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Prologue

“So,” said Neelar Drayge, “Today’s the big day.  Are you ready?”

Walking briskly beside her Bolian friend through the Starlight’s myriad corridors, Erin Keller gave the question only a moment of consideration—really, there was nothing to consider in the first place.  “Of course I’m ready,” she chirped, allowing a quirky grin to fall upon her face.  “I’ve only been waiting for this day for a couple of years…”

Years… Erin shook her head at the very notion, for she found it rather difficult to believe that years had passed.  It seemed like just yesterday she set foot on the Starlight for the first time.  Perhaps it was a testament to an old adage—time flies when you’re having fun.  And in retrospect, Erin Keller could not deny the fact that she had enjoyed the past several years of her life.  Nevertheless, Erin had the distinct feeling that once she and Neelar entered the mess hall, her overall enjoyment of life would increase exponentially…

“…And I’m not going to let anything to mess this day up,” she continued.  “So if you see an armada of Breen attack cruisers on sensors, you had best tell them to go away!”

Drayge nodded readily.  “And on the authority of Erin Keller, the Breen will no doubt retreat,” he quipped.  “But I highly doubt we’ll be running into any Breen today.”

“We can only hope,” said Keller.

The Starlight was many light years from Breen space, and for the enigmatic species to be this far from their frigid home would bring nothing but bad news to the entire Federation.  The situation with the Breen had deteriorated considerably in recent years—from the invasion of the Sineron Cluster to an attack on the USS Berlin—and even a small encounter this deep inside Federation space had the potential to spark a devastating war.  In fact, many factions within the Federation were predicting war within the next five months—and with the Romulans still breathing down the Federation’s neck, the future looked bleak.  Nevertheless, Erin maintained her optimism—her future was as bright as ever.

“Don’t you think we should be wearing our dress uniforms?” Drayge asked as they rounded a sharp corner.  “It’s not every day we have such a grandiose celebration…”

Erin shook her head.  “Admiral Grayson insisted we dress down.  He knows we’re not a very formal crew…”

“But this is a formal occasion,” Drayge continued as they approached the doors to the mess hall.  “It almost feels wrong.”

“Trust me,” said Erin coolly, “we’ll manage.”

The mess hall doors promptly slid apart, thrusting Erin and Neelar into the midst of a considerable crowd.  Though every face was familiar, it took only a moment for Erin to pick out some of her closer friends—Kendall, Lucas, Bator—but everyone on the Starlight was a friend to her in some way or another.

Almost.

The one exception was Matthew Harrison—and as he approached her position, Erin couldn’t help but cringe.  Harrison was the vilest person Keller knew, and as far as she was concerned, he had no redeeming qualities.  He was an uptight, humorless, individual with no social life to speak of—and of course, there was that small matter regarding the Phoenix, which resulted in the death of Keller’s parents.  She had yet to forgive him for that.  Over the years, they had learned to tolerate one another, and little more—and as Admiral Grayson fell into step beside Harrison, Keller immediately went into “toleration mode.”

“Today’s the big day.”  Though Grayson attempted to sound pleasant, his voice had a far more diplomatic tone than anything else.  It was obvious he wanted to make sure civility ensued.  “I would think the two of you would be a little more excited.”

Harrison’s presence was enough to stifle anyone’s enthusiasm, and though she very much wanted to speak her thoughts, better judgment prevailed, and Keller simply nodded.  “I guess reality has yet to sink in,” she lied.  “So, where is our fearless leader?”

Harrison promptly shrugged.  “I have not seen the Captain,” he admitted.  “Perhaps he is tardy?”

“He wouldn’t miss this for the world,” said Keller.  “He’s waited years for this day… In fact, I would be willing to bet he’s just as excited as I am.”

Grayson chuckled, obviously amused by Keller’s understatement.  “He has spoken of little else in recent weeks,” he said, stroking his trim white beard.  “I, for one, will be glad when this is over with.”

“Likewise,” said Harrison.  “Perhaps then this vessel will return to a level of normalcy.”

Keller immediately arched an eyebrow.  “Normalcy?  On this ship?  I don’t think so,” she mused.

Moments later, the doors slid open, the crowd grew hushed, and a warm smile fell upon Admiral Grayson’s face.  “Captain Greene!” he greeted.  “It’s about time.  We were beginning to wonder if you would show up at all!”

“And miss my own retirement party?” asked Greene pleasantly.  “Never.”

Keller smiled, and turned to the Captain.  “Actually, we thought you might have fallen asleep playing shuffleboard on the holodeck,” she quipped.

“If you keep that up,” said Greene lightly, “my last official act as Captain of the ship will be to bust you back down to Ensign.” 

The smile on Erin Keller’s face widened.  She was going to miss David Greene.  When her father died, Keller did her fair share of wandering—and when Captain Greene took her under his wing, she immediately looked to him as a father figure.  While that relationship was certain to continue, Erin knew she would miss the daily interaction with Greene.  “And if I were an Ensign, who then would serve as first officer?”

Greene alluded to Harrison.  “That would be up to the Captain,” he said.  “Now let’s get this ceremony started.  I’m ready for a little R and R.”

Admiral Grayson smiled, and turned to the rest of the crew.  When he was confident he had their attention, he reached into his pocket and withdrew a sleek black padd.  He quickly gleaned its contents and then handed the padd to Captain Greene.  “The honor is all yours, Captain.”

Greene graciously accepted the padd and—with a considerable smile upon his face—approached Commander Harrison.  “To: Commander Matthew Harrison,” he read.  

“From: Starfleet Command.  

“You are hereby promoted to the field rank of Captain, and are requested and required to take command of the Federation Starship Starlight, effective stardate 74583.9.

“Signed, Rear Admiral William Grayson, Starbase 241.”

Greene slowly lowered the padd and allowed a proud gaze to linger upon the newly christened Captain Harrison for a long moment.  “Computer,” he said slowly, “transfer all command codes to Captain Matthew Harrison, authorization Greene-Sigma-2-1-1.”

The computer promptly bleeped.  “Transfer complete.  USS Starlight is under command of Captain Matthew Harrison.”

Harrison afforded Keller a brief—but utterly victorious—gaze before turning his complete attention to Captain Greene.  “I relieve you, sir,” he said extending his hand.

Greene nodded politely, and shook the new Captain’s hand.  “I stand relieved.”

As she watched Admiral Grayson place a fourth pip on Harrison’s collar, it was a bittersweet moment for Erin Keller.  She was now first officer of the Starlight.  It was the position she had longed to possess while Captain Greene was in command.  But fate often worked in strange and twisted ways, and now that the position was finally hers, the Captain was now her mortal enemy.  “What an unusual universe we live in,” she mused.

Chapter One

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74587.2: The Starlight has rendezvoused with a Federation transport ship in the Kilka Sector to receive two renegade Starfleet officers accused of violating Romulan Neutral Zone in an attempt to incite war.  The prisoners shall face a military tribunal on Starbase 241 and—if found guilty—shall be transported to the New Zealand Penitentiary on Earth.

Erin Keller did not like traitors.  In fact, she despised them.  But for reasons beyond her imagination, she found herself standing in the Starlight’s transporter room with Captain Harrison, Lieutenant Bator, and Megan Reinbold—captain of the transport ship.  She supposed the reason for her presence was not to greet the lowly scumbags, but to study them—to see what kind of lowlife would dare betray the Federation to the Romulans.

Before reaching the Kilka Sector, Keller had done a little homework.  They would be receiving two prisoners: Alan Christopher and Rachael Meyer.  Both of them were ousted from the USS Discovery five years ago when Christopher attempted to violate Romulan territory to investigate some sort of interspatial flexure.  But they somehow managed to escape capture and subsequently eluded Federation forces for years…

Until now.

“Both prisoners have been well behaved,” said Reinbold pleasantly.  She was a slender woman, comparable in height and build to Keller, but with much shorter—and darker—hair that was neatly parted in the middle.  “You shouldn’t have any trouble with them.”

Keller’s image of the prisoners was already tarnished. “So they’re not manic psychopaths?”

Reinbold shook her head.  “Sorry to disappoint you,” she replied.  “They appear to be normal—and if you ask me, that Christopher guy is kind of cute.”

“Cute?” Keller repeated, the word falling from her lips like poison.  “How could you even think about such things?  These people are treacherous jerks!  I very much doubt I need to remind you they tried to start a war with the Romulans!”

Harrison frowned at Keller’s words, and promptly turned his signature ‘disapproving glare’ upon the first officer.  “And I very much doubt I need to remind you that according to Federation law, one is presumed innocent until proven guilty…”

Keller did not need the reminder, actually.  She was well aware of the Federation’s multitude of laws.  Only in this instance, they really didn’t need to be applied.  “I just think the evidence speaks for itself, Captain.  These morons are guilty.”

“The military tribunal shall be the judge of that,” he replied.  His faith in the system was admirable, and while Keller herself did not doubt the tribunal’s ability to see the stupidity in Christopher and Meyer’s actions, she felt it was hardly necessary to humor them with the possibility of innocence.  Guilty is guilty.

Slowly, Commander Harrison turned to face Ensign Flora Sanders at the transporter control station.  “Ensign,” he said, “are the prisoners ready for transport?”

Sanders quickly checked the data on her workstation.  “Yes, sir,” she replied

Harrison nodded agreeably.  “Beam them aboard.”

Eager to see the treacherous criminals, Erin Keller immediately focused her attention on the transporter platform.  Two pillars of shimmering azure light briefly appeared on the platform, leaving two humanoids in their wake.  Erin immediately recognized them as Alan Christopher and Rachael Meyer, and she frowned accordingly.  She wanted to make certain these guests received as little hospitality as possible—but to her chagrin, neither one of them appeared overly troubled.  In fact, as he stepped off the transporter platform, Alan Christopher’s face harbored a faint smile.

