I am.”

Alan frowned at the statement.  Again, she doubted him.  “You don’t trust me, do you?” he asked bluntly.

Erin frowned.  “That’s ridiculous,” she retorted.

Alan wasn’t fooled.  “Is it, now?  You were doubtful of my ability to get us out of that shuttle in one piece.  Earlier, you questioned my method to collapse the rift.  When I first arrived on the Starlight, you didn’t trust me then, either.  And you were the one who reported me to Admiral T’Lari after the battle with the Elorg. You didn’t trust me then, and you don’t trust me now.”

“Why should I trust you?” Erin protested.  “When you came to the Starlight’s rescue three months ago, one of the very first things out of your mouth was a lie!”

Alan didn’t have a rebuttal for that.  Erin’s statement was the cold, hard truth.  He regretted doing it, but at the time, keeping his less than rosy past a secret seemed like the right thing to do.  And it still did.  But he had no intention of sitting in the woods all day explaining his reasons for doing certain things.

Alan slowly slid across the dry pine needles to bring himself beside Erin.  “Look,” he said quietly, “I don’t know how long we’re going to be stuck here, but it’s going to be at least a few days.  If we want to survive in one piece, we are going to have to trust one another.  So you’d better take all those negative feelings you have about me and tuck them away in a place far, far away from here.  Understood?”

“Is that an order?”

“I don’t want to make that an order, but if your going to be difficult, I’ll have no choice but to restrict you to quarters,” Alan said humbly.

Erin curiously looked around the thick forest, and for the first time since their little journey had started, she smiled, revealing her perfect set of pearly white teeth.  “My quarters, eh?  Where exactly would they be?  A petite flower like me needs a lot of sunlight.”

“Something this forest seems to lack,” Alan added.  “You must live down the street a ways.”

“Actually, I have a secret estate on this planet,” she admitted cheerfully.  “It’s too bad we’re not by the mountains, I could take you there.”

“Had you informed me about it earlier, I would have taken the liberty to beam us directly there,” Alan informed her matter-of-factly.

She sighed.  “Had I known I would be bringing guests back with me, I would have spruced the place up a bit before I left last time.   I hate bringing company into a messy house.”

“Trust me, I wouldn’t have minded.”

She shrugged and slowly reached for the distress beacon that had landed a few meters in front of her.  Alan helped her drag it back to their position and hastily brushed off the thin layer of dust and pine needles that it had collected during its brief respite from action.  Then, he opened up its hatch and turned the exposed circuitry to Erin.  “How’s it look?”

“It looks like a transmitter,” she mused before pulling the small tricorder out of the lid. She flipped it open in front of the transmitter.  “It sustained some minor damage to the ODN relays, and the power cells suffered a sixty percent loss of energy because of the extended transport.”

Alan already had a fairly good hunch as to what that meant, but he needed it clarified, just to be sure.  “Meaning?” he asked.

Erin sighed.  “Meaning we have two choices.  We can set the transmitter to maximum power—we could get a halfway decent signal out quite a ways—but for a limited amount of time.  Or, we could use a lower setting.  The signal would be weaker and wouldn’t travel as far, but it would transmit for twice the amount of time.”

Christopher sighed and carefully weighed both options.  “There weren’t any other starships in this sector, were there?” 

“No.”

“And it’s not likely that one will pass through any time soon,” he continued.

“Nope.”

With that data alone, Alan reached his decision with little trepidation.  “Then it would seem our best bet would be to transmit the signal at maximum power.”

He looked to Erin for confirmation.  She stared at the tiny box for several moments before nodding her head affirmatively.  “Yup.”

Alan nodded.  “Do it.”

She complied.  It was a mindless task, and took only a moment for the signal to begin transmitting.  Erin carefully snapped the transmitter shut and then turned back toward Alan.

“Now what?” she asked.

Alan shrugged.  “You know, I could really go for a game of Go-Fish right about now,” he admitted.

“Or a grueling match of Crazy-8’s,” added Erin.

Alan nodded.  “Or that,” he mused, staring down at the ground. “We could try to play with pine needles,” he suggested a moment later.

Erin smiled.  “Go fish.”

With their hopes of entertainment dashed, Christopher simply buried his head in his knees and stared at the deep golden pine needles beneath him.  And coming up all around him was that all too annoying blanket of silence.  Only the occasional sound of happily chirping birds broke the silence, which Alan had hoped was destroyed with the Hawking.  He hoped wrong.

It seemed to Alan, despite their small steps of progress in the past few hours, that the two of them would continue to sit in silence.  That was until he heard Erin’s warm voice piercing through the deafening silence.

“So what do you want to talk about?” she inquired.

