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Prologue

“That was boring.”

Matthew Harrison did not speak in jest.  In fact, his analysis of the energy symposium they had just attended—located on some backwater planet called Batares—was so accurate that Alan Christopher could only nod his head in agreement.  Half of the information presented was incredibly out of date; the other half was so technical that it put Christopher to sleep.  And none of it seemed relevant to life on a starship.  Thus, Christopher was forced to assume that the only reason Starfleet sent them there in the first place was as a favor to the Batarians—whom he’d never heard of prior to a few days ago.

“You would think that our status as ‘revered war heroes’ would garner us a mission more interesting than that,” Christopher mused a moment later.  “I mean, I’ve had more interesting conversations with a brick wall.”

Harrison grinned.  “Perhaps our next mission will be more to your liking,” he said.

“Yeah… maybe we’ll get to patrol Vulcan space or something equally exciting.  I’m beginning to wish we had been assigned to help rebuild the Elorg Bloc.  Sure, we might have been up to our ears in chaos every day, but at least we wouldn’t get stuck on some backwater world like Batares.”

“I, for one, do not miss the constant tumult of war,” said Harrison thoughtfully.  “Though I would not mind having the Starlight assigned to something more interesting.”  He paused for a moment and then said, “I hope all is well back on the Starlight.”

“They’ve been conducting some sort of shield enhancements in the Jaltos Nebula for the past week,” said Christopher.  “I’m sure Lucas has everything under control.  He’s an able commander.”

Harrison raised a curious eyebrow.  “I wish I shared your enthusiasm.”

“Oh?” said Christopher.  “Why?”

“Commander Tompkins is a bit too…‘gung ho’ for my liking,” said Harrison softly.  “I have attempted to become more tolerant of his methods—such as his treatment of females, but—”

“Treatment of females?” repeated Christopher.  He wasn’t exactly sure what Matthew meant by that, but it certainly didn’t sound good.

Harrison nodded.  “Indeed.  He often discusses their aesthetic qualities and his sexual encounters with them in public.  It is crude, to say the least, and I attempted to enlighten the Commander several weeks ago, but sadly, my words fell upon deaf ears.”

So it wasn’t nearly as bad as Christopher had thought.  Lucas wasn’t doing anything terribly out of line—he was simply being a male.  “I wouldn’t worry about it too much, dearest Matthew.  In fact, it wouldn’t hurt if you loosened up a little.”

The Commander immediately rolled his eyes.  “You know, that is almost exactly what Captain Landsberg told me.”

Christopher smiled, just as a sensor alert began bleeping at the helm  “Great minds think alike, I suppose,” he mused, his attention turning to Neelar Drayge up in the Aztec’s cockpit.  “Are we going to die?”

The Bolian shook his head.  “Not yet,” he said.  “There’s a massive M-class planet about six light years up ahead.  What’s more, it has a huge ring system that puts Saturn to shame.”

Christopher felt a sudden glint of interest spark inside of him.  “It might be worth checking out,” he said.  “Do you think it’s worth dropping out of transwarp for, Neelar?”

Neelar gulped.  It wasn’t often the Captain asked for his subordinates’ opinion on their course of action, but Alan liked to keep everyone on their toes.  Especially Neelar.  He had a lot of potential as an officer, and Christopher wanted to ensure that potential was tapped.  Drayge consulted sensors for a brief moment, and then turned his bright blue eyes upon the Captain.  “If anything, it would give me a chance to brush up on my maneuvering skills,” he said.  “But I think there’s also enough scientific interest there to warrant a stop.”

“Then by all means, Neelar, do it.”  Christopher grinned and stared out the cockpit windows as the verdant hues of their transwarp conduit streaked out of existence.  There was a sudden flash of chartreuse light, and an instant later, a massive blue and green sphere loomed up ahead, surrounded by a majestic halo of auburn rock.

“Impressive,” said Harrison.  “I shall begin collecting sensor data at once.”  He quickly made his way into the cockpit and assumed the position next to Drayge, leaving Christopher alone to his thoughts.

But given the inanity of the journey to Batares, Christopher found himself with almost nothing to ponder.  He sat quietly and stared out the cockpit window for a moment, watching as Drayge weaved the Aztec through the intricate maze of asteroids making up the rings around the planet.  In fact, the young Bolian seemed to maneuver the ship with such ease that there was no challenge whatsoever.  Perhaps he was holding back?  

Christopher shrugged.  “Neelar,” he called out, “impress me.”

 The statement gave Drayge a moment’s pause.  “Impress you?” he asked.  “How?”

That was a good question, and Christopher gave it some consideration before providing an answer.  “Pretend that we have a Borg sphere—no, wait—a tactical cube on our tail, and they are desperate to add us to the collective.  Our only hope for survival is to lose them in this ring system.”

Drayge nodded his understanding, and his deft fingers quickly fell upon the controls with a newfound fury.  “You might want to hold on,” he suggested as their speed suddenly kicked up a few notches.

Not feeling compelled to argue, Christopher swiftly planted his hands on the console before him and craned his neck to peer out the cockpit window.  They were headed straight for the planet, storming around rocks nearly twice the size of the Aztec before taking a considerable nosedive just short of hitting the atmosphere.  The ship shuddered a bit, and rapidly came about in the opposite direction, veering to port, then starboard before plowing through a few small chunks of icy rock and coming to a stop in front of a massive asteroid.  Christopher’s stomach joined them a few moments later.

“Very impressive, Neelar,” he commended.  “I couldn’t have done better myself.  I used to be quite a pilot back in Starfleet Academy, you know.”

“I didn’t know that, actually,” said Neelar.

Harrison raised a skeptical eyebrow.  “Neither did I,” he said softly.  “I have known you to be an adequate pilot, but nothing more.”

Christopher shook his head and cast a sarcastically disappointed gaze in Harrison’s direction.  “Thank you for that overwhelming vote of confidence, Matthew.   But I’ll have you know, I was renowned for my piloting skills at the Academy.  They were passing out commendations to me by the bucket, and so much skill that—”

Suddenly, Harrison relinquished his seat to the Captain.  “Prove it,” he said, his arm extended to help guide Christopher to the helm.

Christopher was very tempted to laugh, but given the look on his face, Harrison was dead serious.  Not being the type to refuse a challenge questioning his ability, Christopher slowly took the helm—though simultaneously, he wished he had given himself a little less buildup.

It had been awhile since he had piloted the Aztec, but Christopher knew that excuse wouldn’t be a valid one should he err.  In fact, he was quite certain that no excuse would be valid in the event of an unfortunate error.  He would simply have to eat his words and endure the rest of the journey home in a somewhat humbled state.  But then again, to err was human—and human, Christopher was not.  He grinned, and confidently placed his hands upon the interface.  “Transferring helm controls in five… four… three… two… one…”

“It’s all yours,” said Drayge a second later.

Christopher nodded, and summarily turned his vibrant teal eyes upon the vast array of controls before him.  They were suddenly far more daunting than they had been while residing on Drayge’s side of the console.  Nevertheless, he promptly started tapping at the interface, pulling the Aztec away from their parking space before a large asteroid.

He pulled it off without a hitch, and the Aztec smoothly veered away from the massive rock and over its craggy surface.  Feeling a bit more comfortable with the controls, Christopher decided his piloting skills weren’t nearly as bad as he had anticipated.  He quickly increased their speed and began to charge around the asteroids with ease, his maneuvers easily matching the gracefulness of Neelar’s display.

But Christopher wasn’t out to match the young Bolian.  The Captain’s competitive side commanded him to outdo Drayge’s maneuvers—to prove that he really was the best—and he had every intention of doing just that, when the doors to the aft compartment suddenly slid apart.

“What the hell are you doing?” demanded Sarah Hartman as she barged into the cockpit; Erin Keller followed her closely.  She remained silent, but had an equally inquisitive look upon her face.

“I’m showing off my piloting skills,” said Alan, bringing their forward motion to a crawl.

Hartman scoffed.  “I didn’t know you had any skills, let alone piloting,” she mused.

“He has a few good qualities,” said Erin before Christopher could defend himself, “but I must admit, this one is completely new to little old me.”

Christopher flashed a charismatic grin, and then turned back to the controls.  “Then be quiet, and be dazzled,” he said, his voice exuding an extreme sense of confidence.  He was certain, now more than ever, that he could pull off an incredible feat—and if he could impress Erin while doing it, so much the better.
As his hands flew over the interface, Christopher decided he would perform a series of barrel rolls while navigating the perils of the planet’s ring system.  That would certainly suffice to prove his status as renowned; all he had to do was pull it off, a task much easier said than done.

Alan stared at the sensors for a long moment, mentally plotting a course and heading in his mind.  Once he was satisfied they weren’t going to plow into a giant asteroid, he came hard about, increased their speed dramatically, and set the Aztec into a gradual barrel roll as they stormed past a pair of massive asteroids.

With his confidence levels billowing, Christopher increased their speed even more.  That, combined with the continuous directional changes and the constant barrel rolling began to place some stress upon the inertial dampers—Alan was beginning to feel a little more of the action.  And that, combined with the pinwheeling starfield out the cockpit window gave his stomach some issues that he simply could not ignore.