“I have never been on an Akira​-class starship before,” said Christopher.  “But if this transporter room is any indication, it looks be a fine ship.”  He paused, and turned to Captain Reinbold.  “Certainly a step up from your little heap of junk,” he mused.

Though Reinbold maintained a neutral face, Rachael Meyer laughed at Christopher’s lame comment.  “Anything would be an improvement over that.”

“Well, you had best not make yourself comfortable,” Harrison commented.  “Your stay on the Starlight shall be brief.”

In Keller’s opinion, the weeklong trip from Starbase 241 to Earth was not brief enough.  Still, she took some console in the fact that the prisoners would have little in the way of comfort.  “We don’t often have guests in our brig,” she said softly.  “However, I understand the beds in there are as hard as rocks.”

Christopher scoffed at the comment—and Keller smiled inwardly.  Apparently, the ass had yet to spend the night in a brig.  She could not recall the exact date he and Meyer had been apprehended, but it was possible the two of them had been enjoying the “luxuries” of Captain Reinbold’s ship for a day or two.  Keller couldn’t wait to see the look on Christopher’s face when he saw a real brig…

“Such pleasant folk,” Christopher whispered to Meyer.  In addition to the childish traits Christopher established while in command of the Discovery, Keller was also beginning to see the Captain’s other illuminating characteristics.  He was cocky and self-righteous—and apparently thought he was funny.  Keller certainly hoped he spent a good long time in that penal colony in New Zealand…  He deserved nothing less.

“Lieutenant Bator,” said Harrison a moment later, “escort our guests to the brig.”

Much to Keller’s delight, Harrison’s tone was not overly pleasant.  It was obvious even to Keller that he had no intention of making things pleasant for the prisoners.  Perhaps, though Keller, the Starlight’s new Captain wasn’t so wretched after all…  

Lieutenant Bator swiftly grabbed both of the detainees by the arm and guided them into the corridor, where several more security guards joined him.  It wasn’t exactly necessary to have such security protocols.  Both Christopher and Meyer were restrained with the best handcuffs Starfleet had to offer—and besides, they hardly posed much of a threat in the first place.  Nevertheless, Bator’s extra security precautions would virtually guarantee an incident-free journey.

“I shall be on the bridge,” Harrison announced as he headed for the doors.

Keller nodded, and began to follow—but recalling her desire to see Christopher’s face when he reached the brig, she quickly broke off her pursuit of Matthew Harrison, and instead sought out Bator.  “I’ll join you shortly,” she said.

Harrison nodded agreeably, and hastily went on his way, leaving Keller to her quest.  She immediately set out in the opposite direction, and after negotiating a few short corridors, came upon Bator’s little group. 

“Is there something wrong, Commander?”  

There were times when Keller could have sworn Bator had eyes in the back of his head.  This was one of them.  Though she made no effort to be stealthy in her approach, the noise Keller did make was negligible—she barely noticed it herself.  But Bator not only heard the noise, he also associated it with Keller.  Very impressive.  “Did my delicate footsteps give me away?” she sheepishly inquired as she fell into stride beside the Phobian.

Unwilling to proffer an explanation, Bator only grunted.  He was a private man, and even after five years, Erin still knew very little about him.  Thus, his incredibly sensitive surveillance techniques were undoubtedly amongst his most heavily guarded secrets.  But as long as he got the job done, Keller wasn’t overly concerned with how he managed to do it. Besides, she suspected his actual techniques were far less exotic than her imaginings…


“You know,” Christopher suddenly interjected, “this Starlight of yours is not unlike the Discovery.  The corridors look strikingly similar.”

Keller rolled her eyes at the inane comment.  The corridors looked strikingly similar on just about every starship.  She hoped that if she ignored Christopher, he would drop the subject and—in a perfect universe—die.   He did neither, of course, and that was a surefire indicator to Keller that the universe was far from perfect.

“Of course, on the Discovery, the corridors weren’t so drab.  You should really contact an interior decorator—they can work miracles you know, even on Federation starships.  In fact, I know an excellent one on Bajor if you’re interested…” Christopher spoke as if he were en route to an informal lunch.  He had to be delusional.  That was the only explanation that crossed Keller’s mind.  Perhaps he could plead not guilty by reason of insanity…

“I thought your favorite decorator lived on Betazed,” said Meyer softly.  “Or did she move again?”

Wearing a curious smile, Christopher turned to Meyer and shrugged.  “Bajor… Betazed… What do we care?  We’re going to be in the slammer for the next couple of years.  I was just trying to make conversation.”

“Well don’t,” Keller interjected.   “As far as I’m concerned, both of you are a treacherous pieces of shit, and I don’t give a damn what either one of you think!  So shut up.”

Meyer was quickly shocked into compliance.  Christopher, on the other hand, only frowned.  “You should really watch your language,” he said.  “I’ve seen Klingons with—”

“Shut up… as in close your mouth and stop talking!”  Keller had had it with Christopher.  He was two seconds away from being tossed out the nearest airlock—and though it would no doubt get her into some serious trouble, Keller could easily note that her actions would do universe a considerable favor.  The military tribunal might even give her a commendation for her valiant actions…  But then better judgment kicked in, and the rest of the journey proceeded without incident.

Three days had passed since David Greene’s retirement, and he already missed his command chair.  He missed other things as well—his morning routine, his conversations with the crew, his Starfleet uniform—but it was the command chair he missed the most.  Whenever he seated himself in the command chair, he had an almost magical feeling of power—a feeling that he could somehow make a difference in the course of galactic events.  Now that feeling was gone, and David Greene was just another old man with a reminiscent heart.

At first, the remembering took place solely in the privacy of his quarters.  Greene read through his mission logs with fond reverie, glanced at some old holo-images… and as the voices from the past echoed in his mind, Greene knew he had to tour the Starlight one last time.

Several hours later, Greene stood quietly at the Starlight’s mission ops station, his gaze transfixed on the viewscreen.  The vast, scintillating starfield on the display was nothing to get excited about, but Greene wanted to savor every last moment he spent on the ship.  Last moment, he repeated in his mind.  It seemed like just yesterday he was celebrating his first moment in command of the Starlight.  Where had the years gone?

“Sir,” said Neelar Drayge, “we’re ready to get underway.”

Greene smiled, tugged at his uniform, and opened his mouth to give the order to depart—and words died in his throat.  For a fraction of a second, Greene had forgotten that he had given up his uniform.  “I’m just another old man,” he whispered to himself—or so he thought.

But moments later, Matthew Harrison rose from the command chair and immediately came about to face his former commanding officer.  “Captain Greene,” he said sternly, “the crew and I would be most honored if you would give the order for us to depart one last time…”

The smile that cracked Greene’s face was undoubtedly the most gleeful he had worn in weeks.  It was probably similar to the face a child wore in a toy store, but Greene did not care.  He whipped around the metallic rail behind the command area with the agility of a man half his age.  “Ensign Drayge,” he called out, “set a course for Starbase 241.  Warp eight.”

The Bolian nodded agreeably, and moments later, the task was complete.  “Course set,” he announced.

Greene nodded his acknowledgment, but did not give the order to engage.  Not just yet.  The command chair was calling his name, and this one last time, David Greene would heed the call.  As he approached the revered command chair, Greene could feel all the lost energy coming back to him.  The years virtually melted away, and all that remained was the power.  The dignity.  The magic.  “Ensign Drayge,” he called, “engage!”

The placid starfield on the viewscreen immediately streaked into a flash of white light, and seconds later, the Starlight was at warp.  Even after decades in space, Greene was still awed by the sight—and since these were his waning moments on the bridge of the Starlight, he wanted to make certain the image would be forever burned into his mind.  But to his chagrin, that eternity was cut short by the strident bleeps of a sensor alert…

“Captain,” said Kendall Johnson a moment later, “there appears to be a ship of some sort performing shadow maneuvers a couple hundred kilometers behind us…”

Harrison immediately cast a curious gaze upon Commander Johnson.  “Origin?” he inquired.

Johnson rechecked the sensors, but enlightenment did not befall his young face.  “Unknown.  It’s energy signatures are similar those of a Federation starship, but it’s still unlike anything I’ve ever seen…”

Greene had known Harrison for a long time, and if he had taught his former first officer anything, it was to maintain a level head during times of uncertainty.  This undoubtedly qualified as such a time, and so far, Greene was pleased with the Captain’s performance.  He smiled inwardly, and discreetly vacated the command chair.  

“Slow to impulse,” said Harrison a moment later.

“Aye, sir,” said Ensign Drayge.  The stars on the viewscreen immediately streaked back to points of sparkling light.  “The alien vessel has also dropped to impulse.”

“They’re holding position four hundred kilometers aft,” Johnson added.

“What is their status?”

“Shields are offline,” Johnson gleaned from the sensors.  “No discernable weapon systems are active.”

No discernable weapon systems… That was a red flag if Greene had ever seen one.  He tensed a bit, and slowly meandered back to the mission operations console.  The sensors only confirmed Johnson’s analysis; if the ship had any weapons, they were well hidden.  Their next course of action was obvious…

“Yellow alert,” said Harrison, the order practically synchronized with Greene’s mental cue.  He would make an excellent captain—as long as he didn’t kill his first officer.  And as Commander Keller emerged from the forward turbolift, the first true test would begin.

“What’s up?” asked Keller as she approached the command area.

Harrison frowned upon Keller’s informality.  He expected Starfleet protocol to be followed to the letter, while Keller was far more lax.  However, this clash in command style was only the beginning of their problems.  “We are being followed by a vessel of unknown origin,” Harrison said softly.  “They do not appear to be hostile, but we do not yet know for certain.”

Keller nodded as she absorbed the data.  “Have you hailed them?”

“Not yet,” said Harrison.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Keller demanded.  “An invitation?”

“No,” Harrison icily replied.  “I was merely waiting for your tart comments to inspire me to action.  However, I suspect I shall be waiting a considerable amount of time.”