Still reveling over the sudden and unexpected conversation, Alan blurted out the first thing that came to his mind.  “You,” he said, feeling a bit sheepish in the moments afterward.  So he decided to qualify his response:  “If we’re going to be here awhile, we’d might as well get to know one another.  And even if we’re not, I still don’t know anything about you—other than the fact you own an opulent estate on this desolate planet light years from any known civilization.”

Erin giggled sheepishly before making herself comfortable on the prickly mattress of pine needles.  “Where to begin…”

“Your Birthday,” suggested Alan.

She nodded appropriately.  “The beginning… a very good place to start.  May 1, 2361.  At exactly 4:54AM, if your curious.”

“May 1.  Six days after my own Birthday.”

Erin frowned.  “You use the Earth calendar on Ka’Tula Prime?”

Alan sighed wearily as he recalled the rise of the Gregorian calendar on Ka’Tula Prime.  It was a very long, boring process.  For the sake of argument, he decided not to discuss it here.  “Yes,” he said simply.  “By some miracle, it takes Ka’Tula Prime 362 days to go around our star.  Add a few days here and there and well, you’re in sync with Earth.  So yeah, I was born on April 24, 2357.”

Alan watched intently as Erin drifted away into her thoughts.  Her brown eyes glazed over, and she seemed at peace with herself for the first time.  But the moment was short lived, and seconds later, she snapped out of it with a hasty nod of her head.

“Where was I?”

“May 1, 2361,” Alan reminded.  “But I don’t need to hear every little detail.  Tell me about your family.”

Erin expelled a quiet sigh of relief as Alan encouraged her to bypass her early years.  “Suffice it to say, my childhood wasn’t the most exciting,” she mused before delving back into her memory.  “My mother, Amy, was the first officer on the Sutherland.  My father, Jason, was an astrophysicist there as well.  And then there was Brian, my brother.”

“Older or younger?”

“Older.”

Alan grinned deviously.  “So you’re a big baby?”

Given the icy glare she cast in his direction, Erin did not find the remark as humorous.  “The only reason I’m letting you live is because I don’t have anything to kill you with,” she shot back.

“Well that little glare of yours nearly did me in.  A few more seconds of that and I would have been vaporized,” Alan quipped, swearing he could feel her eyes drilling into his own.  He was tempted to turn away, but didn’t out of fear that her eyes would drill a hole in his head the size of Rhode Island.  “Okay, I’m sorry,” he croaked after a few additional moments of exposure.

Erin grinned decisively, knowing full well that she had just won the battle.  And Alan silently agreed to give it to her—she may have won the battle, but the war is far from over.

He then turned his attention back to Erin.  “The Sutherland?” he asked quietly.  “The last I’d heard, Commander Ishikari was first officer.  What happened to your mother?”

Even before he had finished his statement, Alan realized he had struck a chord with Erin.  Her eyes fluttered shut and her head lowered as she took in a deep, weary sigh.  “She died,” said Erin with a carefully measured tone.  “And so did my father,” she added a moment later.

Alan suddenly felt his heart jump into his throat. He discretely cleared his throat and took in a deep breath.  Of all the possibilities that Alan had run through his mind, death was not one of them.  Promotions, resignations, retirement, but certainly not death.  And to add insult to injury, he was at a total loss of words to convey his thoughts to Erin.  

Nevertheless, Erin placed a calming hand on Alan’s knee.  “It’s okay,” she bemoaned.

She stared blankly into Alan’s eyes for several seconds.  The sight generated an eerie feeling that lingered around his shoulders for several seconds before tumbling down his spine.  In its wake was a silence so thick one could have cut it with a knife.  It seemed as if every living being in the forest had come to an abrupt and total stop. 

“What happened?” Alan asked softly.  Despite his gentle tone, it seemed to thunder throughout the forest like he had been speaking into a microphone. 

Again, Erin sighed.  “It was six years ago.”  She started off very slowly, trepidation accompanying each and every word.  Upon realizing this, Erin attempted to rectify the error before continuing.  “They were stationed on the USS Phoenix during the Phoenix Project.”

As he realized where she was going, Alan suddenly felt compelled to jump right to the conclusion.  “It failed,” he said solemnly before looking up at her now dreary brown eyes.  They were welling with tears, but she managed to keep them from falling.  Again, Alan found himself admiring her—this time for her courage in such a dire situation, hoping he would be able to maintain himself just as courageously when such a time arose.

“It’s okay,” he assured her quietly, not still unsure of something more meaningful to say—and he desperately wanted to share his wise words of wisdom with Erin in her time of need.  But the words remained occluded—both in his mind and his heart.

And so with nothing but the gentle forest breeze presiding over them, Alan and Erin sat under the delicate canopy for several precious moments.  And they wept.

Well into the tranquil silence, Alan noticed Erin suddenly jerk her head in his general direction.  But upon closer analysis, the object of her attention was off in the distant thicket.  Slowly, Alan turned his head, toward the underbrush.

“Do you hear something?” she whispered.