Alan struggled with the helm for several seconds as he pushed his feelings of nausea into some far corner of his mind, but to his chagrin, it was a distraction that he simply could not ignore—bus suddenly, there was a massive asteroid looming dead ahead.  Priorities had to change…

Christopher’s fingers danced over the interface in a catatonic frenzy, instructing the Aztec to forget about the stupid barrel roll and just dive!  It complied, and the asteroid soared overhead.  Christopher didn’t even want to think about how close they had come to—

—Another asteroid suddenly crept into sight.  Christopher clenched his jaw in frustration and tried to dive below this one, too, but it rapidly became apparent that he would have no such luck.  They were too close.  He swiftly pulled out of the dive, hoping he could squeak around the side of the asteroid.  Alan quickly made the necessary modifications to their course, but as he did so, the ship began to tremor.  An explosion in the aft section summarily rocked the ship, obliterating whatever concentration Christopher had left in him.

Less than ten seconds later, the tremors died down, and the Aztec hung quietly in space near the asteroid that had nearly destroyed them.

“We lost our starboard warp nacelle,” said Erin a moment later.  “And to make matters worse, there was some sort of feedback loop in the explosion, and it fried our port nacelle.”

“So we shan’t be going anywhere for a spell,” Harrison surmised.

There was a moment’s pause; then Doctor Hartman cleared her throat.  “Like I said, no skill…”

Chapter One

“Is everyone okay?”  
Erin Keller’s question went unanswered for several moments after being spoken, her companions clearly taking some time to sort out their medical situations.  Everyone appeared to be well enough, though Alan seemed to be a little pale in the face.  Given the circumstances, it was understandable.

“We all appear to be fine,” said Harrison moments later.  His eyes turned to the workstation before him.  “The Aztec, however, is a different story.”

“Wherever did our rogue warp nacelle go?” asked Alan quietly, his voice sounding a bit more humble than usual.

“It crashed into the planet’s surface,” said Harrison.  “However, it appears to be salvageable.”

He forced a smile to his face.  “Well, guess where we’re going?”

“If you don’t mind,” interjected Erin, “I believe I would feel much better if Neelar took over the helm controls for the rest of our journey.”  She flashed Alan a sheepish grin, then added, “I just want to get home in one piece.”

He didn’t seem to have any problems with the suggestion, and quickly returned helm control to Neelar.  “Be careful.  I think helm control is a little sluggish,” he commented once the exchange was complete.

Drayge shrugged.  “I didn’t seem to have any problems with it earlier,” he mused, his fingers tapping at the controls.  Seconds later, the ship began to approach the planet.

“A glitch must have appeared after I took the helm,” said Alan.

Erin grinned.  “That glitch being you,” she chirped—she couldn’t help herself.  They were going to have a lot of fun with this…

Alan sighed wearily and sunk down into his seat.  “You’re all going to be assigned to waste management if you continue to insult this computer glitch.  In fact, there might have even been a problem with the thrusters.  They obviously misfired.  The Aztec is going to need a complete overhaul when we get home.”

The Aztec suddenly jolted, and a fiery burst of light enveloped the tiny ship as they entered the planet’s atmosphere.  When it subsided, Erin could see a planet not unlike Earth: majestic mountain ranges, vast blue oceans, and perhaps most importantly, a bustling city on the distant horizon.  There would be no tours, however, as the civilization was obviously a pre-warp culture.  They simply had to grab their warp nacelle and leave with as little fanfare as possible.

A few minutes later, the Aztec landed in the heart of a dense woodland, hundreds of kilometers from civilization.  

“The nacelle is five kilometers northwest of here,” said Neelar a moment later.  

“Five kilometers?” exclaimed Hartman.  “You couldn’t set the damn ship down any closer?  I want to get off this rock today…”

Neelar quickly tensed at hearing the Doctor’s harsh words.  “The sensors must have been wrong,” he said nervously.  “The Captain’s claims about a malfunction might have some merit to them after all.”

Alan sighed.  “Of course they have merit!  Do you think I would swipe an asteroid on purpose?”

“No,” said Neelar softly.

“Though stupidity might have something to do with it,” added Hartman.  She brooded for a moment longer, and then asked, “Can we move a little closer to the nacelle?”

“I’m afraid not,” said Neelar.  “Our power levels are so low, we won’t be going anywhere for awhile.”

“Great,” said Hartman sarcastically, throwing her arms into the air.  “Just great.”

“You’re such an idiot, Alan,” Erin added a moment later.  Though she didn’t mind roughing it for a few days, she did feel the need to express her feelings.  And when that urge passed, Erin was certain she would have an enjoyable trip.

Alan shook his head and sighed… again.  “Thanks,” he muttered.

“I really mean it!”

“Well look on the bright side—while we’re stranded down here, maybe you can find another pet.  But because of the insults, if you fall into another lava tube, I’ll be forced to leave you there.”

Alan, of course, spoke of their last shuttle accident.  Nearly two years ago, the two of them were stranded on a remote planet after their shuttle suffered a cataclysmic warp core breech.  At the time, Erin hadn’t considered it a very enjoyable trip, but in retrospect, it had placed the foundations of her relationship with Alan—making it one of the most important events in her life.

“I think one feral kitty is enough, actually,” Erin mused a moment later.  “Besides, we don’t have enough room on the bed for another pet.”

“We must scout out the perimeter and locate our missing warp nacelle,” said Matthew abruptly, his tone extremely serious.  It was quite obvious to Erin that he was not looking at their current situation as a camping trip, but as a simple extension of their mission.  She would have to talk to him about this attitude later, but for the time being, Erin decided to simply go along with it.

“We also need to find food and water,” added Sarah Hartman.  “That is, unless you want to eat rations the entire time we’re here.”

The Doctor’s tone was also quite serious.  If only Erin had known they were going to have a little adventure, she would have left all the party poopers back on the Starlight.  And to her chagrin, Neelar suddenly turned his attention from the helm, also looking quite serious.

“Repairing our remaining warp nacelle should also be a priority,” he said softly.  “I don’t think it should be too hard.”

 Erin couldn’t believe her ears.  “You guys need to get out more often,” she chirped.  “You’re all acting like this is a serious mission, or something!”

“We have just landed a highly advanced shuttlecraft in the midst of a pre-warp civilization.  Our very presence here is lashing out at the Prime Directive, and should we be found out, the consequences could be dire.”  Matthew’s voice was little more than a bitter whisper, and Erin couldn’t help but giggle.

Yes, he did have a valid point, but parked in the middle of the woods, hundreds of kilometers from the city they had seen, it was very unlikely they would be found.   “Are you worried we might contaminate the natural evolution of the bunnies?”

“I am unconcerned about the local bestiary,” grumbled Harrison.  He cast a sudden glare at Erin, and she could feel the animosity between them begin to swell.  “I simply wish to accomplish our goals without any infractions.  Adherence to protocol is a necessity; you may wish to try it sometime, Commander.”

Erin seethed, and her lips parted to bestow Harrison with a bit of her own wisdom, but Alan quickly interjected.  “Why don’t we get started on those repairs?” Though phrased as a question, it was clearly an order.  “Since we don’t know the difference between an isomiatic flux converter and a self-sealing stem bolt, Sarah and I will scout out the perimeter.  The rest of you can fix the stinking ship—and if Neelar reports any squabbles between two certain members of the repair team, I shall promptly remind them that the aforementioned waste management positions are still available.”

With that said, Alan rose from his seat and vacated the Aztec’s cockpit in a hurry.  Sarah lingered in her seat for a moment, allowing a devious grin to spread across her face.  “You pissed him off,” she said.  “That’s a first.”  And then she was gone.

In the Doctor’s wake was nothing but silence.  It was a pervasive, deafening still that made a chill crawl down Erin’s spine.  She had absolutely nothing to say to Matthew.  He had nothing to say to her.  And Neelar was too uncomfortable to say anything to either one of them—not that Erin blamed him.  She and Matthew had been acting like quarreling children… but it wasn’t her fault that he had a stick up his ass.  So the silence would remain.

To make matters worse, Alan was upset.  Allegedly.  He didn’t seem overly mad, but like Sarah had said, it was an extremely rare occasion.  Erin wasn’t certain if she could sleep at night knowing she was the cause of Alan’s first and only bout of anger in years.  Her position on the shit list had to be astronomical!  So much for a happy little camping trip, she mused, wearily shaking her head.

 Warm rays of golden sunshine peeked through the verdant treetops, peppering the lush forest floor with a series of playful shadows.  In the distance, a flock of birds were perched in the thick tree branches performing a cheerful avian symphony.  But perhaps most refreshing was the crisp, clean air floating in the gentle breeze.  And nobody needed fresh air more than Alan Christopher.

“Why is it that my soon-to-be-wife and my closest friend have the urge to strangle each other whenever they’re in visual range?” he asked.

Alan didn’t expect an answer, but to his surprise, Sarah quickly came up alongside him, hopped over a small hole in the ground, and then chuckled.  “Because you have terrible luck,” she mused.  “Erin is a little party girl.  Matthew is a party pooper.  And, I need not remind you that she holds him responsible for the death of her parents…”

“I thought they worked through that,” grumbled Alan.  He kicked a small gray stone and watched as it skittered down the trail.  “They seemed to tolerate each other last week.  And there weren’t any quibbles on Batares…”

“There wasn’t any stress on Batares, either,” Sarah reminded.  “Just a bunch of nerds.  And me.”

They walked a bit further, eventually coming upon the stone Alan had kicked a few moments earlier.  Amused by its prior skittering, Alan kicked the stone again.  “You’re as nerdy as any of us,” he said, watching the stone veer into some bushes.  “And do you really think stress is their problem?”

Sarah considered it for a moment.  “No,” she admitted.  “But it definitely brings about their feelings of hostility.  Hell, they may never get over it.”