Greene bit his tongue.  He didn’t want to say anything—and he hoped he wouldn’t need to.  They were both intelligent adults, and were fully capable of working out their problems.  But doing so on the bridge of a starship in the midst of a potential crisis was not the time to do it.  Thus, he feigned interest in his sensor data until the bickering subsided.

“Commander Johnson,” said Harrison a moment later, “open a channel to the alien vessel.”

There was a moment’s wait before Kendall Johnson had anything to report.  Greene had not been optimistic about the hail to begin with, and when Johnson finally did speak, his words did not surprise the former Captain.  “They’re not responding.”

“Hail them again,” said Keller.  “Tell them that they have violated Federation space, and if they don—”

“They’re charging weapons,” Johnson abruptly interrupted.  The terror in his voice was obvious—and warranted.  According to Greene’s own sensors, the vessel had thirty phaser banks and twenty torpedo tubes.

Keller immediately dropped her threats against the alien ship.  “Shields up!” she cried.  “Red alert!”

The bridge immediately darkened, and the red alert klaxon began to sound.  Greene knew that it would be in his best interests to return to his quarters—but he very much wanted to stay.  And so he did—not only to see the battle was won, but also to make certain Harrison and Keller worked together to achieve that victory.

“They’re coming about,” said Drayge.

Harrison promptly seated himself in the command chair.  “Evasive maneuvers, Ensign.”

Drayge was a deft pilot.  He had managed to keep the Starlight intact in situations far worse than the one that faced them now, but as the Starlight came about, Greene could already feel the deck plates rumbling beneath his feet.  But Drayge was too late… the enemy had already opened fire.

Greene immediately grabbed hold of the mission ops station and braced himself as the Starlight jolted violently from side-to-side.  The lights flickered, and parts of Greene’s workstation momentarily went dead—but when the lurching finally stopped, the Starlight was still intact.

Keller was immediately on her feet.  “Damage report!”

“Their torpedoes passed right through our shields!” said Johnson.  “We’ve got a massive hull breach on deck eighteen!  Lieutenants Bator and Miller were killed in the blast, as were both of our prisoners!”

“Return fire!” Harrison ordered.

The attacker stormed across the viewscreen moments later, and Greene was instantly reminded of a large bird.  The vessel was gunmetal gray.  It had massive, heavily armed wings, a small body, slender neck, and a good-sized head—and as the Starlight’s phasers crashed into the vessel’s shields, Greene certainly hoped it would be the last he saw of the warbird.  And while numerous explosions erupted on the ship’s shield bubble, it emerged from the fiery cloud unscathed.  

“No damage,” Johnson confirmed moments later.  

“But we might have rattled their cage,” added Ensign Drayge.  “They’re retreating.”

“…Retreating into some sort of interspatial flexure,” Johnson continued.  “I can’t tell where it leads, but it’s collapsing fast.”

Harrison spent only a moment considering their course of action.  “Ensign,” he called to Drayge, “pursuit course.  Engage.”

“Should we really be following them?” Keller quickly inquired.  “I mean… we don’t even know where this interspatial flexure leads.  We could be headed into a trap, or something!  We should analyze the rift first, see if we can recreate it, and then follow them.”

Harrison immediately showed Keller a dismissive hand.  Had Greene been in command, he would have given Keller’s suggestion a lot of consideration.  In fact, he probably would have heeded her warning.  But of course, he wasn’t in command—and that made all the difference.

“We have been assaulted by aliens of unknown origin,” said Harrison.  “They have quashed several of our comrades, and it is our duty to see their deaths were not in vain.”

Keller was fuming.  “This isn’t some sort of silly holodeck quest,” she retorted.  “This is real, and…”

“And is not up for discussion,” Harrison finished.  “Ensign.  Engage!”

And as the Starlight entered the swirling blue maw of the interspatial flexure, Alan Christopher’s eyes blinked open to see Cleo’s fuzzy little face.  The tiny cat stood adamantly upon Christopher’s chest, meowing his demands for food and attention.

Christopher smiled at the cat.  “You know where the replicator is at,” he said playfully.  But despite his apparent good mood, Christopher couldn’t shake the feeling that something was not right…

Chapter Two

“Another bad dream?”

Doctor Hartman’s reaction was not unwarranted.  Several weeks ago, Alan Christopher had spoken to the Doctor about the strange dream he had about the wolf in the forest.  It wasn’t the strangest dream to cross his mind, but it was certainly foreboding enough for him to discuss it with Sarah.  This time, however, things were different.

“It wasn’t actually a dream,” Alan explained from atop a biobed.  “In fact, I was barely asleep.  Cleo and I were just taking a little catnap.”

Nodding agreeably, Hartman tapped a few notes into her tricorder.  “Is it possible that you might have dozed off for longer than you thought?”

Christopher shook his head.  “No.  I happened to glance at the chronometer before I hit the sack.  It was 10:47.”

“And now it’s 11:14,” Hartman gleaned from her tricorder.  “You could have fallen into REM sleep for a couple of minutes, and not even realized it.”

“But it wasn’t a dream,” Christopher reiterated.  He hated repeating himself, but sometimes getting through the Doctor’s thick skull took some doing.  “It was more like a premonition…”

Hartman’s eyes glinted with interest.  “Of what?”

Christopher closed his eyes in a vain attempt to recall those few moments of enlightenment.  But it all happened so quickly that the memories were already beginning to slip away.  “I’m not sure,” he finally admitted.  And while the memories were little more than a shadow in his mind, the experience did leave some other lasting impressions.  “I feel different, though.  My mind is more focused.  I feel stronger…”

Hartman did not provide the reassuring look Christopher had hoped for.  Instead, she rolled her eyes.  “Well, you did take a nap,” she said.  “Perhaps if you and Erin didn’t spend every night having—”

“Trust me,” Christopher interjected, “we don’t.  I get plenty of sleep at night.  Besides, I highly doubt a twenty-minute nap could give me this much energy.  Quite frankly, I feel like a new man, Sarah.”

Finally realizing that Christopher was not going to leave without some sort of examination, Hartman finally turned her medical tricorder upon the Captain.  When she started the scan, the look upon her face clearly indicated she did not expect to find anything of interest—but when the tricorder finally bleeped, mystery was in the air.  “It seems you had a miracle nap,” said Hartman a moment later. 

Christopher raised a curious eyebrow.  “Oh really?”

She nodded, and showed him the data on the tricorder.  “The illness you had last year did a hell of a number on your genetic structure—and even after we managed to cure you, some of the instability remained.  You were no longer in any danger, of course… but your DNA wasn’t one hundred percent stable.”

“But it is now,” Christopher gleaned from the tricorder’s screen.  “Why?”

Hartman shrugged as she withdrew the tricorder from view.  “I’ll be damned if I know,” she admitted.  “Maybe time really does heal all wounds?”

It was an interesting notion—and one that Christopher wanted to believe.  But he had his reasons to doubt the sentiment, the primary one being Erin Keller.  “I’d be willing to bet the wound Erin will inflict on me if I’m late for lunch will be very difficult to heal.  Have you ever seen her evil gaze?”

“No,” said Hartman.  “I think that satanic gaze is reserved just for you.  Every wife has one specially made for her husband.  And just think, the two of you aren’t even married yet.”

Christopher sighed.  “Four more months,” he whispered.  “And you, of course will be at the wedding…”

“Oh… I wouldn’t miss this wedding for the world,” said Hartman softly.  “Of course, the part I’m looking forward to the most is the three weeks you’ll be away on your honeymoon.”

 Christopher smiled.  “Oh, I’ll be certain to hail you every time I have a bad dream.”  He hopped off the biobed and casually strolled toward the doors.  “I assume I’m free to go?”

“You’re as healthy as they come,” said Hartman.  “Go enjoy your lunch.”

* * *

Go enjoy your lunch.  Doctor Hartman’s parting words lingered in Alan’s head like some sort of plague.  Usually, he enjoyed every last moment spent in the presence of Erin Keller, but as he made his way to the mess hall, Alan had the distinct feeling this soirée would not rank among his favorites.  Not only would he be scolded for being tardy, the ensuing conversation about the wedding was bound to be… turbulent.  If there was ever a good time to be the victims of some freak alien attack, this was it.

But to Alan’s chagrin, no hostile aliens came to his rescue, and as he entered the mess hall, he realized he had little choice but to endure the conversation—but not without a fair amount of stalling beforehand.

As the doors slid shut behind him, Alan immediately saw Erin sitting at their customary table in the center of the room.  Her death gaze was already locked onto his head.  Alan quickly looked away, and headed for the replicator to grab his lunch.  Of course, there was nobody in front of him to hold up the line, so he was able to grab a turkey sandwich and a glass of milk with ease.  Alan quickly grabbed his lunch from the replicator basin, and then made his way to Erin.

“You’re late!” she exclaimed as he sat.  There was not too much anger in her voice, but Alan had the distinct feeling that would all change soon enough.

“It has been a busy morning,” he explained.  Considering he goofed around for the majority of the day thus far, it was more of a fib than an explanation, but what Erin did not know was not going to hurt her.  “And then I had to talk with Sarah… and before I knew it, the morning was gone.”  He feigned a tired sigh.  “Where did the time go?”

Erin flashed him a sympathetic smile.  “I have no idea,” she said warmly.  “Once, a long time ago, mornings seemed to last forever, didn’t they?  I mean… before lunch you’d already been in a bike race, fallen out of a tree, found a secret hideout in the forest, played dolls, laughed, cried, pretended to be a ballerina…”

Alan nodded knowingly.  Save the ballerina bit (he had been forced to play dolls with his sister), he could easily relate to Erin’s sentiments.  “And then of course, came the afternoon.  What couldn’t you do on a warm, sunny afternoon?  We once erected an entire empire in the sandbox, and before the day was out, it had already been annexed by the Dominion, saved by the Federation, and then utterly destroyed in an invasion of the giants.”