Alan gazed into the forest that lay off the beaten path.  “No,” he admitted as he stared blankly at the ferns and wild ivy’s caressing the ancient pines.  

Erin looked back at him as if he were stupid.  “A drunk Klingon makes less noise than that,” she quipped.  “How could you not hear that?”

“Ka’Tulans aren’t known for their acute hearing,” he whispered back in his own defense, but to his surprise, Erin knew better.

“Yes they are!” she retorted.  “Listen!  There it is again!”

Again, Alan concentrated, and this time, he was able to pick up on the alleged noise quite well.  It was a barely audible rustling in the underbrush several meters away.  He squinted in its general direction, but couldn’t detect any movement of consequence amidst the vines, sickly saplings and crawling ivies.

“I didn’t think there were any life forms on this planet,” Alan said quietly.

“Neither did I,” Erin concurred.  “Then again, the sensors were in such fine shape that they probably couldn’t tell a rock from a cave sloth.”

“True,” said Alan.  “So,” he said, sounding a bit more cautious, “how many times have you stumbled upon a rock lurching about the forest floor?”

CHAPTER THREE

“I wish I hadn’t dropped that phaser on the shuttle,” whispered Erin as she trudged quietly behind Alan toward the enigmatic underbrush.

Alan briefly turned back at her.  “So do I,” he concurred.

Though she enjoyed spending time in forest simulations on the holodeck, Erin found that there was nothing quite like the real thing to get the adrenaline pumping. She liked the way the leaves and twigs crunched under her boots. She was calmed by the sound of the bushes and saplings gently rustling as they were disturbed from their natural resting places. And she was intrigued by the curious way in which the beams of sunlight danced through the thick coniferous canopy and played on the forest floor.

The only thing she didn’t like was the enigmatic rustling that seemed to be leading them on a wild goose chase through the thick, untamed part of the forest.  Given the sound’s relative proximity to the ground, Erin knew they weren’t hunting down an Inkarian wildebeest, but it was little consolation.  She knew full well that many lethal predators were no larger than a small dog.  And given the fact this planet was believed uninhabited, she didn’t have the slightest idea what to expect.

Erin stopped dead in her tracks.  “There,” she whispered, pointing at a small flowering bush some three meters up ahead.  “I saw something move near that bush.”

Alan stopped and peered down at the lone flowering bush.  “You might be right,” he whispered back.

Erin crept up alongside him.  In her mind, she could see the faintest outline of a small, furry wild animal crouched up toward the center of the bush’s trunk.  It seemed to be dark in color, barely visible in the bush’s shadows.

She took a few steps closer to confirm her suspicions.  They proved to be right, and the small animal they had been following had finally come to a stop right where she had suspected.  Slowly, Erin took another step foreword—but no more.

The tiny animal hastily scurried into the open and bared its tiny teeth at Erin in a cacophony of insolent hisses.  The sight, obviously meant to frighten Erin, actually had the exact opposite affect as she saw the animal for what it really was.  “Aww! A kitten!” she squeaked sympathetically as the little cat arched its back and approached her.   She turned to Alan.  “It’s so cute!”

It appeared to be several weeks old, comparable to a Tabby cat on earth—striped with varying shades of a chocolate brown and sporting the curious “M” above its eyes.  Its large green eyes glittered in the sunlight as it continued to warn Erin and Alan away from its domicile.

“Where’s your family, little cat?” asked Alan as he came up alongside Erin.

It did not reply.

“He’s not to talkative,” mused Erin.

Using the slowest, most cautious maneuvers she could perform, Erin slowly approached the tiny ball of fluff.  “I’m not going to hurt you,” she assured him.

But apparently, the cat did not believe her.  Again it arched its back and ran away.  Only this time, Erin followed it at full speed, chasing into a small clearing Erin recognized to be very near their camp.  The kitten skittered over a small stone and disappeared behind it.  Erin, still moving at high speed, found herself unable to stop with the extreme precision of the cat, and instead tripped over a vine and, much like the kitten, skittered behind the rock.

Expecting a short fall to a bed of pine needles, Erin was mortified upon discovering that her fall was not to the ground, but down into a hole of some kind.  In a fit of panic, she clasped to the sides of the wall in a futile attempt to pull herself to the surface, but the dirt near the top was loose and crumbly, sending Erin straight down to the bottom.

As she crashed, the very first thing Erin heard was a loud snapping sound.  

“Shit!” she called out, not bothering to hide her anger.  At first, she thought she had crushed the cat, but she eventually felt the tiny kitten rubbing up against her side.  Which left her to the other explanation, which, to her dismay, was readily proving itself for her.

Numerous pulses of pain throbbed up through her leg, indicating that it was rather broken.  Given the epicenter of each little pulse, Erin estimated she had cracked an area just above her ankle.  Not that it mattered—it would have been equally unpleasant anyplace else.