“It has been ten years already,” Alan suddenly realized.  “Isn’t there some sort of set date when it just wears off?”

“We’re not talking about cheap perfume, Alan.  The only way these two are going to have an amicable relationship is if they sit down and talk about their problems.”  Suddenly, Sarah’s tricorder started to bleep.  She swiftly pulled it from her belt and flipped it open.  “There are some edible berries just up ahead,” she gleaned from the display.

Alan nodded.  “Take us there,” he said, falling behind so Sarah could take point.  “So do you think if we lock them in the Aztec’s aft compartment they’ll be inclined to talk?”

Sarah shrugged.  “There’s only one way to find out,” she said.  “But I’d bet my paycheck that they’d just sit around and insult each other.”

Since they didn’t exactly get paid, Sarah’s bet was useless—but there was still some sentiment underneath its superficial appearance.  “They don’t want to talk it over, do they?”

“No.”

“I could order them to.”

Sarah shrugged.  “Then you’d probably be out a friend and a wife.”

“I’ve got others.”

“Imaginary ones don’t count,” Sarah quipped as they approached a tall bush littered with tiny yellow fruits.  She quickly ran her tricorder over them and then cringed as the results started scrolling across the screen.

“What is it?”

“I hope you like food rations,” she said.

“Poisonous?”

Sarah nodded.  “To you,” she said.  “The rest of us will be able to eat them, though.”

Alan couldn’t help but sigh.  Everyone else would be enjoying a tasty little fruit, and he got to eat cardboard.  “Well, if Erin and Matthew don’t stop bickering, slip me a few of those babies.  Trust me, you’ll be doing me a favor.”

“Or I could do me a favor and give you a few right now.” Sarah plucked a few of the berries from the bush and popped them in her mouth.  She slowly chewed them, allowing the flavor to gather on her taste buds—and then she smiled.  “Not bad.  A little sweet, but not bad.  You’d go out a happy man.”

“Oh goodie,” Alan said unenthusiastically.  “Maybe later.  Like… after we find our friendly warp nacelle.”  Mimicking Sarah’s earlier actions, Alan whipped out his tricorder and dramatically flipped it open.  He peered at the screen for a confused moment, grinned sheepishly, and then righted the tricorder.  “Upside-down,” he mused.  After studying the topographical display for a moment, Alan quickly determined the location of their wayward warp nacelle.  “It’s not that far away,” he said slowly.

Sarah’s hands fell upon her hips.  “But?”

“But it’s on the other side of a small creek.”

“We’re up the creek, then,” grumbled Sarah.  “This is the absolute last away mission I let you volunteer me for.”

Alan nodded.  “Until next time,” he said, already heading for the creek.  “Let’s go check it out.”

Had it not been a direct order from the Captain, Matthew Harrison was absolutely certain that the damaged warp nacelle would have remained as such indefinitely.  Inspiring Commander Keller to action in this instance would be similar to getting a Klingon to do ballet, and Lieutenant Drayge had suddenly grown so timid that his use was dwindling with each passing moment.  But since Captain Christopher had deemed the nacelle’s repair a priority, both crewmembers went to work the moment Harrison suggested they do so.

Atmospheric conditions were favorable.  Neither rain nor snow or any other sort of impediment would hinder their progress.  Furthermore, temperatures were reasonably mild.  Commander Keller would have no reason to complain of being too hot or cold.  The terrain was also favorable.  It was flat, and for the most part, dirt, with patches of grass and weeds scattered throughout.  But despite these conditions, Harrison found the repairs to be moving at an unacceptable rate.

“The nacelle vented a lot of drive plasma,” said Drayge as he inspected it with his tricorder.  “I think we’ll have enough to get home, though.”

Harrison nodded.  “Have you been able to determine what is wrong with it?”

 “The primary ODN relays are fused,” Commander Keller said.  Being the most knowledgeable member of the group, she had been responsible for the majority of the repairs.  Harrison made certain to check her work as she progressed, but to his chagrin, found nothing wrong with it.  “There are a few other problems, too, but I think Neelar’s got them under control.”

He nodded his head.  “I do.  We’re almost done, actually.”

“Is there some way I can be of assistance?”

Keller ran her hyperspanner over the nacelle’s exposed circuitry for a moment, and then looked up at Harrison.  “Go into the cockpit and activate the warp nacelle when I tell you to,” she said.

Harrison nodded, turned on his heel, and quickly reentered the Aztec’s main cabin.  He made a quick left turn, and was in the cockpit moments later.  The engineering station was situated along the wall on the left side; Harrison approached the workstation and tapped at the interface until the desired screen appeared.  Seconds later, Commander Keller’s voice uttered the order to initiate the nacelle.  Harrison complied.

Five seconds later, the Aztec jolted, the interface briefly winked out of existence, and sparks burped from the aft section of the ship.  Harrison quickly vacated the cockpit, and made his way back outside, where a smoldering fracture the size of a basketball now existed on the side of the warp nacelle.

“I take it our repairs were insufficient?”

Drayge’s wide eyes were locked on the nacelle.  “You could say that,” he mumbled.

Commander Keller was seated on a large stone roughly two meters away, tended to her wounded knee.  Though he did not desire another confrontation with Keller, it was his duty to speak to her.  “Are you okay?” he inquired.

Keller wiped some blood from her knee and then nodded her head.  “I think so,” she said.  “But my favorite uniform is ruined!”

“That is… a pity, I suppose,” said Harrison.  “I’m certain you can replicate another one when we return to the Starlight.”

The Aztec’s lone nacelle suddenly burped a cloud of azure drive plasma—and Harrison suddenly felt compelled to revise his previous statement from ‘when they returned’ to ‘if…’

Chapter Two

Alan’s definition of a small creek had changed considerably over the past few hours.  When he had first observed the creek on his tricorder’s screen, it appeared as nothing more than a thin blue line.  Though he knew the creek would be a bit larger than a thin line when they reached it, he had not been expecting this…

“It’s a damn river,” said Sarah, her observational skills continuing to impress Alan.

And it was, without a doubt, a river.  It was roughly ten meters across and five deep, with a current that was probably strong enough to carry the Aztec, had it been in one piece.  But there was, thankfully, one saving grace—they had approached the river near its delta, and as a result, there were several small islands that created a convenient passage to the other side.  “With a little hop, skip, and a jump, we could stroll right across,” mused Alan.

Standing a meter or so from the bank, Sarah folded her arms and turned to Alan.  “I’m not crossing that,” she said.  “There’s no way in hell.”

“Yes, there is a way,” Alan insisted.  “You hop, skip, and then jump across, much as I stated ten seconds ago.”

Sarah didn’t budge.  “I could fall in and get wet,” she said.

“And then I could toss you a bar of soap, and you could take a much needed bath,” Alan grumbled.

“I use the sonic shower.”

“Actually, you don’t need to share your bathing habits with me,” Alan said.  He glanced down at his tricorder.  “The nacelle is about fifty meters up ahead, and it appears to be intact.”  The stared at the data for a moment longer, and then added, “There are six life signs about five hundred meters beyond the nacelle.”

Since there were only five people on the Aztec, Alan immediately knew that it had to be the locals.  Furthermore, the life signs registered as unknowns, indicating they belonged to a species never before encountered by the Federation—much like the locals.  “They’re heading away from our position, however.”

Sarah nodded her understanding.  “That’s good,” she said.  “If Harrison was right about anything, it’s the Prime Directive…  But since these people roam the forest, they’re probably going to find us sooner or later.”

“Later, hopefully,” said Alan.  “Which means we need to get to our beloved nacelle sooner than later.  Which means we need to do a little hopping, skipping, and jumping.”

“You can hop, skip, and jump,” Sarah snapped.  “I will stand right here and laugh.”

Alan glanced at his tricorder one last time, again checking the river’s depth.  Satisfied with the readings, he snapped the tricorder shut and set it in its holster.  “I’m not in the best of moods right now,” he said sternly, “and I’m not about to let you defy a direct order.”

Sarah was hardly inspired.  “Then court marshal me,” she invited.

Alan only grinned.  “Actually, I have a better idea.”

“What?”  There was almost a glint of curiosity in Sarah’s eyes—but it was quickly replaced by surprise when Alan grabbed her shoulders and heaved her into the river.

There was a scream of surprise.

A string of colorful swear words.

And then a splash.

Slowly, Alan crept to the bank and peered into the river.  The water looked cold and uninviting, and for a brief moment, he felt a bit of remorse for throwing Sarah in.  But then Sarah’s head emerged from the water, the cursing picking up right where it had left off.  The remorse quickly faded.

“That’s what you get for saying I have no skill,” Alan shouted playfully.  “And for helping Drayan give me that wedgy that ripped my underwear!”

The cursing suddenly stopped, replaced by a thoughtful moment of silence.  “Alan, that was… that was twenty-six years ago!”

“I like to hold a grudge,” he replied, extending his hand to help Sarah out of the water.

She glared for a moment, and then reluctantly grabbed it.  “And you bitch because Erin and Matthew have held a grudge for ten years,” she grumbled on the way out.  “Wait until they hear this…  I’m sure they’ll be immediately inspired to prolong their feud for another decade or two.”

“My grudge is about a destructive wedgy,” Alan reiterated.  “That is hardly traumatic.  Their grudge is completely different.”

Sarah shook her head and sighed.  “So what happened to forgive and forget?” she demanded, shaking her arms to free some of the water locked inside her sleeves.  “You have obviously ignored it.  Why shouldn’t they?”