“Ah,” said Erin wistfully, “to be a kid again…  Life was so simple then.  The universe was still filled with awe and wonderment.  The transporter was still a magical teleportation device…”

Alan nodded agreeably.  “You used your advanced telepathic powers to open the doors…”

“And when you were on the holodeck, you didn’t have to pretend everything was real.  Because it was real.  As far as I was concerned, every time those doors opened, I was on an entirely different planet.  But when I go in there today… it’s nothing more than a few photons and forcefields.  The magic is gone.”

“We’re getting older,” Alan soon realized.  “Instead of looking for magic in the universe, we look for facts and data.  And it’s a sacrifice we have to make.  I mean, just imagine what those fine citizens at Starfleet Command would do if my report on some incredible interstellar phenomenon attributed its formation to magic.”

Erin giggled.  “O’Connor would probably shit bricks,” she quipped.  “‘Couldn’t you people get off your lazy bottoms and scan the rift?  Command has been on my tail about this for years, and they are very upset right about now!  I try to work with you people, but this level of performance is unacceptable!’”

Erin’s imitation of the dreaded O’Connor was nearly flawless, and Christopher couldn’t help but smile.  “Would you care for a doughnut?” he playfully inquired.

Erin immediately shook her head.  “But I would like to see your list?  Did you bring it?”

A mere mention of the dreaded and evil list immediately sullied Alan’s good mood, and he knew right then that their conversation was on a descent into chaos—for it was certain Erin was not going to be happy with his list of wedding guests.  But there was no escape from this situation, and Alan had little choice but to reveal the dreadful list to his beloved.  

Slowly, he pulled a sleek black padd from his pocket, set it on the cool metallic tabletop, and slid to across to Erin.  She intercepted the padd and immediately began to review its contents.  “Matthew, Lucas, Kendall…”  Her smile was already beginning to fade, and as she continued to scroll through the list, her good mood began to fade with it.  “Alan,” she said as she neared the bottom, “the only people on this list are members of the crew!”

“You are very observant,” he replied, desperately hoping Erin would drop the subject.  She wouldn’t, of course.  She would force this unpleasant conversation to its unpleasant end.

“What about your family?” she asked a moment later.  “Don’t you think your parents might want to attend your wedding?  Or what about Drayan?  Or Uncle Andrew?”

“Andrew’s on the very bottom,” Alan said softly.  “As for everyone else… we don’t get along very well.  It’s probably for the best if they don’t come.”

Given the evil glare in Erin’s deep brown eyes, she was not buying any of it.  “If I recall correctly, when we visited your parents last year, you seemed to get along just fine,” she said.

Her recollection was indeed valid.  “But those were extenuating circumstances,” said Alan, keeping his voice low so not to attract any unwanted attention.  “Dumb old Drayan was missing in the mountains.  It was an extreme situation.  We had to set aside our feelings of ill content and act civil.”

“But you went to rescue her,” Erin retorted.

“I did,” said Alan.  “And when I served on the Discovery, we once rescued an Alverian cave sloth from certain death.  That doesn’t mean I had any feelings for the sloth—just that I had the conscience to do what was right.”

Erin nodded agreeably, and for a fraction of a second, Alan thought his story had gotten through to her.  But when her evil gaze did not relent, Alan knew he had failed.  “So where is your conscience now?” asked Erin. 

Knowing he was on the verge of saying something incredibly stupid, Alan decided it best to keep his answers as brief as possible.  “This isn’t about my conscience,” he said.  “And even if I did invite them, they probably wouldn’t come.”

“How do you know that?” Erin demanded.

“I just do.”

“Of course.”  She pushed herself away from the table and quickly rose to her feet.  “I’m going to the bridge.  And when you come home tonight, you won’t have to complain about me hogging the bed—because you will have the whole couch to yourself.”

Despite the fact that he had done more than a couple stupid things in the past, Erin had never before relegated Alan to the couch…  He knew he was in trouble now, and when he ventured to the bridge later on, the place was bound to have the atmosphere of a morgue.  The joys of marriage…

“Report,” demanded Erin Keller as she emerged on the Starlight’s bridge.  The request had a bit more force behind it than she had anticipated—but it had been a long day, and she had the distinct feeling it was only going to get longer.

“We emerged from the interspatial flexure about six light years from our previous position,” Ensign Drayge crisply reported.  “We’ve detected our attackers headed for an outpost in the Obruli System.”

“We have set a course to intercept,” said Harrison moments later.

“At our current speed,” Drayge continued, “we’ll arrive in less than ten minutes.”

Keller nodded—everything was all well and good, but there was one tiny detail that bothered her.  “I didn’t know there was an outpost in the Obruli System,” she confessed.  “I’ll admit, I’m hardly an expert, but… the last time I checked, the Obruli System was uninhabited.”

“And your recollections are without fault, Commander.”  Harrison slowly walked over to the helm and drew up a few schematics.  “According to our database, all seven planets in the Obruli System are devoid of any life.  However, according to our sensors, both Obruli V and Obruli VI are inhabited.”

“There are more than eleven billion people there,” added Drayge.

The cogs in Erin’s mind had already begun to turn, and the most immediate solution was a simple one.  “That interspatial flexure we passed through must have taken us into some sort of parallel universe,” she said.

“I’m not detecting any Federation starships in sensor range,” said Kendall Johnson.  “But we are on the edge of Federation territory.  It’s possible they just aren’t in range.”

“Or that they don’t exist in the first place,” Keller added.  Over the years, Keller had done more than a little thinking about parallel universes—and of all the possibilities, there were only two that she had little desire to see.  A universe without a Federation did not bode well—because it meant the Starlight would be alone.  But perhaps more distressing would be a universe with an evil Federation—the Starlight wouldn’t be alone, but they certainly would not have any friends.  “So… have we analyzed that interspatial flexure?  Can we get back to the other side?”

“Duplicating the anomaly should not be a problem,” said Kendall Johnson.  He conferred with his sensors for a moment, and then added, “Of course, we won’t be able to duplicate the anomaly without a chronometric beacon.”

“That’s still a highly theoretical device,” Keller realized.  “We don’t have one of those on the ship.”

Keller soon noticed a rare glint of inspiration on Harrison’s face.  “But if our attackers can jump between dimensions with ease, it is likely they have such a device on their vessel.  We shall simply have to… acquire one.”

A sensor blip suddenly caught Erin’s attention.  “We’re entering the Obruli System,” Drayge noted.  “Our attacker’s vessel is in orbit of the sixth planet.”

“Most excellent.  Drop out of transwarp in orbit of the sixth planet,” said Harrison, “and lock a tractor beam on the alien starship.”

The course of action was a bit… brash for Keller’s liking, but she said nothing to counter Harrison’s stupidity.  Instead, she decided to make a few simple suggestions of her own—she was the first officer after all.  “Considering they nearly destroyed us at our last encounter, it might be wise to raise our shields.”

“Agreed,” said Harrison.

Suddenly, a flash of verdant light filled the viewscreen, immediately drawing Keller’s attention.  The light quickly faded, and once it was gone, Obruli VI loomed on the viewscreen.  It was a massive brownish-green world, shrouded in layers of whispy clouds.  The Starlight quickly fell into orbit near their attacker’s warbird.  To Keller’s relief, nothing happened—but she wasn’t about to let her guard down.

“Mister Johnson,” Harrison called a moment later, “lock a tractor beam onto their vessel.”

“Aye, sir.”

Moments later, a deep azure beam of light danced upon the alien vessel’s hull.  It was clearly a hostile action, but the attacker made no effort to evade.  Keller immediately tensed, waiting for them to unleash some sort of weapon of mass destruction—but her fears were unfounded.

“Three people just beamed to the surface,” Johnson reported moments later.  “It’s like they don’t even know we’re here.”

“Then perhaps we should introduce ourselves,” said Keller.  “Hail them.”

The computer promptly sang a distressing tune.  “No response,” said Johnson.  “However, I’ve managed to locate the trio that just beamed to the surface.”

Without so much as a moment of consideration, Harrison turned a curious gaze upon Keller.  She had seen the look before, and immediately pieced together the Captain’s intent: “I’ll have my away team ready to beam down in five minutes.”

Obruli VI was not the most advanced place Erin Keller had ever seen.  The myriad buildings were made with bricks and wood, the narrow streets were paved with cobblestone, and the vendors on the sidewalks sold little more than food and baubles.  In fact, Keller could not easily see any advanced technology—yet the two planets in the Obruli System were inhabited, and both served as commercial powerhouses.  

Of course, the advanced technology could be easily hidden—and considering the denizens of the Obruli System, the business ventures carried out were not likely to be of the legal variety.  The streets were filled with Ferengi, Yridians, Nausicaans, Orions, and even a few Cardassians.  Certainly, Keller and her away team—consisting of Neelar Drayge and Lucas Tompkins—were going to draw some attention.

“Am I the only one with the distinct feeling we’re about to be robbed blind?” Drayge inquired as they wandered through the crowd.

Tompkins discreetly turned to Drayge and whispered,  “I wouldn’t say that out loud if I were you, Ensign—unless you want the Nausicaans to impale you.”

The Bolian gulped, and his face flushed several shades bluer.  “If this is a parallel universe, perhaps it is one that features friendly Nausicaans?”

The sentiment made Tompkins smile.  “With a face that ugly, it’s kind of hard to be nice,” he mused, but his voice quickly trailed off as three extremely tall Nausicaans walked by—and considering the multitude of sharp knives and large disruptors adhered to their belts, they were far from friendly.

Keller exhaled a sigh of relief when the manky aliens were gone—and she quickly turned to her comrades.  “We need to find our friends and get the hell out of here.”

“May I ask who you are in search of?”  