Suddenly, her small contingent of sunlight was blotted out by a shadowy figure looming over the top of the hole.

“It’s a lava tube,” Alan called out.  “And watch your language!”

Erin’s stomach suddenly fluttered.  “A lava tube?!”

“Don’t worry, it’s inactive!”

Though nobody but the cat could see it, Erin smiled hesitantly.  “Worry,” she scoffed.  “I don’t know about you, but I never get worried when I’m sitting in the bottom of a lava tube.”

“I said it was inactive,” repeated Christopher.

“It’s little consolation,” called out Erin.

She saw his shadow peer down a bit deeper into the tube.  “A fairly nice tube, I might add.  You should be able to climb out, no problem!”

Erin giggled quietly upon hearing Alan’s statement echo throughout the tube.  “I can’t.  My leg is broken,” she called out.  

“I’ll get you the med-kit!”

“No you wont,” said Erin.  “I saw it fall out of the emergency kit!  I didn’t have time to grab it!”

“You should have made the time!”

Erin winced as another jolt of pain surge up her leg.  It felt as if she was being torn apart.  But eventually, it passed, and she was able to defend herself.  “The shuttle was going to explode!  What was I supposed to do?  Ask the warp core breach to hold off for a few seconds while I collect my things?”

“You could have tried.”

“Somehow, I doubt that would have worked,” Erin admitted.

“So do I,” agreed Alan.  “So, how bad is it?”

Erin slowly attempted to wiggle her toes.  They moved—barely.  And each attempt elicited only more pain.  “Bad,” she moaned.

“That’s very descriptive,” called out Alan.

Erin moaned wearily.  “I’m terribly sorry, but for some reason, I seem to be at a loss of words at the moment.  I wonder why?”

She could almost hear Alan grumbling up at the top of her dungeon as he said,  “I’ll go find something to heave you out of there.  Don’t go anywhere.”

“I don’t plan on it.”

“Good.”

Alan slowly brought himself up to his feet and stared down into the lava tube one last time.  It was fairly deep, and probably steeper than it looked.  Indeed, it would be best to find a vine or some equivalent to help Erin out of it.  Otherwise, he’d be forced to listen to her whine the rest of their stay…

At first, he searched close to the lava tube, scouring the ground of a vine comparable to the one he saw Erin trip over, sending her down into the tube.  But he only stumbled upon the very one Erin had tripped on, broken in half and undoubtedly weakened even more by Erin’s little trip.

And so he turned his attention skyward, looking for a sturdy vine to be wrapped around, or very near one of the large conifers adorning the massive forest.  But as he gazed up into the shadowy canopy, Alan instantly noticed that those shadows had become far more ominous in the past few minutes.

He quietly ventured the several meters between the lava tube and their base-clearing and gazed up through the bare patch in the canopy.  Instead of the pristine blue sky that had adorned the patch earlier, a large, very ominous cumulonimbus cloud was billowing directly overhead.  

Quickly, Alan whipped out his tricorder to further examine the situation.  It did nothing but confirm his greatest fear: that cloud meant business—a storm, a very nasty one, was just around the corner…

CHAPTER FOUR

Alan felt his pulse suddenly step up several notches as he examined the storm data provided by his tricorder.  On the surface, it was a simple afternoon thunderstorm caused when the warm air near the ground rises into the atmosphere, condensing and turning into clouds, which eventually give way to rain and thunderstorms should there be enough humidity lurking about.

Alan didn’t need to access his tricorder to know it was humid outside.  Though it had weaned marginally since their arrival, the humidity was still high, high enough to create a massive thunderstorm.  As he glanced upward once more, Alan noticed the billowing clouds still surging upward into the atmosphere, nearing heights of some sixteen thousand meters.  

He couldn’t help but feel more than a little turmoil in his stomach, given the fact he had never weathered a real thunderstorm before.  On most planets, the weather-control systems would automatically quell such a thunderstorm before it could strike, and in the more advanced societies, such as the Federation, inhibit their development completely.

Slowly, he snapped his tricorder shut and scurried back to Erin and the lava tube.  He peered down into the dark hole, able to make out only the slightest silhouette of Keller crouched on the bottom.  “Erin,” he called out, his voice readily echoing in the tube, “We’ve got trouble.”

“Now what?” she called back sullenly.

“There’s a huge thunderstorm coming.  Now I’m no expert, but I know a bad storm when I see one.  This is it,” he called out.

In the moments that followed, he could hear Erin’s melancholy moans emanating from the bottom of the lava tube.  “That is great,” she lied.  “So did you find anything to get me out of here?”

As she asked, Alan suddenly realized that he had failed to accomplish his task.  Actually, in his brief survey of the area, he had found no suitable anchor for which he could successfully pull Erin out.  “No,” he admitted.  “But I’ll think of something.”