“I don’t know,” said Alan softly.

“Well, I just think it’s a little hypocritical of you to preach one thing, and do another.  Do you really want Erin and Matthew to come down here and throw each other into the river to solve their problems?”

The very thought made Alan chuckle.  “It would be funny,” he admitted.

“It would,” Sarah agreed.  “And maybe we should bring them down here just for some laughs.  But it wouldn’t solve much, would it?”  Growing tired of shaking out the moisture in her arms, she finally unzipped her hefty gray jacket and threw it aside, knowing full well her blue undershirt would dry a lot faster without the overcoat.

“I suppose you are right,” Alan admitted.

A smile immediately fell upon Sarah’s face.  “If I am right, that would make you…”

“Left,” said Alan flatly.  He turned away from Sarah and set his eyes upon the river.  “Now I think we’ve got some hopping, skipping, and jumping to do.  And since you’re already wet, you don’t have to worry about it if you fall in.”

Sarah’s frown faded, and she slowly started to follow Alan back to the bank.  “Damn you,” she muttered.

* * *

Awkward didn’t begin to describe now Neelar Drayge felt.  While he was never completely at ease around his superior officers, he was almost always comfortable enough to perform his duties, and occasionally join in on the banter the crew often exchanged.  But now he felt like he was suddenly on a battlefield, and was afraid to speak at all, fearing the hostilities could suddenly come his way.

In the back of his mind, he knew those fears were unfounded, of course.  Both Commanders Keller and Harrison were mature enough to leave him out of their quarrel, but the tension in the air was so thick that Neelar couldn’t help but think such wayward thoughts.  Thus, he tended to the warp nacelle and hoped that the Captain would soon return.

“Lieutenant,” came Harrison’s voice a moment later.  He stood for a moment, and then crouched down beside the young Bolian.  “How goes it?”

Neelar gulped.  “Slow,” he said.  “I really wish Lucas was here.”  The statement had more truth to it than Harrison could have ever imagined.

“Sadly, the Commander is not,” mused Harrison.  He almost sounded glad that Commander Tompkins was absent, probably because he liked Lucas just as much as he liked Erin.  “I have faith in your ability to repair the nacelle.  And if Commander Keller would ever get over her ripped uniform, she could help you, as well.  I only wish my engineering skills were better.”

“Well, like you said… I can handle it.”  He paused for a long moment, and pretended to be repairing the nacelle, but when Harrison didn’t budge, Neelar slowly turned back to him.  “Can I… ask you something?”

“Oh.  Of course,” said Harrison softly.  He was already raising his defenses in case of some sort of breech of protocol.

For a moment, Neelar hesitated, fearing he was asking the wrong person.  But Harrison was expecting a question, and Neelar was determined to deliver.  “Why do you and Erin fight?”

There was an immediate silence, and for a while, it seemed like Harrison was simply going to dismiss the question—or answer it in such a roundabout method that he said nothing at all.  But ultimately, he blinked, drew himself closer to Neelar, and said, “That is an extremely difficult question to answer.

“It is obvious that the Commander and I disagree on… nearly everything.  That alone has created the majority of our disagreements. Furthermore, Commander Keller was under consideration for the position of executive officer on the Starlight several years ago.  When I won the position over her… she was rather upset.  You see, the two of us… we are like fire and ice.  And when we come into contact with one another, we have this urge to annihilate one another.”

Neelar was finally beginning to grasp the cause of the situation, and he nodded accordingly.  “But don’t you ever get tired of the fighting?”

“Of course,” said Harrison.  “And we have tried to put it aside, but something almost always comes up to rekindle the flames.”

Neelar shrugged.  “Well next time the flames have died down, maybe the two of you should work to extinguish the embers burning beneath the surface…”  He stopped dead in his tracks, and quickly added, “With all due respect, of course.”

Harrison’s gaze slowly wandered until it fell upon Erin; she, in turn, was staring off into the distance at some unseen object.  “Of course,” he muttered, his voice distant.  Neelar couldn’t even begin to postulate what thoughts were running through Matthew’s mind, but he certainly hoped they were resolutions for peace.  He would not, however, have a chance to find out.

Matthew’s communicator suddenly chirped.  “Christopher to Harrison.”

The Commander snapped out of his trance and quickly tapped his comm badge.  “Yes, Captain?”

“Sarah and I have found the warp nacelle, and are currently using it as a bench.  Should you wish to convert it back into a nacelle, we’ve placed a pattern enhancer on it, and are ready to beam back.”

“Most excellent,” exclaimed Harrison.  “We shall endeavor to do so.”

“Have fun, then.  Christopher out.”

With that said, Harrison quickly turned on his heel and headed back for the Aztec’s cockpit.  Neelar waved at Erin to get her attention, and then pointed for her to join them inside.  She quickly complied, and moments later, sat beside Neelar in the cockpit.  Commander Harrison lurked a scant meter behind, watching everything unfold.  Thus, he undoubtedly saw the error messages cropping up with frequency as they tried to engage the transporters.

“Despite the pattern enhancers, the nacelle is generating too much interference for me to get a transporter lock!” said Erin, her fingers dancing over the controls.  She sighed, and then tapped her communicator.  “Keller to Christopher.”

“Yes, Erin?”

“We can’t beam you out because the nacelle is generating too much interference.  We’re going to have to find another way to get it back to the Aztec.”

The Captain’s sigh came through loud and clear.  “Well, Sarah and I can’t exactly drag this thing back,” he grumbled.  “We’ll have to think of something else.”

“Why do you not return to the Aztec for this thinking,” suggested Harrison, much to Neelar’s relief.  “Nightfall is on the horizon, and it is unwise to be alone in the woods at that time.  Certainly you recall the shadow creatures of Fa’dihl?”

Neelar certainly did not recall those creatures, so he assumed Harrison referred to his holodeck adventures.  The Captain’s reaction, only confirmed that suspicion.  “I still freak out when I’m in total darkness,” he mused.  “See you in a while, then.  Christopher out.”

The journey back to the Aztec was quick and uneventful.  Sarah had managed to keep her whining and insults to a minimum, allowing Alan to assume a brisk pace without too much flack.  About an hour later, just as the sun began to sink below the horizon, they arrived at the Aztec and were promptly greeted with a small campfire to gather round.

“It was a risk we had to take,” said Neelar as he fed a few twigs into the fire.  “Erin says it could get quite cold tonight, and since we don’t have enough power to heat the Aztec…”

Alan smiled.  “You don’t have to explain, Neelar,” he said.  “After today, a nice peaceful evening around the campfire is something I’m sure we all could use… and if the locals do come for a visit and demand a sacrifice, we’ll just give them Sarah.”

The Doctor chuckled, but had no witty retort.  She was seated close to the flames, working on drying her still damp clothing.  Neelar was seated a meter or so to Sarah’s right, slowly feeding twigs and sticks into the flames, and Erin sat alone on the other side of the fire.  Matthew was nowhere to be seen; Alan assumed he was still in the Aztec.  Alan shrugged, and quickly went to Erin’s side.

Once he sat, Erin immediately rested her head on his shoulder.  “Am I the Starlight’s new waste manager?” she inquired sheepishly.  “Or am I forgiven?”

“Did you kiss and make up with Matthew?”

She paused.  “Not exactly.”

“I don’t want you kissing him anyway,” Alan mused.  “But you should at least talk to him.  Then I’ll forgive you.”

Erin nodded her head agreeably.  “And then I just might be inclined to forgive you.”

“For what?”

“Your stupidity.  That’s the reason we’re here, after all.”

“Need I remind you again?  It was a malfunction,” said Alan evenly.  He knew it was important that he said that frequently, that way his story would seem truer over the course of time.

Erin slowly lifted her head from his shoulder and drilled her eyes into Alan’s.  “You were wrong!” she whispered playfully.  “Just admit it!  It won’t kill you.”

Alan shook his head.  “You don’t know that. Besides, it was a computer malfunction and/or thruster misfire.”  And as fortune would have it, the conversation ended right then and there, as Matthew took that prime moment to emerge from the Aztec’s interior.

“I managed to locate some sleeping bags in the aft compartment,” said Harrison.  “All four of them survived the journey intact.”

Four.  After a quick head count, Alan quickly realized that there were five people.  “Looks like someone’s going to have to sleep on the dirt… or share.”

Sarah quickly looked up from the fire.  “You and Erin can share,” she said to Alan.  “I mean, you two are already sleeping together on the ship.  Why screw up the sleeping arrangements now?”

“That works for me,” said Harrison before Alan or Erin had a chance to protest.  It wasn’t that they minded sleeping together; it was the simple fact that standard issue sleeping bags were designed to hold about half a person—so it seemed, anyway.  So cramming two people in there would be a challenge.

Matthew stepped back inside the Aztec for a brief moment and emerged with two sleeping bags.  He tossed one to Neelar and one to Sarah—both of whom caught their respective bags without a problem.  “Well met,” he commended, and then went back inside for the remaining two.  When he returned, Matthew simply walked over to the campfire and set the bags down on the ground.

Erin quickly grabbed the bag she and Alan would share, and began to unroll it.  “I hate these things,” she muttered.  “Do we even have any pillows?”

“None,” said Harrison.  “I looked everywhere.”

Watching her set up their sleeping bag, Alan cast a quizzical grin in Erin’s direction.  “I thought you liked roughing it?”

“I do,” she admitted.  “But with pillows.”  She swiftly stuck her arm into the bag and fished around for a moment before tugging at the fabric.  Moments later, she emerged with a small tag in her grasps.  “I hate those things, too.”