Keller stopped dead in her tracks.  The voice sounded familiar—it definitely did not belong to Drayge or Tompkins, but Keller knew she had heard it before.  And considering the sentence was both polite and coherent, the speaker was not an average thug.  With her interest in their newfound guest piqued, Keller slowly came about to face him—and she almost didn’t believe it when she saw Alan Christopher standing at her side…

Chapter Three

Keller did her best to hide her surprise, but given the fact that the man standing before her had died not too long ago, some of her shock was bound to show.  For a moment, she felt compelled to ask why he was not rotting in hell… but then the realization struck her—they were indeed in a parallel universe, and this was just a very odd coincidence.  She did her best to smile at Christopher, but it was a difficult task.  “We don’t exactly know who we’re looking for,” she explained.  “We just know we’re looking for three people who recently beamed down not far from here.”

Christopher peered into the vast crowd and chuckled.  “That is certainly a daunting task,” he admitted.  “Can you be more specific?  What race, perhaps?”

“Our sensors were damaged,” said Tompkins.  “We only know that three people beamed down to this establishment.”

“Well… I do have an acquaintance who might be able to help you,” Christopher enigmatically replied several moments later.  He motioned toward a small, elegant building at the end of the street.  It was an old structure, made of crumbling golden bricks—and was clearly Cardassian in its design.  It had numerous oval-shaped windows, elegant arched doors, and several clusters of Edosian orchids planted in the ground.  “It’s a shop,” Christopher continued.  “The owner sells all sorts of strange mechanical trinkets—but he also has some impressive surveillance equipment.”

“What kind of ‘mechanical trinkets’ does this guy sell?” Tompkins inquired.

Christopher shrugged.  “I’m a doctor, not an engineer.  You’ll have to ask when we get there.”  And with that said, he started walking toward the compound.

Keller didn’t exactly trust Christopher—and she trusted Cardassians even less.  She could not recall a single incident with the Cardassians ending on a good note.  But this was a different universe, and perhaps the Cardassians were not nearly as haughty in this one… Then again, meeting with the owner of this shop was—thus far—the only apparent way to seek out the nefarious trio.  They had little choice but to pay him a visit.

The crowd was thinner at this end of the street.  There were only two sidewalk vendors.  They were both Cardassians, and neither seemed to have much in the way of merchandise.  Keller could see a few earthy fruits and vegetables, but little else.  Obviously, weapons and technology were the main reasons for visiting Obruli VI.  

“So,” said Christopher, interrupting Keller’s thoughts, “where are you from?”

“Earth,” she replied.  “We represent the United Federation of Planets.”

“Earth.”  Christopher considered the name for a long moment before shrugging it off.  “I’ve never heard of it.  Or your Federation, for that matter.”

So the Federation didn’t exist.  Keller felt spirits dwindle a few notches—but she wasn’t ready to give up just yet.  “We’re new around here,” she replied.  “Earth is many light years away.  I’m not surprised you haven’t heard about it.” 

Christopher nodded politely at a group of passing Ferengi, and then turned back to Keller.  “Well,” he said softly, “this isn’t the most pleasant place in the universe.  But it’s home.  You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like.  Just don’t provoke the Nausicaans.”

Keller shook her head.  “We won’t be here that long,” she said.  With any luck, they’d be out of here in a few hours.  “But your offer was very kind.”

And it was kind.  In fact, with each passing moment, Keller found herself growing less weary of Christopher.  In this universe, he appeared to be a decent person—one that she could tolerate, anyway.

They walked a bit further before coming upon the shop.  As the group climbed the short flight of stairs near the entrance, the doors parted to reveal a Cardassian—presumably the shop’s owner.  “My dear doctor, what a pleasant surprise!”  He flashed an enigmatic smile, and beckoned the group into his humble abode.  “Forgive my delay in responding to your kind communications about that bio-mimetic gel.  I assure you, Doctor, I will have it by the end of the week.  It appears that my contact had an unfortunate reaction to the bouquet of Edosian orchids I sent him to express my profound gratitude for his cooperation.”

Christopher returned the Cardassian’s enigmatic smile.  “Thank you, Mister Garak,” he said, “but I am not here about the gel.  Besides, the Ambassador isn’t visiting until next week.”

Garak smiled politely.  “How is the Ambassador?”

“I hear he’s feeling a bit ill,” Christopher said softly.  “But it’s nothing my administrations cannot take care of… Oh and that reminds me, I’m going to need to… dispose of a few things after the Ambassador’s visit.”

A wry smile fell upon Garak’s face.  “Yes, of course.  And make certain to keep me apprised of the situation.  We’re all deeply concerned about the well-being of the Ambassador.”

“Of course,” said Christopher deviously.

And it was at that moment Erin Keller realized these were not decent people after all.  Bio-mimetic gel was easily one of the most dangerous compounds in the galaxy—certainly it was not something to take lightly, but these two spoke of it much like two people would speak of the weather.  It was despicable—and Keller regretted her decision to associate with them.  Then again, what choice did she have?

“So, my dear doctor, what brings you to my humble establishment?  I presume you’re giving your new friends a tour of the colony?”  He smiled cordially at Keller.  “Have you seen the Midrian Highlands?  It is truly an exquisite sight this time of year.”

“We’re not here for the tour,” said Keller flatly.

Garak shrugged indolently.  “A shame,” he said.  “I understand the blossoms are rather brilliant this season.  So, why are you here?”

“We need a chronometric beacon,” Tompkins abruptly stated.  Keller had been hoping to ease into their demands with a bit more chivalry, but… what the hell.  

The statement immediately brought a look of curiosity to the Cardassian’s face.  “A chronometric beacon.  I believe I have several in storage.”

And that was it.  Garak immediately retreated through a pair of reddish doors in the aft section of the shop to retrieve the beacon, no questions asked.  Keller supposed that was the kind of business this planet specialized in.  Merchants were concerned only with profit; customers, with their merchandise.  It was a tidy little arrangement, and no doubt, a profitable one for all sides.

Garak had been gone only a couple of moments when Keller heard the doors behind her slide open.  Since the man was running a shop, she simply assumed more of his clientele had come in search of his myriad services, and was content to leave it at that—but when she felt Drayge tugging at her sleeve, Keller knew something was up.  “What is it, Neelar?” she inquired, turning her eyes upon the Bolian.

Drayge discreetly gestured to the new arrivals—a Jem’Hadar and a Klingon.  The pair made an interesting couple, to say the least, and Keller could not help but smile at the sight.  However, she duly noted that neither one of the aliens smiled back—in fact, they seemed rather oblivious to her and her companions.  Indeed, the duo seemed far more interested in Alan Christopher, and as they approached, Keller could see bloodlust glint in their eyes.

Christopher forced a hesitant smile to his face.  “Can I help you, gentlemen?  I can get Mr. Garak for you if you’d like.  I believe he recently got a new shipment of R3XK plasma rifles that you might be interested in…”

The Klingon pushed his way past Keller and grabbed a large, bulky disruptor from his belt.  He held it up for Christopher to see, and then jammed it into the good doctor’s chest with a forceful grunt.

The smile on Christopher’s face immediately began to fade.  “Ah, I see you’ve already acquired the R3XK,” he nervously replied.  “It is a fine weapon, is it not?”

The Klingon bared his jagged, rotten teeth.  “I haven’t tried it yet,” he whispered.

Keller had the distinct feeling that the burly Klingon was about to try it—and quite frankly, she didn’t want to be nearby when it happened.  But before she could motion for Drayge and Tompkins to retreat, the doors slid open yet again, and another Alan Christopher stepped into the compound.  Just how many of these little creeps existed?

“I see you’ve met Krax,” said the newly arrived Christopher.  “Pleasant fellow, isn’t he?”

The Klingon—Krax—frowned.  “I am not pleasant,” he insisted.  “And if you suggest it again, I will rip out your heart and eat it.”

The second Christopher smiled candidly.  “Perhaps you would care to demonstrate on my counterpart, over there?”

Krax grinned.  “It would be my pleasure.”  And without any preamble, the Klingon forcefully jammed the barrel of his weapon deep into Christopher’s chest and fired several times.  Christopher immediately collapsed, dead before he hit the floor.  Krax dropped his phaser and was about to pull a knife from his belt when Garak suddenly emerged from the aft section of his shop with the chronometric beacon.

“Gentlemen,” he said diplomatically, “you must realize that I just had the carpet cleaned last week.  For it to get soiled again so soon would make things… very unpleasant for all of us—so if you plan on ripping out the good doctor’s heart, I must insist you do so outside.”

Krax paused, clearly contemplating whether or not to comply with Garak’s order.  His warrior ethic told him to kill the Cardassian and rip out both their hearts, but to his chagrin, it was Christopher that ultimately made the decision.

“Our business here is concluded,” he said crisply.  “In fact, we were just leaving.”

Garak’s eyes lingered on the broken body of Doctor Christopher for a long moment.  There was a glint of sorrow in his eyes, but it quickly vanished the moment he looked away.  “Before you leave,” he said coolly, “can I interest anyone in some bio-mimetic gel?”

Matthew Harrison watched intently as Kendall Johnson sorted through the copious amounts of data they had collected on the alien ship thus far.  It was truly astounding that the crew of the other ship had done nothing to prevent the intrusion.  They either did not see what was going on—or did not see it as a threat.  And in the aftermath of the cold, calculated attack at their first encounter, Harrison was left with the distinct impression that this adversary was far from dumb.

“As far as I can tell,” said Johnson, “the vessel’s only purpose in life is to jump between dimensions.  They have chronometric beacons built right in to their engines.”

Harrison frowned at the analysis.  “Why?” he inquired.  Had the attackers’ mission been one of exploration, he might have been able understand the desire to jump dimensions—but it was obvious these people were anything but explorers.

“Maybe they get a kick out of randomly attacking innocents?” suggested Johnson.