“Think quickly,” she retorted.  “If this storm lives up to all this buildup you’ve given it, I’m in deep trouble!”

Alan was almost ready to ask why, when he realized that the Commander had taken a tumble into a lava tube situated in what appeared to be a drainage basin.  Any rain that fell during the storm would undoubtedly collect in the general vicinity before taking the plunge into the bottom of the tube.  Erin would drown.

“Cleo and I aren’t too fond of getting wet in cold, dark places,” she added.

“Cleo?” Alan shot back quizzically.

He heard Erin giggle sheepishly for a moment.  “Cleo,” she confirmed.  “It seemed so impersonal to keep continue addressing him as ‘Cat.’  I suppose it would be comparable to me calling you ‘Ka’Tulan.’”

“I get your point,” Alan chimed.  “I’m glad you’re keeping yourself busy down there.”

“I’ll tell you what, we’d be having a lot more fun up on the surface with you!” Erin called back. 

As she finished speaking, Alan noticed a few faint drips on his neck and face.  As he stared skyward, he saw the roiling clouds had finally moved directly overhead, blotting out the sun’s warm rays.  It was beginning.

The wind was eerily calm, and an obscure darkness had settled upon the forest.  No birds chirped.  No cats frolicked.  Only sounds of distant thunder and the quiet pelt of intermittent rainfall on the leaves filled the air.  One drop at first.  Then two.  Then none, before three more.  It would continue like that for several minutes, suspected Alan—then all hell would break loose.  

If he was going to do anything to save Erin before the rain, he would have to act in that short window of opportunity before the rain started pouring.  Hastily, he knelt down beside the very vine Erin had tripped over and ripped one of its two halves from the ground.

“Here!” he shouted as he tossed one end of the vine down into the lava tube.  “Grab hold!”

Erin saw the frayed end of a vine drop down into her humble little abode and dangle innocently, awaiting her arrival.  With Cleo cuddling happily in the nook of her left arm, Erin carefully grabbed the vine with her right hand, and slowly pulled herself to her feet, taking extreme measures to avoid placing any weight on her broken left ankle.  

But not even a nanometer above the bottom of the lava tube, Erin’s weight on the frayed and twisted vine prompted its destruction.  It snapped, violently sending Erin back to the ground.  

She landed firmly on her buttocks, nearly banging her head on the backside of the wall, only to be saved by her urge to lean foreword and care for her terribly painful ankle.  Cleo had been frightened beyond belief, seeming to shed off half of her fluffy fur coat before skittering to the ground and wildly zooming about the small tube in search of safety.  But the kitten found no refuge, and ended up back in Erin’s arms.

“That vine was terribly insulting,” she yelled up the tube, prompting Alan’s stark shadow to appear moments later.

“I’m sorry.  I thought you were a ‘petite flower.’  I thought a vine of that magnitude would hold your weight.  Apparently, you were in error as to your petite status,” he called back.

Erin grumbled at the crude attempt at a joke.  “I was holding Cleo,” she shot back.  “That might have thrown off your estimate.”

As she gazed up the tube, Erin could already see Alan’s silhouette deflating while he cogitated a worthy response.  “I’m sure that’s it,” he moaned.

Moments later, Erin felt the first placid drops of rain strike her head.  If the rain didn’t grow beyond a trickle, she had a chance, but given the storm’s description, that did not seem likely.  She sighed, and forced back the urge to yelp as she accidentally jerked her damaged leg, regretting now, more than ever, the medical kit’s unfortunate demise.

But that rapidly became the least of her concerns as a violent clasp of thunder sounded off, followed in close proximity by the opening of the floodgates.  The gentle trickle of water that had pelted Erin’s head only moments ago suddenly turned into a torrential downpour, which she readily realized would get only worse when the rain began to collect on the surface, and eventually drain into her newfound home.

“If you’re going to do something, make it fast,” she called out.  But her words fell upon deaf ears, as the driving rains and rumbling of thunder seemed to steal her own sound waves.  Her life depended entirely on the Captain…

Upon closer analysis, Alan finally decided his seemingly choice landing spot in the middle of the forest was a terminal error.  The torrential rain had turned the ground into a stream of mud, collecting rainwater, and debris.  The trees flailed violently in the incredible wind, dropping leaves and needles like a shedding animal.  The wind-whipped rain, in concert with the flying debris hindered any attempt Alan made to do almost anything.  

His uniform was thoroughly drenched, now becoming more of an impediment than a garment, as its growing weight had begun to slow the whatever progress he could make.  Hastily, he pulled at the collars, forcing the zipper downward, enabling Alan to shed the uniform’s overcoat in favor of the less wet undershirt.

It was little help, of course.  The driving rain, in concert with the lack of ambient light, decreased visibility no only a few meters.  He clawed with an undying sense of futility at the underbrush for some sort of vine to aid Erin, but the unyielding wind constantly played evil games with him, until finally, he gave in and hurried back to Erin’s lava tube.