Alan gulped.  “You’re not supposed to pull those off, you know.  The Intergalactic Tag Patrol is watching.  Look…” He grabbed the tag from Erin’s hand and pointed at a cluster of bold words.  “Do not remove,” he read.  “Consequences will be dire beyond belief, and may include forced readings of the Vulcan Dictate of Poetics by T’Hain.”

Erin grabbed the tag back.  “It doesn’t say that,” she exclaimed.  “And the Intergalactic Tag Patrol is not watching us.  You’re full of shit!”

Alan blinked, and slowly started to climb into the bag.  “At least I’m not a potty-mouthed criminal.”

Erin quickly planted a kiss on his cheek and then grinned deviously.  “Good night.”

Chapter Three

As she opened her eyes to the beginnings of a new day, Erin Keller pulled in deep lungful of the crisp morning air.  The majestic rays of sunlight danced on her face, warming her chilly nose.  To her immediate left, Alan lay quietly, still lost in his heavenly slumber.  Erin admired his calm, placid face for a long moment, and then carefully crawled out of the warmth of their sleeping bag.

It seemed that she and Alan were the last ones to rise, for the others were already going about their business, gathered around Matthew at the large stone by the warp nacelle.  Erin approached, and noticed he and Neelar were munching on some yellowish berries while Sarah administered a hypospray to Matthew.  Erin quietly grabbed a berry from Neelar’s hand and popped it into her mouth.  “What happened?” she asked as the sweet taste—similar to that of a strawberry—swept over her tongue.

Matthew looked up at Sarah, and then shifted his gaze to Erin.  “Allergies,” he grumbled.  “Apparently, some of the flora and fauna do not agree with me.”

Sarah studied her medical tricorder for a moment, nodded her head, and then snapped it shut.  “You should feel much better in a few minutes,” she said.  “Just avoid contact with any plant that is green.”

Erin’s eyes quickly scanned the vicinity.  Green plants dotted the terrain, green leaves hung on the trees above, and patches of green grass were scattered throughout the area.  “Maybe we should put him in stasis until we’re through?”

Matthew scoffed.  “Thank you for your concern, Commander, but I have survived worse.”  He stared at Erin for a moment longer, and then asked, “What happened to you?”

For a moment, Erin didn’t know what he meant, but then she realized that she had shed her uniform’s jacket and yellow undershirt last night in favor of the peach tank top she wore underneath.  “I got warm,” she said.  “Two people in one bag generates a lot more heat than you would think…”

Sarah carefully placed her tricorder into its holster.  “Likely story,” she said.  “Next time, get a room.”

“A room for what?” asked Alan a moment later.  He was slowly approaching from behind, and much like Erin, he had shed his jacket and undershirt in favor of the light blue t-shirt he wore underneath it all.

“Nothing,” said Erin before he could say something stupid.  She grabbed a berry from Neelar’s hand and tossed it to him.  “Eat.”

He cringed, and jumped to avoid being struck by the tiny fruit.  “Are you trying to kill me?”

“It’s a berry,” said Erin, rolling her eyes.  “It won’t hurt you.”

His eyes widened.  “That’s what you think!”

“They’re poisonous to Ka’Tulans,” Sarah explained a moment later.  “He gets to eat field rations unless we can find something better to eat.”

“Oh,” said Erin quietly.  “Sorry.  I didn’t want to kill you just yet.”

“You can’t kill me that easily,” he quipped.  “I am a god-like creature, after all, hailed as a deity on countless worlds, including Earth, Vulcan, Cardassia, and Alarin III.”

Erin rolled her eyes.  Ever since they discovered ancient Ka’Tulans had visited Earth hundreds of years ago, his ego had grown exponentially.  Erin had been hoping yesterday’s computer malfunction had made him a bit more humble, but its effects seemed to be wearing off already.  “I don’t see your wings, little buddy.”

He sighed.  “I’m working on it.”  He plopped down on the ground beside between Sarah and Erin, and quickly shifted gears.  “We need to figure out a way to get our second warp nacelle out of that forest.  Any ideas?”

“You said simply carrying it is out of the question, correct?” asked Matthew.

“Yeah,” confirmed Alan.  “We have to cross a small river, and lugging that baby across won’t be easy no matter what we do.”

“Maybe you could summon your alleged god-like powers and magically teleport the nacelle back?” suggested Erin.  “It would give your claims of godhood a bit more credibility.”

Alan shook his head.  “Too easy.”

“What if we used an antigrav?” suggested Neelar.  “We have one on the Aztec.”

Erin was impressed.  Though she was confident she would have eventually come up with such a suggestion, it had yet to cross her mind.  “That would defiantly work, Neelar.  Good job,” she commended.  Her pride in young Neelar continued to swell with each passing moment.  He was an excellent officer indeed.

Alan surveyed everyone’s reaction to the suggestion, and when all appeared well, he smiled.  “No objections, then?”  Everyone remained silent.  “Good.  Now, moving this nacelle isn’t going to be easy.  We are going to need total cooperation.  That means no quarreling, or anything of the sort, and if there are any crewmembers present who are not on the best of terms, I would suggest they talk it over before we leave…”

Neelar cleared his throat.  “I’m going to go check on the fire pit,” he said, gazing at Matthew.  “The fire is out.  I have to make sure the embers are completely extinguished.”

“Forest safety is always a good idea, Neelar,” Alan said.  “I smell a golden star in your future.”

He grinned.  “Thank you,” he said before heading over to the pit.

Alan slowly rose to his feet, pulling Sarah along with him.  “We detected some natives in the forest yesterday.  Just to be safe, I think we should cloak the Aztec before we leave.  Sarah and I will get the antigrav and take care of the cloaking bit. The two of you can… chat pleasantly, if you so desire.”

Erin’s gaze quickly fell upon Matthew.  He looked about as enthused as she felt, and as Alan and Sarah departed, the dread increased.  “Alan isn’t going to let us just forget about our problems,” she said softly.  “So… I guess we should sort through them.”

Matthew nodded, trying his best to hide the disgust from his face.  Sadly, his best efforts were sadly insufficient.  “Of course.  If you are still upset about the Phoenix Project and the death of your parents… or the fact that I am the Starlight’s first officer…”

“I’m not,” interjected Erin.  “I’ve accepted those instances, and have moved on…  My problem is basically… you.”

A flash of understanding flitted over Matthew’s face.  “Likewise, my problem is you.  You are an able officer, and I respect your abilities, but you are too carefree—and ignore protocol far too much, even more so than the Captain.  When I attempt to rectify the errors…”

Erin nodded.  “Matthew, I’m well aware of the protocols… and I admit that I’m a little bit lax.  But you have to realize that you’re just a little too fond of them.  I mean, when was the last time you called someone by their first name?”

He paused, and gave the question some serious thought.  “I cannot say for certain, but I believe it was…”  He gulped.  “I am afraid I cannot recall.”

“My point exactly,” said Erin.  “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were a Vulcan.  You’re just too impersonal…”

“I am not a people-person, Commander.”

“Erin.  We’re not on duty right now.”

Matthew blinked, and hesitated for a long moment.  “Commander,” he reaffirmed.  “Forming personal relationships with subordinates is strongly discouraged.”

“You only have one superior officer on the entire ship, Matthew!” exclaimed Erin.

“That is why I spend my free time on the holodeck,” he explained.  “There, I am free to form any relationships I desire.”

“But they’re not real!”

“They are real to me,” said Harrison.  “Perhaps that is all that matters.”  The whooshing sound of the Aztec’s cloak activating gave Matthew a moment’s pause, and he turned to see Neelar, Alan, and Sarah with the antigrav, ready to go.  “We must depart,” he said.

Erin grabbed his arm.  “But we’re not finished.”

“We can pretend to tolerate each other,” he said, “just as we have done for years.”  With that said, Matthew freed himself of Erin’s grasp, and made his way to the Captain’s side.  “Let us proceed!” he said cheerfully, beckoning for Erin to follow.

She sighed, forced a pleasant smile to her face, and forged ahead, leaving her burning embers behind with the fire pit.

Nothing put Alan Christopher in a better mood than an exhilarating hike through the woods.  The fresh air, the good exercise, the sense of adventure… all of it culminated into an enjoyable experience.  And now that his companions had smoothed over their problems, he could enjoy his hiking experience that much more.  The only impediment was minor—lugging around an antigrav.

The antigrav reminded Alan of the red wagon he used to play on when he was a child—sans the wheels, of course.  It wasn’t exactly heavy; since its very nature defied gravity, it had almost no weight to it.  Maneuvering it was a bit awkward, and it tended to wobble when they encountered rough terrain.  But since it was currently Matthew’s turn to pull the unit, Alan couldn’t have been happier.

Despite the antigrav, they had managed to keep a fairly decent pace as they traversed the myriad forest trails.  Alan postulated that since he was somewhat familiar with the trails, they didn’t have to waste time with directions, thus improving their overall speed.  And at this rate, he was confident they would be back on the Starlight in no time.

“We should have these little outings more often,” Alan mused as they passed a group of large conifers.  “It’s quite a refreshing change of pace.”

“I have to admit,” said Neelar softly, “it is different. And despite the… troubles, I’m glad I’m here.”

“Speaking of here,” Sarah interjected, “where the hell are we?  Shouldn’t we have been to that river by now?”