Harrison nodded.  “And had that attack been random, I might be willing to believe that.  But they knew exactly what they were doing.”

“And they’re about to do it again,” Johnson said amidst a newfound cacophony of sensor alerts.  “They’ve modulated the polarization of their hull plating to neutralize our tractor beam, and are coming about.”

Harrison cursed their foul luck.  “Red alert,” he ordered.

As the red alert klaxons sounded, the sleek gray warbird loomed ominously on the viewscreen.  The vessel looked like it had just emerged from the gates of hell, and the very sight sent a chill down Harrison’s spine.  He hastily retreated to his command chair and pulled in a nervous lungful of air.

“They’re charging weapons,” said Johnson nervously.

Harrison wasn’t about to fall victim to the alien vessel a second time.  “Mister Johnson,” he called, “target all weapons on their engines and fire at will!”  If the aliens were stranded in this dimension, even for a couple of hours, Harrison hoped it would give his people enough time to figure out what was going on.

Moments later, a string of blazing blue quantum torpedoes stormed across the viewscreen, plowing into the aft section of the warbird with explosive force.  The alien vessel’s shields flickered wildly upon impact, and flames burst from its hull in several spots—but that did nothing to stop their onslaught.

Several magenta torpedoes suddenly streaked out of the vessel’s torpedo tube, and before Harrison knew it, the deck jolted with such magnitude that his death-grip on the arms of his chair failed to keep him in place—he was violently thrown to the floor amidst a shower of sparks and debris.  Quickly, Harrison climbed back to his feet.  “Status report!” he demanded.

“Shields down to eighty-four percent,” Johnson called.  “Hull breach on decks five and six, sections twelve, thirteen, and fourteen!”

“The aliens are retreating,” said the Vulcan Ensign Sutak at the helm, “however, their engines have sustained heavy damage.  They will be unable to jump to another universe for several hours.”

Several hours might not be long enough—but Harrison did not wish another encounter with the aliens’ deadly torpedoes.  Thus far they had been lucky, but one unfortunate impact could end everything in the blink of an eye.  “Several hours will have to be sufficient,” he said softly.  Whatever they were going to do would simply need to be done quickly.

Half an hour later, the senior staff sat assembled around the sleek obsidian table in the Starlight’s conference lounge listening to Commander Keller recite an almost unfathomable tale of treachery.  If the Commander’s words were true—and Harrison had no reason to doubt them—then they were dealing not with a hostile alien invasion force—but with one deranged man on an unthinkable mission.

From the moment Alan Christopher set foot on the Starlight several days ago, Harrison had known the man had issues—but his little violation of the neutral zone paled in comparison to the crimes of his killer.  And even worse, Harrison could find no viable reasons for such a bloody crime spree.  “Do we have any theories?” he inquired a moment later, though he was certain inspiration had not suddenly struck.

“If there is a reason,” said Drayge, “he didn’t exactly share it with us.”  The Bolian was still a little shaken by the incident, and that trepidation was adequately conveyed in his shaky voice.  Harrison couldn’t blame him, of course; he would have felt the same way after seeing such carnage.

“One thing is clear,” Keller continued, “the man wants his counterparts dead.  We can assume once their engines are repaired, they’re going to head into another parallel universe, seek out Alan Christopher, and kill him.  Now, I’ve seen three of these demented Christophers, and none of them have been worth saving—but if there is a good Alan Christopher out there… which I doubt—but if there is, we can’t let him get slaughtered.”

Harrison nodded.  For once, he and Keller were in harmonious agreement, and though it was certain to be a rare occasion, he was glad to see they wouldn’t be at each other’s throats constantly.  “Then our course is clear,” he said.  “We are to use the chronometric beacon to travel to a parallel universe and warn Alan Christopher of his impending doom.”

But the moment he heard himself speak the words, Harrison knew the task was far more daunting than it sounded.  He had faith in Commander Tompkins’ ability to get them to a parallel universe.  Problems would likely arise when confronting Christopher with the news of his death.  There would be no gentle way to broach the topic, and since time was of the essence… Harrison just hoped the next Christopher they encountered was an understanding man…

Tompkins suddenly cleared his throat.  “I’ve been analyzing some of the data collected from the warbird,” he said.

“And?” asked Harrison, raising a curious eyebrow.

Tompkins pulled a sleek black padd from his pocket and quickly reviewed its contents.  “Christopher follows a fairly rigid pattern when he jumps.  The frequency of the chronometric beacon always increases by 2.1 gigahertz.  Sometimes he’ll vary it, but based upon his ship’s log entries, the variations won’t make much of a difference.”

“Furthermore,” Johnson continued, “if the frequency is a multiple of seven, he won’t jump.  For example, when 84.0 gigahertz came up, he skipped ahead to 86.1.”

“We don’t know what’s in those universes,” said Tompkins, “but I’d be willing to bet good money if we went there, we wouldn’t be coming back.”

Harrison could only imagine what horrors existed in those universes.  Borg infested, perhaps?  Overrun by the Dominion?  Whatever the case, he had little desire to find out.  “What is the next stop on Christopher’s alleged hit list?”

Tompkins glanced at his padd.  “A frequency of 132.3 gigahertz,” he reported.  “I can get started right away.”

Harrison nodded agreeably.  “Then make it so,” he replied.

Chapter Four

At the rocky edge of a vast precipice, Alan Christopher stood in awe of the majestic site below him:  the rugged countryside of Lordaeron.  It was a verdant expanse of life, filled with tall grass and ancient trees, and as he watched a bird glide through the shadows of the clouds in the sky, a part of him very much wanted to go and frolic in the delicate sunshine.

But he couldn’t.

It wasn’t real.  None of it was.  It was little more than photons and forcefields, much like Erin had said, and no matter how convincing the simulation, it would never be more than that… A convincing simulation.  He tried to put it out of his mind as he and Matthew climbed the rugged hillside to reach this spectacular vantage point—and for awhile, he was able to enjoy himself.  But now that the Luna’s Pendant was safe and sound in the Sanctum of the Moon, Christopher could no longer pretend… Reality had set in.

He would get over the photons and forcefields.  In fact, when locked in mortal combat with an army of Undead warriors, it was virtually impossible to stop and think about the technological aspects of the holodeck.  What concerned Christopher was… that stupid list…

He sighed and dropped his bloodied claymore.  As the sword clanked on the reddish rock, Christopher turned his gaze upon Matthew Harrison.  “Mine heart hangs heavy with sorrow, my lord.”

Harrison’s eyes glinted with interest.  “Oh?  Whence doth this sorrow grow?”

“My lady,” Christopher whispered.

Harrison nodded knowingly. He slowly seated himself on the cold, hard rock, and indicated for Christopher to do likewise.  The conversation was likely to be one of considerable length, and to stand for its duration would ultimately prove uncomfortable.  “You are certainly aware that I am not an expert when it comes to the opposite sex,” Harrison said a moment later.  “You might have been better off speaking to Commander Tompkins.”

Christopher nodded indecisively.  “I considered that,” he admitted.  “Lucas and I are friends… and he is certainly the ship’s resident expert on women.  But we’re not that close; I wouldn’t feel comfortable talking to him about such private matters.  You, on the other hand, are my best friend—next to Erin, of course—and feel confident that we can discuss just about anything.  Including women.”

A faint smile fell upon Harrison’s face.  “Thank you, Captain.  Your friendship means a great deal to me.”

That Matthew… determined to follow protocol to the very end.  “And since we’re such good friends, you can feel free to call me Alan.  I won’t tell on you.  I promise.”

“Very well… Alan.”  The words didn’t exactly roll off of Matthew’s tongue, but it was a start.  “Where shall we begin?”

Though he had no way of knowing it, Matthew had proposed an incredibly difficult question—and Alan couldn’t help but chuckle at the irony.  “Where to begin?” he repeated playfully.  “I suppose Erin and I have had our first major disagreement about the wedding… and that’s as good a place to start as any.”

Matthew nodded agreeably.  “And what did this quarrel entail?”

It was so stupid, actually.  Alan almost couldn’t believe he was discussing it.  “The guest list,” he said flatly.  “Erin is upset because I didn’t invite my family.”

Again, Matthew nodded.  Alan couldn’t tell of he was actually interested in the conversation, but at least he was listening.  “I can understand the reason for her anger,” he replied softly.  “Why did you not invite them?”

“We don’t get along.”

“And why not?”

Alan chuckled.  “You sound just like Erin…”

“Three years ago, I would have taken offense at that,” Matthew quipped.  “But in retrospect, I suppose it is not such a bad thing.  She is a fine individual.  And certainly one that deserves to know why you chose not to invite your family…”

“I suppose it’s akin to making a cake,” said Alan softly.  “Every bad memory I have about my family is like an ingredient in that cake—and alone, they aren’t anything special.  But when all those memories are combined, they form something more than a bunch of disjointed moments in time.  Much like flour and sugar make an actual cake, those memories make a little bit of hatred, I suppose.

“But to make a very, very long story short… I didn’t live up to my parents’ expectations.  I’m not the person they had hoped I would be.  I didn’t do the things they wanted me to do, and in the end, they were disappointed.” 

“I understand,” said Matthew quietly.  “And perhaps if you mention this to Comman… Erin, she, too will understand.  She may still wish them invited, but at least she will know the reasoning for your actions.  The truth never hurts.”

“I suppose you’re right,” said Alan.  In fact, he couldn’t believe he didn’t come right out and mention it to Erin in the first place.  He carefully lifted his claymore from the ground and wiped some of the blood from its silver blade.  “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll forego the quest to save Garudia from the Dark Templar.”

“Not at all,” said Harrison.  “In fact, I was about to suggest we call it a night, anyway.  Since Mr. Bator’s character plays an important role in those events, I thought it wise only to continue in his presence.”