As he neared the tube, Alan could already see the small channels of water flowing down into the tube, but as the storm worsened, he feared the flow would do the same.  Hastily, he bent over the barely visible tube and peered down. 

“Erin!” he exclaimed.  “Are you okay?”

“I won’t be for long,” she called back.  For the first time since her tumble, Alan sensed the faintest hints of fear in her normally unflappable voice.

And then, as a tendril of intense lightning shuffled across the sky overhead, he was able to see why.  The rising water glittered in the brief exposure to light—the tube was filling, and rapidly.  “Is that as bad as it looks?” he shouted down to her.

“Worse,” she called back, barely audible amidst the rushing torrent.

Knowing full well that no vine, no matter how strong, could save her at this moment, Alan started sensing his own trepidation.  “Can you swim?” he suggested in desperation.

“With a broken leg and a terrified kitten?” she retorted.  “I don’t think so!  Besides, the sides of this lava tube are about as slippery as ice!  I don’t have anything to grab hold to!”

Alan felt his heart sink as a flood of pessimistic emotions flooded his mind, filling it with a void of creative disarray.  Despite his most valiant efforts, he could produce a single productive idea in his mind for the life of him—or Erin.  

Slowly, he sat erect in the driving stream of rain outside Erin’s tube and took in a deep breath to clear his mind, which would hopefully inspire him to think.  But it only drew his attention to the ambient red glow of the transmitter where they had set down several hours earlier.  

It was flashing, visible even in the torrential rains.  Alan knew that could mean only one thing: someone was hailing them.  And since the odds were against a Federation starship coming to their rescue, Alan knew if he didn’t respond, the mercenary ship could very well pass them by, assuming it to be nothing more than background interference randomly converging into what appeared to be a message.  

Then, he stared back down at Erin’s watery grave-in-the-making, knowing that if he stopped searching for a way to save her to answer the message, she would probably drown.  He glanced back at the transmitter.  It was still flashing, calling his name…

CHAPTER FIVE

Alan stared blankly at the flashing transmitter for several moments.  Indeed, it was calling his name.  If he moved, he could be resting comfortably on a dry starship within a few hours.  Free of this infernal prison that had claimed them.  And on his way home…

But he was suddenly plagued by the realization that Erin was not calling his name.  His heart skipped a beat as he peered back down into the watery hole.  “Erin!” he shouted.

No response.

“ERIN!” he repeated, only this time with more force behind it, making sure each and every sound wave made it to the bottom of the lava tube.

And he let out a long sigh of relief when Erin’s own sound waves finally shouted back.  “What?” she cried back, her voice weak.

“I thought you were dead,” he admitted after a moment.

“Th…thanks,” she rasped, now barely audible.  “Why… are you… standing there?”

For a moment, Alan considered not telling Erin about the transmitter.  She didn’t need to be burdened by the knowledge that salvation was so close.  But for some reason beyond Alan’s comprehension, he told her anyway.  “The transmitter is going off!  Someone’s hailing us!”

“Go answer it!” Erin said decisively, apparently mustering whatever energy she had left to convey her message.

Alan couldn’t believe his ears.  “What about you?”

“I’m okay,” she lied.

Alan saw right through it.  “No you’re not.  You’re dying down there.  If I go answer that transmitter, you’ll be dead by the time I get back!”

“And if you don’t answer it, we probably won’t get another chance, and wind up stranded her for… who knows how… long!” She started to cough.  At first, it was a simple hack, but by the time her statement had concluded, Alan felt as if she were about to hack out her lungs.  He couldn’t even imagine what she was going through in the bottom of that tube, and wasn’t sure if he ever could.

But at the very least, he could go to the transmitter with a clear conscience, knowing it was what Erin had wanted him to do.  

And so, slowly, he rose from her watery grave and began the march across the torrents of mud and water in the general direction of the transmitter, still happily flashing despite the tempestuous weather.   But not even a few meters away from the lava tube, Alan was instantly halted by the piercing sound of Erin’s hacking.  It was constant, and filled with pain and suffering.  But he slowly forced himself onward.  

One step.

One cough.

Another step.

Another cough.

Alan took yet another look at the innocently flashing transmitter.  It was a way out.  He needed to answer the hail, get off the planet and return to the Starlight.  He forced himself toward the flashing transmitter.  Now, he could hear its enticing call, the constant, droning blip that signaled the incoming transmission.

And then there was silence.

Alan glanced at the transmitter.  It was still flashing, but he couldn’t hear it.  The wind was still howling, the thunder still rumbling, and the rain still falling. But none of the sounds that he had been growing accustomed to were audible—including the piercing convulsions of Erin Keller.  

He froze.

“Forget you,” he shouted at the transmitter.