Alan paused, and slowly took in his surroundings—and to his chagrin, they were somewhat unfamiliar.  The terrain was gradually getting rockier, and conifers now outnumbered the deciduous trees that Alan had observed for the duration of their last journey to the river.  “We may have taken a wrong turn somewhere.”

“So that means you were wrong again,” said Sarah.  “In retrospect, I am really starting to enjoy this trip.”

Alan clenched his teeth.  “I am not wrong,” he muttered.  “The—”

“—Tricorder malfunctioned,” Erin finished.  “Just like the computer glitch and the thruster misfire.  It’s quite convenient that all these little glitches came up at the same time.”

“At least they’re considerate,” said Alan.  He pulled out his tricorder and flipped it open, expecting to see a colorful array of flashing lights.  Instead, the unit was totally dead.

“Is it turned on?” asked Hartman.

Peering at Hartman with an almost-evil glare, Alan said, “Of course it’s on.  It is—get this—dysfunctional.”

He watched as Erin pulled out her tricorder, and was almost pleased when she received the same results.  “Mine’s dead, too.”  She tapped at the dead interface for a moment.  Not surprisingly, nothing happened.  “Maybe there’s some sort of dampening field around here.”

“I didn’t think these people were that advanced,” said Neelar.

“They are not,” Matthew said softly.

Alan did not like the direction this conversation was taking.  “So if they aren’t generate this kind of dampening field… someone else is.”

“Maybe,” said Erin.  “Maybe not.  There are a lot of things that can cause a dampening field.  It could be some sort of natural phenomenon.”

Suddenly, Alan’s tricorder came back to life, glowing happily as if nothing had ever been wrong.  But the second he turned his eyes to the display, it flitted out of existence.  And Alan gulped.  “I vote for unnatural phenomenon.”

“As do I,” said Harrison, just as some distant bushes began to rustle.

Alan quickly noted that the wind was utterly still.  “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m all for getting the heck out of here,” he said quietly.

“You won’t find any arguments here,” said Neelar, already heading back the way they came.    He got only a few meters before the bushes rustled again—only this time, the noise was much closer… They were being stalked.

“Let’s just concentrate on getting to the river,” Alan suggested as he followed in Neelar’s footsteps.  His haste was incredible; whatever was shadowing them, Alan had no desire to see it—and given the speed of his companions, they shared his feelings.

Within a few minutes, they had moved several hundred meters, and Alan was relieved to note that his tricorder was fully functional yet again.  They were out of range of the mysterious dampening field—for now.  He swiftly went over the topographical data on the display and determined their position to be very near the river.  They had taken a wrong turn a ways back, and had simply paralleled the waterway instead of moving toward it.  Thankfully, it was an easily rectified error.  

“This way,” he said, pointing in the proper direction.

As Erin, Sarah, and Neelar pulled ahead, Alan slowly fell back and came up along side Matthew and the antigrav.  “Enjoying yourself?”

He smiled.  “Oh yes, most definitely.  When is it your turn to lug this thing around?”

Alan shrugged.  “Now, if you’d like.”  He carefully grabbed the handle from Matthew’s grasps, twisted it a bit to test the antigrav’s stability, and then forged ahead into the river basin.  It was a vast, hilly plain filled with untamed grass and overgrown deciduous trees.  The river was just up ahead; Alan could already see Sarah and the others standing at its bank.

Eager to join them, Alan quickened his pace—but to his chagrin, the antigrav began to wobble as he traversed the uneven terrain, and he had little choice but to slow down.  “I don’t suppose the warp nacelle is going anywhere, anyway.”

“Unlikely,” said Matthew.

Suddenly, the antigrav jerked.  Alan tried to stabilize it, but it seemed to have taken on a mind of its own.  He slowly turned his gaze upon Matthew for his analysis, but the Commander’s wide eyes were locked on the trail behind them.  Curious, Alan looked up from the insolent antigrav and saw… nothing.

“What is it?”

“Access your tricorder,” whispered Matthew.  “Quickly.”

Alan’s heart fluttered, and he quickly pulled his tricorder from its holster—but when he flipped the sleek black device open, it was dead.  Their stalker had returned…

Several meters behind them, Alan could see the bushes along the edge of the grassy trail moving awkwardly.  He gulped.  Every instinct told him to run, and as the bushes began to part, he took heed of his better judgment.  Without a second thought, he dropped the temperamental antigrav and shouted for Matthew to “RUN!”

Moments later, Alan glanced back just in time to see a massive beast twice his size burst through the verdant underbrush and expelled a sonorous roar.  It was like an arachnid from hell, one-eyed and living in a colossal armored shell that sported several razor-sharp spikes on the back.  Horrified by the sight, Alan turned away just as the agile beast began to scurry down the trail.

Suddenly, Alan found himself inspired to run faster, and by some act of divine intervention, he forced his legs to propel him over the rough terrain at an incredible pace.  Matthew was just barely able to keep up, and moments later, they found themselves tramping over the sandy terrain at the riverbank.

“RUN!” Alan shouted, quickly jumping over the stream to the small island a few meters away.

At first, the others were skeptical, but at seeing Matthew following in a similar panicked fury, they wasted no time in joining Alan on the little island haven—but given the beast’s size, it was unlikely to be a haven for long.

“What’s wrong?” asked Erin, tending to the wound on her knee.  It must have reopened when she landed—but Alan felt confident she was going to survive.

His allowed himself a moment to catch his breath, and then said, “Our stalker returned… And it’s the biggest arachnid you have ever seen.  It had fifty eyes, fangs twice the size of Neelar, and death on its mind.  It was terrible!”

“It was probably a bunny,” said Erin, her attention shifted to Neelar just for a comparison.  The young Bolian was tending to a cut on his hand.  Erin frowned.  “But I’ll bet Matthew is a little bit more concerned about the local bestiary now.”

Alan shook his head.  “This was no bunny… honey…”

“The Captain speaks the truth—a slightly exaggerated version, but the truth nonetheless,” Matthew added.  “It was certainly not a rabbit.  I would not be surprised if it devoured rabbits.”

“At least ten at a time,” said Alan.  “Without chewing!”

“Right,” said Erin.  She stared at the hole on her pants, located near her injured knee, and carefully ripped away a small piece.  “Here,” she said, handing it to Neelar.  “For your boo-boo.”

He grabbed it, and swiftly wiped away some of the bright blue blood from the palm of his hand.  “Thanks,” he said before turning to Alan.  “If you don’t mind me asking, where’s the antigrav?”

Alan gulped.  “Well, it would be back on the trail with our friendly arachnid.”

“You left it behind?” asked Sarah.

“It was a life or death situation,” said Alan.  “Of course I left it behind!”

She sighed wearily.  “You do realize we need that stupid thing to get that damn warp nacelle of this shitty planet, don’t you?”

Alan knew better than to correct Sarah’s foul language, so he simply nodded his head, and implied disgust with a faint roll of his eyes.  “I suppose someone is going to have to go and get it.”

“You’re the most expendable,” said Sarah.  “You go.”

There was a pause, during which, a confused look fell upon Alan’s face.  “Being your Captain, I am the least expendable.”

“But if you get devoured, everyone gets an instant promotion,” said Sarah.  “And if you come back alive, we’ll at least be able to get off this stupid planet.  It’s a win/win situation.”

“For you,” grumbled Alan.

“Well,” said Erin crisply, apparently enjoying the discourse, “someone has to go…”

Chapter Four

A review of Starfleet protocol was in order.  Or at least some clarification as to who was expendable and who was not.  In Alan Christopher’s humble opinion, his subordinates were a bit confused when it came to that department, for despite his numerous attempts at an explanation, he was voted off their little island to go and retrieve the antigrav.

Thankfully, Matthew and Neelar felt compelled to follow their Captain into the perilous situation, courageously risking their lives for the ungrateful women, who remained on the island and giggled the entire time.  Had the situation not been so dire, Alan certainly would have had some stern words for them…

After jumping from the island to the riverbank, Alan hastily scurried across the sandy beach to a small grove of bushes nearby, where he remained until Neelar and Matthew joined him a moment later.  They both had their hands on their phasers, but considering the odd power fluctuations the beast seemed to generate, Alan doubted their usefulness should they confront the beast.  Thus, he grabbed a large stick from the shrubbery; that, too, would likely prove useless, but it at least gave Alan the illusion of power—and with his newfound confidence, he carefully poked his head from the bushes and peered into the grassy pathway.

“It looks clear,” he said after surveying the vicinity.

“Are you sure?” asked Matthew.

Alan rolled his eyes.  “Do you guys always second guess me like this?”

“No,” said Harrison.  “But you usually sound more certain of yourself.”

He chuckled.  “It’s a little difficult to sound certain when there’s a five-meter arachnid lurking nearby.”

“Point taken.”

With that said, Alan carefully parted the bushes and crawled out onto the path, quickly rising to his feet when he cleared the thicket.  He hastily brushed off some of the stray leaves, and then set his sights upon the distant antigrav.  It was about fifteen meters away, propped upside-down against one of the larger hills.  And thankfully, the arachnid was nowhere to be seen.

He signaled the others to action, and the trio swiftly crossed the grassy knoll, kicking up numerous golden leaves and hollow twigs along the way.  Seconds later, they stood before the sleek, metallic antigrav.

Neelar quickly traded his phaser for a tricorder.  “It looks fully functional,” he diagnosed after a moment of consideration.  “We just have to flip it over.”

“Good,” said Alan amidst a sigh of relief.   In addition to the antigrav’s pristine condition, the continued functionality of Neelar’s tricorder indicated to the Captain that the evil arachnid was long gone.  Alan hoped that the bug had simply lost interest, and returned to his coniferous domain.