Alan was about to call for an end to the program, but before he could even begin to speak, his communicator chirped.  “Captain Christopher,” came Bator’s voice moments later, “report to the bridge.  We have a situation developing…”

A situation.  The sentiment did not resonate very well with Christopher, but given the relative calm in Bator’s voice, the situation was not dire—just yet.  But still, a situation was a situation, and in need of his attention.  “I’m on my way.”

* * *

Captain Christopher’s curiosity was piqued the moment he stepped onto the bridge.  Displayed prominently on the viewscreen was the Starlight—but its scorched hull immediately clued Christopher in to the fact that something odd was going on—and he promptly turned to his tactical officer for answers.

“It emerged from an interspatial flexure several minutes ago,” Bator explained.  “And it is definitely the Starlight.”

Christopher took a few steps closer to the tactical station.  “And what is it doing here?”

Bator shrugged.  “Unknown,” he replied as his station began to bleep.  “But they are hailing us.”

“On screen,” said Christopher. He quickly came about to face the viewscreen, and though his counterpart’s story was likely to be rather grim, Christopher nonetheless looked forward to speaking to himself.  Thus, he was more than a little shocked when Captain Harrison appeared on the viewscreen a split second later.  

“Matthew,” he greeted warmly, “I must admit, I’m a little surprised… am I going to fall over dead in the coming hours?”

The look on Harrison’s face was equally shocked.  “Yes,” he said slowly.  “If we do not act quickly, you shall be thoroughly quashed in a number of hours…”

Christopher had been joking—Harrison apparently, was not, and given the condition of the other Starlight, his impending doom was going to be an explosive one…  He pulled in a deep lungful of air.  “I think we need to have a little discussion…”

* * *

The table in the Starlight’s conference lounge was not often crowded.  Since she believed they were outside her sphere of interest, Doctor Hartman rarely showed up for staff meetings, and now that Talyere had departed for the unknown, the sleek obsidian table was rarely filled to capacity.  But today was different.  In addition to every member of the senior staff (including Hartman), doppelgangers of Harrison and Keller sat with them, making space a scarce commodity—and had the doppelgangers’ tale not been so riveting, that might have been a problem…

“In the aftermath of the incident on Obruli VI, a brief battle ensued,” said the alternate Harrison.  “We were able to damage their engines, but we believe they will be coming here within a few hours—”  He turned his gaze upon Christopher.  “—and they will be seeking you, Captain.”

Bator immediately grunted.  “You say shields are useless against their weapons?”

“Yes,” confirmed the alternate Keller.  “However we suspect they have a limited supply of torpedoes, because they are always quick to retreat after striking.”

“Then I will work on enhancing our shields,” said Bator.  “If they attempt to strike, we will be ready for them.”

“And I have faith in your abilities, Mr. Bator,” said Commander Harrison with a smile.  He folded his hands on the tabletop and turned his eyes toward his counterpart.  “Have you been able to determine any motive for these attacks?”

Captain Harrison shook his head.  “No.  Our best theory is that our attacker is simply not fond of his counterparts—and quite frankly, I find that hypothetical situation unlikely.”

“Me too,” said Christopher.  “But we still might have something… Over the past couple of weeks, I’ve been having some odd premonitions… The integrity of my genetic structure has improved; my mind has grown sharper…  None of this started until after my counterpart was killed in your brig.  And if it’s happening to me…”

“It could also be happening to every other Alan Christopher in the known universe,” Megan Reinbold continued.  

“I see what you’re getting at,” said Tompkins.  “In theory, there are hundreds of thousands of possible universes out there.  Hell, there are probably more than we can even imagine—but they all exist in a state of balance.”

Erin Keller nodded agreeably.  “Every universe might have an Alan… And the Borg might overrun one universe, but another could have no Borg at all.  In the end, it all equals out, but if someone were to attempt to tip that balance of power in his favor, the results could be catastrophic.”

“We could be seeing the beginnings of that here,” the alternate Keller realized.  “And if our nutcase manages to kill enough of his doppelgangers… he could become a mighty powerful nutcase.”

“And we have to see that he doesn’t,” Christopher concluded.  The theory was certainly an interesting one, and even though he had benefited from it thus far, the universe was not ready for an almighty Alan Christopher.  “I want some theories on how to capture our friend by seventeen hundred hours.  Dismissed.”

* * *

Seventeen hundred hours was rapidly approaching, and Erin Keller had not even begun to consider a plan.  She was tempted to rationalize that her counterpart had already done so—and since they were essentially the same person, their conclusions would have been the same as well.  But ultimately, she dispensed with any pretense to convince herself she would do the work later, and instead decided to focus her attention on the demons within…

Erin Keller was torn.

On one hand, she knew that all life was precious, and that it was to be preserved at all cost.  Never in her life did she think she would question that belief, but as the situation with Alan Christopher came to a head, she began to doubt her most sacred belief.  

She had witnessed four incarnations of Alan Christopher, and none of them impressed her—in fact, she was literally disgusted by them.  And while it was true that the one in command of the Starlight had a few redeeming qualities, Erin had done some digging—and promptly discovered his path was a dark one, much like the paths of his brethren.  Was he really worth saving?

Even if he wasn’t, Erin tried to convince herself that the forces of evil behind the entire charade needed to be stopped—and if that resulted in the continued existence of Alan Christopher, then so be it…  But her mind was still troubled, and amidst the turbulent waters, Erin decided to seek her only possible solace. 

David Greene had been more than happy to see her.  In fact, he expressed his feelings of uselessness amidst the crisis, and noted that he would be glad to assist in any way possible.  Erin promptly explained the situation to her old friend, and then waited for his pearls of wisdom to flow.

“Erin,” he said softly, “you are a decent human being.  You already know what you need to do.”

That wasn’t what she wanted to hear, though.  Erin wanted Greene to tell her something profound, something that would inspire her to take that proper course of action.  “I suppose I need to justify it,” she said quietly.  “As far as I’m concerned, Alan Christopher is the scourge of the universe.”

Greene nodded.  “So you’re going to let him die?”

She shook her head indolently.  “We might be doing the universe a favor.  Once you’ve been touched by evil, you are forever a servant of its wants.”

“And what about the manic Christopher?”

“He’ll live,” said Keller.  “But what are the chances he’ll come after our universe?   There are millions of other universes out there for him to torment.”

“And when he is through tormenting them?  Then what?”  A sullen look fell upon Greene’s face.  “He’ll come after this one.”

“Or maybe he won’t,” Keller insisted.  “You just don’t know.”

Greene paused for a thoughtful moment, and then turned his brilliant blue eyes upon Keller.  “Erin, you do have a problem,” he whispered, “but it is not what you think.”

She drew herself closer.  “What do you mean?”

“I mean… you need to stop and look at things a bit more closely.  Look at the other Starlight.  What do you see?”

The very thought immediately brought an onslaught of emotion to Erin’s mind.  “I see myself serving underneath both Harrison and Christopher… and I see myself in bed that piece of crap every night.  It makes me want to lose my lunch, actually.”

A smile fell upon Greene’s face.  “Do you know what I see?”

Erin shook her head.  “No.”

He slowly closed his eyes, and his voice slipped to a gentle hush.  “I see a promising young lady, blinded by hatred and anguish.  Someone who is tormented by her past and afraid to confront her future…”

“You’re not talking about my counterpart,” Erin grumbled as Greene spoke.

“No,” he said, “I’m not.  Because your counterpart was willing to adapt—she was willing to see past the flaws in the people around her, and because of that, she has thrived.”

Thrive?  Keller had to laugh.  “She’s still an operations officer!”

Greene raised a dismissive hand.  “But she’s happy.”  He slowly leaned back in his chair and sighed.  “Why do you think I remained a Captain for so long?  I was offered dozens of promotions in recent years, but I turned each and every one of them down because I was happy with my life.  Listen to me, Erin… you’re only going to live life once.  Don’t let it pass you by…”

Erin’s mind hung on the words for a long moment.  It was definitely not the advice she had sought, and consequently, was nothing her mind was ready to absorb.  But a voice inside her head told her to listen.  “It is the pearl of wisdom you sought,” it told her—but when it spoke, the voice sounded more distant than inside of her head…

And in fact, when she turned around, Erin saw her counterpart standing in the doorway.  “My Captain Greene died a long time ago,” she explained.  “I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to say hello.”

Realizing that the other Keller had likely heard the entire conversation, Erin suddenly felt a bit selfish.  “I didn’t mean to call your husband a piece of crap.”

“It’s okay,” she replied.  “He is a jerk sometimes.  But ultimately, I think you’ll find he’s one worth saving…”

Chapter Five

Captain Matthew Harrison’s concerned face was prominently displayed on the Starlight’s viewscreen.  “Captain Christopher,” he said softly, “we have detected some odd sensor readings in the region.”

Christopher nodded.  “And?”

A sensor alert at tactical cut Harrison off before he had a chance to respond.  Christopher hastily turned his back to the viewscreen and stared at Bator.  “What is it?” he demanded.

“A large interspatial flexure has just opened bearing zero-one-two, mark three,” reported the Phobian.  “A heavily armed vessel of unknown origin has emerged.  They are on an intercept course.”

Christopher suddenly felt his stomach flutter, and his heart jumped into his throat.  He had not been expecting his demise for another hour…  Slowly, he turned back to Captain Harrison.

“That is no doubt the source of our tactical alert,” said Captain Harrison softly.  “They will attempt to perform shadow maneuvers to assess your situation, and then strike without warning.”

If they were attempting shadow maneuvers, they were a bit blatant about it.  But Christopher wasn’t about to argue with the man.  After all, he trusted Matthew Harrison with his life, no matter the incarnation.  “We’re not going to give our fine friends a chance to perform those shadow maneuvers…”

With the Captain’s intentions very clear, Commander Harrison made due haste to execute the next logical course of action.  “Shields up,” he ordered.  “Red alert!”