Without a second thought, he turned on his heel and stormed back toward the lava tube.  The trip back through the mudflows was almost surreal.  Everything was moving in slow motion.  The mud kicking up from his boots onto his back.  The evil drops of rain pelting his face.  But he willed himself to continue at full steam.

Once he arrived at the lava tube, time finally reasserted itself at a relatively normal speed.  Alan hastily gazed down into the lava tube.  He could hardly see more than a few meters down.  Nothing appeared to him as more than a dark blob, but he knew one of those blobs was Erin. 

Erin had been right about the walls of the tube. They were slick with dripping water and mud.  But there was a notable inclination to the tube which he believed was scaleable, that was, if Starfleet’s boots lived up to their reputation of endurance in any conditions, no matter how harsh.

Quickly, he backed into the tube and searched with his boots for some sort of foothold to aid his descent.  There were a few indentations peppered throughout the wall, but the majority of them were becoming filled with mud and sediment.  

Even so, he managed to jam his foot into one of the gouges, and grabbed onto a thick, gnarly root at the top of the tube before starting his careful descent into the tube.  

Once he had taken the first careful step, Alan began probing for yet another foothold below the one he was currently perched upon.  After a moment of searching, he was able to kick the sediment out of a lower crevice and jam his foot into it, securing safe passage to an even lower level.

He continued like this for several minutes, carefully searching for the fastest, but safest route to the water, which he found moments later.  

It was ice cold and swimming with a plethora of prickly pine needles, fallen leaves and a thick mixture of mud and sediment that seemed to cling to his uniform like glue.  

Erin was huddled nearby, clinging to tree root that had jostled itself loose during the storm.  She was covered in the insipid mixture of muck and shivering in the unpleasantly cold water, her teeth chattering rapidly, audible to Alan despite the distance between them.

Alan extended his arm to Erin’s root and tested the water below, in search of bottom.  There was none.  He sighed wearily and slowly took Erin into his grasps.  She hacked with the newfound movement, but did not resist.

As he drew her cold body near, Alan noticed a small, wet mass cuddled in a nook of Erin’s left arm.  It was Cleo.  He smiled at Erin’s own quiet heroism, taking extreme measures to ensure both she and Cleo survived, when it may have been possible for her to leave in far better condition without the kitten.

But Alan assumed that wasn’t her way.  Nor was it his—even though he hadn’t realized it at the time, Alan realized he couldn’t have lived with himself if he hadn’t come back for her, and now, with Erin’s weakened, chilled body in his grasps, he was relieved to see she was still breathing regularly.

The rain still poured down into the lava tube by the bucket, hastily filling the tube, making Alan’s task of escape that much more difficult.  He reached for the foothold he had sought out earlier, but found the mud and sediments had already reclaimed their former residence.

Even so, he jammed his foot into the side of the tube, breaking free some of the mud and sediment.  The resulting foothold barely constituted such a designation, but it Alan knew it would hold long enough for him to begin the ascent to the top of the lava tube.  

While keeping a tight hold on Erin, Alan dug his fingers into the mushy sides and dug a spot for his hands to gasp.  The lava tube’s slight inclination would be an advantage now, as he could slowly slink the three of them in an upward direction without too much trouble.

Even so, it took a lot more work to bring them out of the tube, as gravity was now working against him, enticing the group’s molecules back toward the bottom of the hole—an action that Alan knew would result in a watery death should it happen.  And so he made absolutely sure that it would not.

He dug his feet and fingers into the mud, pulling the trio upward until finally, his fingers danced upon the slimy, frayed root that he had initially used to begin his descent into the lava tube.  Slowly, Alan breathed a long sigh of relief, realizing the journey was nearing its end.  Using all his might, Alan pulled himself, Erin and Cleo upward, hoping that the root would endure the extreme pressures pulling upon it. 

He pulled.  

And pulled.

Until finally, he was able to bring them to the top.  Cleo hastily skittered out of Erin’s arms and zoomed away from the lava tube while Erin and Alan clung to the rapidly crumbling top.  He felt the chunks of mushy mud at the departure point slowly dissolving and sliding back into the lava tube, but Alan did not yield.  He grabbed for anything he could.  Roots, rocks, grass, vines—anything that would get him and Erin out of the insipid hole.

To his surprise, Erin actually joined in, extending her arms to the point where both she and Alan could safely pull themselves to the surface.  

Just as they emerged, the majority of the adjacent rock face collapsed into the lava tube, plunging into the watery pool of muck with a sonorous plunk.

They released a collective sigh of relief before collapsing on their backs beside each other in the downpour.  Alan could feel the mud and water hopping up from the ground onto his face, but he didn’t care.  The driving rain was releasing the sediment that had collected on his uniform, decreasing the weight load he would have to endure in the future.