In tandem with Matthew, Alan grabbed the base of the antigrav and carefully guided down the gently sloping hillside, gradually righting the unit as they did so.  With any luck, the antigrav would be right-side-up when they reached the foot of the hill.

“I am reminded,” said Harrison evenly, “of the Siege at Fortress Auchinduin.”

Though it took a moment, Alan eventually recalled the incident, and nodded accordingly.  “Rolling barrels of explosives down from Withering Keep for the demolition squads to break down the fortress gates.”  He grunted, feeling the antigrav begin to slide.  “But I don’t think the barrels were quite this heavy,” he added as he steadied their descent.

A moment later, they reached the bottom of the hill.  The antigrav was now tarnished with dingy grass stains, and its surface scratched by wayward sticks—but at least it was intact, and right-side-up.  Neelar quickly approached, and tapped at the interface near the top of the handle.  Following a series of quick bleeps, the unit hummed back to life, and gracefully began its levitation.

Matthew immediately smiled.  “Most excellent,” he commended.  “Shall we return to the island?”

Alan nodded.  “Sounds good to me.”

Guiding the antigrav back to the riverbank proved a relatively easy task.  With the arachnid creature continuing his absence, there was little rush to traverse the grassy terrain, and they reached their destination in no time.  Crossing the river, on the other had, would prove to be a much greater challenge.

While Alan was certain he and his companions could easily hop from island to island with ease, the antigrav was still reeling from its ride down the hillside.  On several occasions, Alan noticed it began to wobble when it was too far from the ground.  He shook his head and sighed.  “How did we get stuck with such a cheap unit?” he prompted as they stood at the riverbank.

“I believe this one was heavily damaged during an Elorg attack last year,” explained Harrison.  “In retrospect, we should have retired it instead of relegating it to the Aztec.”

Alan nodded agreeably.  “That would have been wise,” he said.  “That only proves that hindsight is always twenty-twenty.”  He stood for a long moment, silently observing the layout of the islands in the stream.  None of them were overly large, nor were they too far apart.  He suspected they would be able to simply glide the antigrav across the gaps, much in the same way everyone else leapt across.  It was worth a shot.

“Erin!” he called.

She immediately turned away from her conversation with Sarah.  “What?”

“We’re going to send the antigrav across!  Be ready to intercept it!”

“Very well then,” she said, crouching down near the water’s edge to grab the antigrav as it sailed by.  “I’m ready when you are.”

Alan nodded, pointed the antigrav in Erin’s direction, and then gave it a gentle push.  The antigrav hummed, and then streaked across the gap much faster than Alan had anticipated.  Erin had to jump to avoid being struck by the newly-christened torpedo, and then swiftly turned on her heel, just barely grabbing the unit as it whirred by.  “I’ve got it!” she exclaimed a moment later.  “Next time, you could be a bit gentler!”

“Understood.”  With that said, Alan, Matthew and Drayge jumped across, and the process started all over again…

Fifteen minutes later, they stood on the bank at the opposite side of the river, the antigrav still intact.  Pleased with the results, Alan decided to keep their newfound momentum moving, and hastily led the group through the woods to their detached warp nacelle.

“It doesn’t appear to be in very good shape,” said Erin as they drew nearer.  “Then again, I suppose we’re lucky it’s here at all.”

The nacelle was nestled in a small crater it created upon impact, and was visibly fractured in several areas.  It was scorched black in most places and its Bussard Collectors were mysteriously absent.  Alan assumed they burnt up when they hit the atmosphere.  They really were lucky to have anything left of the nacelle.  “I’m guessing we won’t be able to just stick this back on the Aztec…”

“Definitely not,” said Erin.  “But we may be able to salvage enough of its components to repair the other nacelle… If we’re lucky.  First, we just need to get it back to the ship.”

Alan nodded, and the work began.

It took the better part of an hour to secure the nacelle and get it across the river, at process that Alan found arduous, to say the least.  With no cargo on the antigrav, it had slid across the river with relative ease—but while lugging the hefty remains of the warp nacelle, its performance level plummeted.  Nevertheless, they had succeeded, and once they were back on the relatively flat terrain deep inside the deciduous forest, the pace quickened considerably.

Alan led the way, followed closely by Sarah and Neelar.  Matthew and Erin took up the rear, working together to steady to antigrav as they toddled through the woods.  Or so Alan thought…

“Slow down,” Erin suddenly snapped.  She wasn’t speaking to Alan—rather, her harsh words were directed at Matthew.

He frowned, tugged at the handle, and then replied, “I am going as slow as possible, Commander.  If you would move with a little more haste we wouldn’t have these problems.”

“We already discussed our problems, and haste wasn’t one of them.”  Erin huffed, and let go of the antigrav, allowing Matthew total control of the unit.

He frowned.  “If you recall our earlier conversation, then it is a certainty you recall its conclusion.”

“Yeah,” said Erin.  “I’m done pretending.”

Pretending!  Alan knew they had wrapped things up too quickly during their earlier conversation.  But he had simply given them the benefit of the doubt at the time, and assumed the problems weren’t as colossal as they appeared.  Never again would he make that mistake.  And as he reviewed recent events, he had to concede that it wasn’t the only time he had been wrong… But that was one revelation he decided to keep to himself.

“Were you ever pretending in the first place?” demanded Matthew.  “If so, your acting is as foul as your breath.”

Erin was fuming.  And with good reason—Alan knew for a fact that she never had bad breath.  Thus, he pretended not to see Erin clenched her fists, and conveniently looked away as came up alongside Matthew and slugged him in the stomach.

He whelped, and quickly fell to the ground clutching his abdomen where he remained for a long moment before finally coming to his senses.  And when he did, Erin loomed overhead, extending her arm to help him to his feet.  “I suppose my comment was uncalled for,” he admitted, grabbing her hand.

Erin nodded.  “It was.  And I’m sorry I had to beat you up, but you were acting like a jerk.”

Matthew slowly nodded his agreement.  “I suppose I was.  Perhaps we should hide the antigrav in the bushes.”

Alan frowned, slowly taking a few steps closer to Matthew.  “How hard did you hit him, Erin?”

“No.”  Matthew pointed down the trail.  “Natives.”

Alan quickly turned on his heel, just in time to see a group of six lavender-skinned, red-haired humanoids approaching.  He quickly turned back to his comrades.  “This is not good.  I doubt we can outrun them, and I doubt we can evade them.”

“Which means we must confront them,” said Sarah.  “Great.”

“We’ll just tell them we’re from a distant city,” said Christopher.  “Hide all of your advanced technology,” he added, grabbing both his tricorder and phaser and jamming them into his pants pockets.

As the others complied, Alan slowly crept forward to get a better look at their guests.  Aside from the purplish skin, they appeared to be similar to humans.  Some of the older-looking ones appeared to have a slight ridge on their foreheads, but it was hardily noticeable when compared to the impressive ridges of a Klingon.  Alan quickly put on his most friendly, diplomatic face, and approached them.

“Greetings,” he said, waving sheepishly.

The aliens paused, and their leader, and a tall female with short crimson hair slowly came forth.  “Who… what are you?” she asked hesitantly.

Alan gave the question a moment’s thought.  “My name is Alan.  We’re a group of outcasts from a distant city.”

The woman nodded as she absorbed the data, but whether or not she believed it remained to be seen.  “And what brings you to Vintara?  I highly doubt our medical facilities can treat your… maladies.” 

“Oh,” said Alan softly, “we haven’t’ come to be treated.  We’re just passing through.”

“Why did you not take the main road?”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I’m familiar with these woods,” said the woman.  “You are not.  It is dangerous here.  You should leave at once.”

Alan nodded.  “And we will.  Just as soon as you let us pass.”

“It would be quicker if you went in the other direction.”  She pointed back toward the river… and the arachnid.  “We can accompany you if you’d like.  We have no qualms about being seen with outcasts.”

Alan sighed.  This was going nowhere fast.  “We are in no hurry,” he said.  “We like to take the scenic route, actually.”

The woman raised a skeptical eyebrow, but said nothing to perpetuate the conversation.  “Very well.  Proceed.”  She carefully stepped aside, but did not resume a forward motion.

Knowing this may be their only opportunity to flee, Alan slowly started for the woman.  They would have to come back for the antigrav, assuming the aliens didn’t find it first.  But to his chagrin, he got no further than a few meters before the woman grabbed him.  “What’s that thing in your pants?”

Alan’s eyes quickly darted down to see his phaser had settled quite comfortably in his pants pocket, and now protruded outward in a relatively embarrassing manner.  Hoping he wasn’t turning too red, Alan took a step back, adjusted himself, and said, “I’m just happy to see you.”

Muffled laughter quickly broke out behind him, and Alan knew that it was only the beginning.  When they were back on the Aztec, he knew he was going to get some flack for that.

The woman, however, was not impressed.  “You are not my type,” she said flatly.

“I’m going to be getting married soon, anyway,” said Alan.  He gulped, and slowly started to sneak away; neither the woman nor her companions made any attempt to stop him.  “Well, it was nice talking to you…” But before Alan had a chance to sneak away with his own companions, a sonorous cry filled the air.

The arachnid was back.

Chapter Five

“So,” said Alan softly, “do you know anything about that?”  He casually pointed at the gargantuan spider looming just up ahead, and was impressed with his apparent calm.   But the appearance was incredibly superficial, for on the inside, Alan’s heart was beating so quickly that he was certain it would burst through his chest at any moment.