In an instant, the bridge dimmed down to alert levels, and the red alert klaxon began sounding in the background.  Harrison took in a deep breath and retreated to his chair in preparation for the coming onslaught.

Christopher performed a similar maneuver.  “Mr. Bator, lock phasers and quantum torpedoes,” he called out during his own retreat.

Moments later, a hellish gray warbird blinked onto the viewscreen.  Christopher’s heart pounded at the sight, and suddenly, the threats against him seemed that much more real.  That ship meant business…

“Target locked,” Bator announced moments later.

Christopher stared down his nemesis for a while longer before giving the fateful order: “Fire!”

Both incarnations of the Starlight promptly fell upon the fierce warbird with an onslaught of phaser and torpedo fire.  The assault immediately reigned chaos on the hellish vessel’s shields, calling forth great clouds of swirling flame—but in the simmering wake of the blast, the warbird remained, and rapidly came about with an assault of its own—aimed directly at Alan Christopher’s Starlight…

“Shields are down to seventy percent,” Bator announced as the first wave of terror passed.  The pride in his voice was evident—and with good reason.  The ship was still in one piece, much as he had promised.  Even so, a thirty percent loss in the opening volley meant they needed to conclude the battle quickly.

“And our nemesis?” asked Harrison.

Bator glanced at sensors.  “Shields down to eight-one percent,” he said, “however, their aft shield generators are channeling too much power.  They may overload—but not before we take a serious beating.”

Still, Christopher felt confident the battle would go their way.  “Return fire,” he ordered.  “Target their aft shields and engines.”  In most instances, weapons would be a priority… but in this case, the Starlight would not be able to pursue if the enemy escaped to another dimension, so disabling their engines was a must.

Bator immediately complied, and another volley of torpedoes stormed across the viewscreen.  They crashed into the shields once more, and this time, the damage was apparent even to Christopher, as a plume of fire mushroomed from the vessel’s aft section.  It wasn’t the overload he had been hoping for, but it was damage nonetheless.

The Starlight suddenly jolted as the warbird sent another volley of torpedoes in their direction.  Drayge was able to keep them from taking a direct hit, but a couple of them still managed to make an impact.  Christopher could still see the flames roiling on the viewscreen.

“Shields down to thirty-six percent,” said Bator.

“Alan,” called out Erin, “we might not be able to take another hit without suffering extreme damage!”

Christopher tensed.  “Then we’d better not get hit,” he replied.  “Mr. Bator, fire at will—make every shot count!”

“Aye.”

Christopher wanted to close his eyes and pretend none of the events around him were happening, but as the blazing blue shades of the quantum torpedoes crashed into the warbird’s hull, he knew his eyes would remain open.  Flames lashed out of the hull, mainly plasma fires at first, but as the other Starlight joined in the assault, those flames were rapidly outnumbered by the billowing plumes of fire that Christopher recognized as a warp core breech—but there was no time for celebration, because the moment the warbird began to crumble, the bridge was awash in sparking red transporter beams.

Seconds later, Christopher found himself under siege by a burly Klingon warrior.  He immediately kicked the Klingon in the leg and then regretted the decision to do so.  Not only did the Klingon not fall, he seemed to get angrier—and lunged at Christopher with his sword.

Having emerged victorious in his battle with the Undead on the holodeck, Christopher was still game for a little hand-to-hand combat.  He quickly ducked out of harm’s way only seconds before the bat’leth would have given him an unwanted haircut.  As the Klingon reacquired his target, Christopher made haste to pull the phaser from his belt—and without looking at the power settings he took aim and fired.  A blast of orange light streaked into the Klingon’s chest, sending him to the ground with his Jem’Hadar buddy—who had been engaged in combat with both Neelar and Matthew.

While Drayge phasered the fiends into submission, Christopher took his reprieve from battle to weed out the rest of the combatants—shooting each and every one of them with his phaser until none remained standing—and then he sighed; there was still one small problem.  “Where’s the manic Christopher?”

He hadn’t recalled shooting the maniac in his little escapade, and as far as he knew, nobody had fallen before the shooting erupted, which could only mean one thing—he wasn’t out of commission just yet…

“I must admit, Captain, you proved a bit more resilient than your counterparts,” came the manic Christopher’s voice a moment later.  He stood behind the helm with his phaser trained directly on the Captain—but before anyone had a chance to take him out, he opened fire.  A beam of crimson light sliced through the silent bridge, and as it crashed into Christopher’s chest, the Captain slowly faded away…

Incensed, the rest of the crew immediately drew their phasers and without a moment’s hesitation, opened fire on the manic Christopher.  He became completely engulfed in phaser fire, and after a moment of torment, collapsed to the floor.  He wasn’t dead, but given the heavy stun he endured, he no doubt wished himself dead.

…And suddenly, before any of the crew had a chance to react to their Captain’s apparent death, a twinkle of peach-colored light shimmered in front of the command chair—and Alan Christopher returned, grinning deviously.  “And for my next death-defying act,” he said, gesturing grandly to Drayge, “I will saw Neelar in half!”

* * *

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74597.2: After spending several days making repairs in the parallel universe, the Starlight has returned home.

It was a simple log entry—but then again, Matthew Harrison considered himself a simple man.  And after all of the complex inter-dimensional travel of recent weeks, simplicity was something Harrison certainly desired.  He, for one, would not be crushed if he never heard of Alan Christopher again.  Of course, for his inaugural mission in the Captain’s chair, the fiasco did make for some excitement… Perhaps his log entry should reflect the excitement?  

Perhaps.  But Harrison wasn’t exactly in the mood for log entries—and he could always make a supplemental addition later on, when his mind was a bit more coherent.  For now, he was more concerned with his dinner.  After eating nothing but quick, bland meals during the crisis, Harrison was looking forward to something a bit more succulent.  

While the computer played a cheerful selection of Celtic music, Harrison perused the replicator database for a nice, elegant meal.  There were plenty of selections, but to his chagrin, many of the more appetizing meals contained meat—and even though it was replicated, Harrison still could not bring himself to eat it.  Thus, he settled on a nice, warm cup of vegetable soup—but even before he could place his order, the door chimed.

Harrison came about to face the doors, wondering who would bother to disturb him at this late hour.  Captain Greene, perhaps?  There was only one way to find out.  He casually straightened his uniform and approached the door.  “Enter.”

And his surprise, Commander Keller stood at the threshold.  She did not appear to be angry, but Harrison knew that the woman worked in strange ways.  He nodded politely, and motioned for her to enter.

“I hope I’m not disturbing you,” she said softly.

Harrison shook his head.  “No, not at all, Commander.”  He wandered back to the replicator and ordered his soup.  “Is there anything I can do for you?”

She took a few steps closer and shrugged.  “Not really…”

Harrison grabbed his mug from the replicator basin and frowned.  “Then may I ask why you are here?”

Keller seemed to hesitate for a moment—but once that moment was up, an uneasy smile fell upon her face.  “I’m here to join you, I guess…”

That was certainly a curious change of heart—and a welcome one that Harrison wasn’t about to question.  “Of course,” he said warmly.  He indicated she seat herself at his table and then retreated to the replicator.  “Can I offer you something to eat?”

Erin’s smile widened as she sat.  “What’s for dinner?” she politely inquired.

It was certainly a valid question, and one Alan had given a lot of thought.  He was in a spicy mood tonight, and if his memory served him well, Mexican cuisine always seemed to fit the bill.  “I was thinking… grilled chicken fajitas, and perhaps a little vino rojo…”

 “I don’t know if I trust you with a wine bottle,” Erin quipped.  “It’s like a lethal weapon, or something.”

Alan feigned a smile and said, “Very funny.”  He had the distinct feeling he would never live down the misfired cork from their last wine-drinking experience—but at least it was something they could look back and laugh about.  Hopefully—when the two of them were old and gray—they would be able to laugh about the invitation-incident.  And as Alan ordered their dinner from the replicator, he had every intention of serving it with a side of serious conversation.

He had already explained to Erin his reasons for not inviting his parents, but that conversation ended with him feeling ambivalent about the outcome.  Erin didn’t seem overjoyed, but she was far from angry.  Alan needed some sort of closure, that way he could sleep easy at night on his meager ten-percent of the bed.

The fajitas and wine shimmered into existence amidst an azure light.  Alan stood in relative awe of the sight for a moment, and then plucked their dinner from the replicator basin.  As he set the tray down on the center of the table, he flashed Erin a candid smile.  “About the invitations…”

Erin grabbed a plate and glass.  “I understand,” she said softly.  “But I think you should be a bit more understanding, too.  No matter what you do, they’re still your parents.  And they still love you.”

She was right, of course.  She always was.  And things would be so much simpler if Alan learned to listen to her the first time she said something.  Of course, his skull was rather thick at times—especially when Erin was dispensing words of wisdom.  “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to invite them,” he finally admitted.  “But I’m not going to have fun.”

“No,” said Erin enigmatically, “you’re not.  You’re going to have the best damn night of your life.  Which is way past simple fun.”

Alan chuckled.  With his luck, the Garidians would attack and ruin everything.  But he wasn’t about to mention that particular premonition to Erin.  Besides, he would much rather have the best damn night of his life.

He took a few bites of his fajita.  It had all the zest he could have possibly imagined and then some—and for a moment, he could almost allow himself to believe it was the real thing.  But it wasn’t.  Still, he wouldn’t let that ruin an otherwise enjoyable meal.  When Alan finally looked up from his plate, he noted the quirky look on Erin’s face.  “What?”

She grinned.  “I am curious about something…”

Alan set his fajita on the plate.  “Oh?”

“That little disappearing act you pulled on the bridge earlier… How did you do it?”

Alan smiled.  There was an explanation, all right.  A nice technical explanation peppered with techno-babble he wasn’t likely to understand.  But as far as he was concerned, “It was magic…”

* * *
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