He slowly craned his neck in the general direction of the now inactive transmitter before turning his attention back to Erin.  “You’re welcome,” he rasped.

Erin turned to him and smiled.  “That was probably the most foolish thing you have ever done,” she said sternly.  “But at least you’re consistent—yet again you failed to follow a direct order.”

“I don’t take orders from you,” Alan moaned.

“It was my dying wish!” she retorted.  “But you have no idea how… glad I was—am to see you’re continued stupidity coming to my rescue once more.”

Alan allowed himself a wide smile as he recalled the first time he saved her from destruction—his very arrival on the Starlight.  And he had done it yet again.  “If that’s a ‘thank you,’ I accept.  If not, I appreciate the cleverness of your insult.”

“I’m glad you approve,” Erin quipped.

The two of them laid side-by-side for several moments in the dying thunderstorm.  The rain had let up substantially, and tiny pockets of blue sky were breaking through the dense overcast.  Soon, the sun would return.  

“Now would be a good time to visit that little estate of yours,” Alan suggested lightly.  “Its filth wouldn’t bother me at the moment.”

“It probably didn’t survive the storm,” she replied in a similar tone.  “It looks like I’ll have to erect a new one here on…  Where are we, exactly?”

Alan shrugged.  “I’m not sure.  I think Starfleet’s official designation for this place is GSC-44209.”

Erin cringed.  “What kind of name is that?  What should we call it?  What do you think of … Alarin III?”

“Alarin III,” Christopher repeated.  “A cross between Alan and Erin?”  he suggested.

“Damn you’re good.”

“Tell me about it.”

She giggled.  “Don’t press your luck.”

As Alan looked back at Erin, he saw the tiny fluff ball that was Cleo standing curiously on Erin’s abdomen.  It expelled a quiet “meow” before plopping down on the spot and demanding attention. 

“It looks like you’ve got a friend,” Christopher observed.  

Erin carefully reached out and stroked the tiny kitten’s fur.  “I’d say I have more than one friend here,” she said, casting a warm look in Alan’s direction before taking Cleo and carefully placing the energetic little kitten at her side.  She sat up and stared at her leg.  “We need to get a tourniquet on that,” she decided after a moment.

Alan agreed wholeheartedly, and glanced around the forest floor for something that would suffice.  Unlike his previous attempts to find something to aid Erin, the sheer number of choices scattered about the ground was mind-boggling.  

“You do know what you’re doing, don’t you?” Erin asked lightly.

“I do,” Alan assured her.  “I could even set the fracture if you’d like.”

He glanced at Erin for a reaction.  At first, she seemed surprised, but just when Alan assumed she would refuse, her gaze slowly faded into something more pleasant.  “It’s okay,” she said softly.  “I trust you.”
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Erin grinned playfully as Cleo sprawled out on the soft gray carpeting in her quarters on the Merrimac.  After spending so much time with the kitten on Alarin III, she felt so attached to little fellow that she insisted upon taking it with her to live on the Starlight.  Nobody objected, and so without a moment’s hesitation, she scooped up the little fur ball and brought him to the Merrimac.

As she stroked the kitten’s soft milky belly, Erin found herself interrupted by the tone of the door chime.  “Yes?”  she called out.

A few moments later, the doors slid apart, revealing the Captain in the doorway.  She instantly rose from her kitten to greet him.  “Captain,” she said warmly.

He frowned.  “Erin,” he said with marginal disappointment,  “I said, ‘you can call me Alan…’”

“And I said, ‘it would take some getting used to,’” she shot back.  It still didn’t seem right for her to be calling him by his first name in a command situation.  Even so, Erin still felt awkward calling him Alan out of a command situation.  It was generally something unheard of in Starfleet among the newer crews, but given enough time, Erin felt it was something she could get used to.

“So, what did you want?” she inquired.

He took a few more steps into her quarters.  “I just wanted to let you know that we’re almost home.”

Erin felt a wave of relief run over her.  “Good,” she said.  “I can’t wait to get back into my own bed.  I mean, sure these beds are a step up from pine needles, but they’re just not the same, you know?”

Alan nodded.  “Oh, I know.  But I do miss the fresh pine scent that accompanied the otherwise unpleasant ground.”

“I don’t,” said Erin.  “In fact, I don’t miss anything about Alarin III.”

The Captain smiled at her quizzically.  “Not even your beloved estate?”

She had almost forgotten the fictitious institution.  “Not really,” she said playfully.  “It wasn’t big enough, anyway.”

“I see,” said Christopher as the streaks indicative of warp speed slowly faded into a tranquil starfield.

Erin glanced out the window, too, and smiled upon seeing the Starlight hanging just outside the window.  She could even see her quarters.  With a growing excitement about home, Erin scooped up Cleo from the ground and motioned for Christopher to lead her out the door.  “Come on,” she insisted.  “Let’s go home…”
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