The woman motioned for her companions to fall back.  As they did so, she turned to Alan and nodded.  “We have encountered it before,” she said.  “It generates a bioelectric field that prevents us from using any sort technology of technology in its presence.”

Alan could sense there was more to her story.  “You have defeated it, haven’t you?”

“Only once,” she admitted.  “I take it you have not been as fortunate?”

“We did a lot of running,” Alan said, and left it at that.

The beast snarled for a moment longer, and then began to make its slow, steady approach, its lone eye seemingly locked on Alan.  He gulped, and started to retreat along with the woman.  He very much wanted to grab his phaser, even though he knew it would do him no good.  “So, do you have any suggestions on how we could beat this fellow?”

The woman, continuing her retreat, nodded.  “We will need to lure it beneath a tree branch and strike the base of its skull with a large stone.  That should incapacitate it long enough for us to escape.”

“That sounds like a plan,” said Alan.  He scanned the ground for a stone, but sadly, there were none to be found that fit the ‘large’ requirement.

“I’ve got one,” Erin exclaimed a moment later.  Alan turned around to see her clutching a hefty brown stone in her hands.  “Will this do?”

The woman ran her long, thin fingers through her reddish hair as she considered the question.  “It will,” she said, extending her arm to take the stone—but Alan swiftly intercepted.

“She has good aim.  And she works quite will with another of my crew,” he said, looking at Matthew.  “You lure the beast, Erin will knock it out.  Simple as that.  The rest of us will be nearby in case you fail.”

“How… reassuring,” said Matthew flatly.  “And what if I’m devoured.”

Alan took a step closer to his executive officer.  “I guess you’ll just have to trust Erin.”  And with that said, he, Sarah, and Neelar fled into the bushes with the aliens.

Erin cursed.

She wished, now more than ever, that she and Matthew had actually come to some sort of resolve back when they had the chance to actually talk about it—because then she wouldn’t be tempted to throw her stone at him, instead of the beast when it was in range.  But there was no time to debate what they should have done—in fact, there was hardly any time for them to debate what to do.  They had to act quickly, and in unison.

Erin quickly scanned the area’s trees looking for one she was confident she could climb; after a few moments, she came upon a good-sized conifer, with plenty of low branches she could use as footholds.  But it was too short…

“There,” said Harrison suddenly, pointing at a tree on the other side of the path.

Erin only had a chance to glance at it.  It looked like it was going to be too difficult for her to climb, but she couldn’t be certain.  Matthew was already headed for it, and the beast was lumbering close behind.  Deciding it was going to have to be that tree, Erin sprinted to its base, shoved her rock under her left armpit, and tried to scurry up its trunk.

Matthew’s choice wasn’t much better than Erin’s original.  It was certainly tall enough, and had the stone not hindered Erin, she might have been able to climb it—but the lack of footholds and the stone’s added weight made it almost impossible for her to get more than a meter off the ground.  So she dropped the brownish rock.

“Toss it too me when I’m up there!” she said to Matthew.

A horrified look spread across his face.  “Won’t I be in danger of being devoured by the feral Beast of Vintara?”

“Pretend it’s one of your little holodeck programs!” Erin shouted.  She huffed, peered upward, and then grabbed onto a relatively think branch just overhead.  As she pulled herself up, she briefly caught a glimpse of the beast—rather, she saw the massive spines on its shell.  She gulped, and hugging the tree trunk for dear life, scrambled to get her legs onto the branch.  Then she allowed herself a brief moment to compose herself before climbing to the next branch…

Commander Keller was moving too slowly.  Or perhaps the feral Beast of Vintara was moving too quickly.  Either way, Matthew Harrison was not comfortable with his current situation.  All he needed was a large target on his back, and he was quite certain he could kiss his hindquarters farewell.

Then, he suddenly realized that he could be doing something more productive with his remaining seconds.  He quickly scrambled to the base of the tree and plucked Keller’s large stone from the ground.  It would have fit quite nicely in a catapult, and had they been on the holodeck, Harrison certainly would have saved it for such an instance.  But seeing he was not on the holodeck, he simply prepared himself to heft it upward—his only fear was that he would not be able to heft it far enough.

“Are you ready?” he called.

A few green leaves fluttered to the ground.  “No,” shouted Keller.  “I just have one last branch to go.”

“Don’t go too high!” warned Harrison.  “I am not Hercules!  I don’t know if I can throw the stone that high!”

“Well,” said Keller, shaking down a few twigs, “you’re about to find out!  I’m ready!”

The beast was less than five meters away.  If Harrison was going to act, he knew it would have to be fast.  He quickly peered up into the tree, spotted Keller perched on a distant branch, and then thrust the rock upward.  Five seconds later, it was resting at his feet—and the arachnid was nearly on top of him.

Quickly, Harrison grabbed the stone, but instead of tossing it to Erin, he thrust it at the hairy beast, just as it moved one of its powerful arms to grasp him.  But the stone swiftly crashed into its lone eye with a squishy thud—and it stayed there, prompting the furry arm to retract… for a moment.  “He’s stunned!” Harrison shouted to Keller.

“But the rock is stuck in its eye,” she shouted back.  “Do you plan on getting it out?”

Harrison shook his head.  “No!  Do you have a bird’s nest up there you could throw?”

“No!  And I wouldn’t throw it if I did!”

Harrison watched as the beast began to move again, struggling to blink the stone out of its eye.  And he cringed.  “Well, I am open to suggestions.”

Keller shifted on her branch, sending down a few additional twigs.  “Get me another rock, perhaps?”

“Actually, I have a better idea,” said Harrison, watching the leaves flutter to the forest floor.  “Fetch me the largest branch you can find!  I believe if I can jam the stone further into his eye, the discomfort shall render him unconscious, or something similar.  Either way, we shall escape.”  A furry arm suddenly swung at Harrison, missing by only a few centimeters.  “And hurry!”

For once, Keller was swift to comply with Harrison’s order, and moments later, she dropped a meter-long branch to the ground.  Harrison quickly plucked it from the ground and thrust it into the arachnid’s eye.  A thick orange fluid suddenly started to seep out around the punctures, apparently giving the beast a great amount of pain.  But instead of collapsing as Harrison had anticipated, it wrapped one of its hairy arms around the Commander’s torso and squeezed.

Matthew’s scream was so loud and high-pitched that Erin could have easily mistaken it for her own girly cry for help—and had the situation been different, she might have taken the time to laugh at that fact.  But the situation was dire—and Erin knew she had to act.

As quickly as she could manage, Erin quickly scampered out of her perch, sliding from branch to branch until she felt confident she could leap to the ground without getting hurt—but she suddenly realized that there was probably not much she could do once on the ground.  The thing was angry as hell, and could still function even with a tree branch and a rock in its eye…  Furthermore, its only weak spot was only accessible from above—which brought Erin to a conclusion that did not exactly thrill her: pounce the weak spot.

She weighed more than a rock—she could certainly do the damage necessary to bring the beast down; but leaping onto a gigantic spider’s hairy back was not something every girl dreamed of.  Nevertheless, Matthew was in danger, and like it or not, he needed saving.

Thus, Erin positioned herself as close to the base of the beast’s skull as possible, closed her eyes… and jumped.

* * *

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74292.7:  After spending three days on Vintara, repairs to the Aztec are complete.  We expect to get underway within the hour, and foresee no further delays in our trip home.

“You forgot the part about your stupidity,” said Sarah Hartman, just as Alan finished his log.

He swiftly looked up from his computer terminal and shook his head.  “Darn.  How could I have forgotten that?”

“I could add it in if you’d like,” she said, her hands creeping toward the controls.

Alan hastily shoved them away.  “No.  Thank you.  I’ve had enough of your for today.  And tomorrow.  And the next ten years, for that matter.”

She sighed.  “This entire mission wouldn’t have been any fun without my commentary.”

“You’re right,” agreed Alan.  “It wouldn’t have.  But I have to pretend that I hate it just to keep you on your toes.”

There was a brief pause.  Sarah seemed to have words on the tip of her tongue, but they seemed reluctant to come out.  But then, she set aside her reservations and spoke her mind: “Are you ever that excited to see Erin?”

The phaser.  Alan rolled his eyes and shook his head wearily, but he did not answer.  That question was so stupid, he refused to dignify it with an answer.  Instead, he tapped at the control interface and pretended that he had not heard Sarah speak it in the first place.  But he would not be able to ignore her forever… and something told Alan that the journey home would be longer than he could have possibly imagined…

* * *

“We’re not friends,” said Matthew Harrison, slowly sipping at his vegetable soup at the table in the Aztec’s aft compartment.

Erin, brooding over a steaming mug of hot chocolate, couldn’t have agreed more.  “Oh no, definitely not friends,” she said thoughtfully.  “But we can’t be bitter nemeses anymore.”

Savoring the soup’s flavor in his mouth, Harrison only nodded his agreement.  “We have proven that if we put our differences aside, we work well together.  Nemeses do not work together,” he said after swallowing.

“So that makes us…” Keller paused, the appropriate term obviously eluding her.

And after giving it a moment’s thought, Harrison soon realized that he could not find a fitting description of their relationship, either.  “For the time being, we simply coexist peacefully,” he finally stated.  “I suppose we can sort out the details later… Erin.”

It was Matthew’s final sentiment that brought a smile to Erin’s face.  He had finally committed to change.  “That works for me, Commander.”

And so had she.
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