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Prologue

According to Starfleet Tactical Ops, upgrading the Starlight’s phaser banks should have been a simple task.  By making a few minor adjustments to the plasma accelerators, the report alleged, it would be possible to bolster phaser efficiency more than fifty percent.  It was a very tempting prospect and Lucas Tompkins—eager to benefit from the added efficiency—almost immediately set out to make the necessary modifications.

Six hours and one massive headache later, the chief engineer regretted his bout of eagerness.

Not only did the modifications not work, they also managed to screw up the EPS grid on three decks, causing some wild temperature fluctuations on decks sixteen and seventeen, and a power failure on deck fifteen that managed to disrupt the ODN relays—which somehow managed to screw the targeting sensors to hell (or in other words, the Starlight was incapable of hitting the broad side of a Borg cube).

To say that Lucas Tompkins was upset by these events would be a grave understatement, for the chief engineer had spent most of the morning—and now afternoon—crammed in some far-flung Jefferies tube attempting to reverse his ‘upgrade.’  And as he worked, Tompkins was left with the distinct feeling that he would also be spending a good part of the evening in the company of the Jefferies tubes, leading him to one very concise conclusion: “This sucks.”

His words echoed throughout the narrow corridors for several seconds before fading into oblivion.  In their wake, a haunting silence lingered in the musty air.  The calm was relaxing, and in the wake of this day, Tompkins allowed himself a brief respite from his work to enjoy the tranquil moment.

He rested his weary head on the cool metallic wall and slouched down into the most relaxing position he could muster.  As he closed his eyes, thoughts of a large steak dinner filled his mind, beckoning him to the mess hall… Baked potatoes, drenched in smooth butter… Jayla Trinn, dressed in nothing but her spots…  What an evening that would make!

But a sudden clank at the end of the Jefferies tube brought Tompkins’ daydream to an abrupt conclusion.  Crouched at the source of the noise was the aforementioned Jayla Trinn—fully clothed, of course.  She held a large engineering kit in her left hand, and slowly started to shove it down the Jefferies tube; as it clanked across the deck, Jayla cast her gaze upon Lucas.  “Lieutenant Kinsey says the power is still out on parts of deck fifteen.”

Lucas straightened his back and expelled a long sigh.  “Damn,” he grumbled.  “I’ve been working on these ODN relays for an hour!  Power should be restored!”

Jayla shrugged, and said,  “It is.  On most of the deck.”  She crept a few meters closer, and then gave the engineering kit a good shove.

“And ‘most of the deck’ isn’t good enough,” Lucas replied, easily intercepting the approaching kit.  He quickly flipped it open and removed a sleek hyperspanner. “Has Lieutenant Kinsey made any progress?”

“Not much more than we have,” said Jayla.  “But we’ve been at this for six hours.  Maybe we should take a break.”

A break sounded like a very good idea to Tompkins, but he knew better than anyone that once he left the Jefferies tubes, he would not want to return.  “I’d rather get all this crap taken care of now.  No use in drawing it out any longer than we have to.”  He activated the hyperspanner and slowly began to run it over the exposed conduits.

“I guess you’re right,” Jayla agreed, her eyes rapidly flitting between the conduit and her tricorder.  “You’re not having any effect,” she reported after a moment.  “Try a lower frequency.”

Tompkins immediately complied.  “How’s that?”

She glanced back to the tricorder.  “Better.”

“Good.” Though his mind was focused almost entirely upon the task at hand, Tompkins kept an ear open, just to keep himself aware of his surroundings; with his luck, the ship was under attack by hostile aliens, and the last thing he wanted was to be caught off guard.  Thankfully, he did not detect any danger, but he was fairly certain he could hear Jayla mumbling something in the distance.  “What is it?” he inquired, slowly turning his gaze to the delicate Trill.

She shrugged sheepishly, and dove her eyes back into her tricorder.  “Lower the frequency a little bit more,” she suggested.  “I think we can start making some real progress then.”

“All right.”  Tompkins promptly made the necessary adjustment, but he wasn’t about to let the conversation die.  “Is something bothering you?  Heh… I know I shouldn’t have had that three-bean salad for breakfast, but the ventilation in—”

“No,” Jayla promptly interrupted, her voice hinting at disgust.  In retrospect, Tompkins wished he had not mentioned the salad, but hindsight was always twenty-twenty.  Thankfully, Jayla allowed the salad to fall by the wayside, and continued, “We both have a couple weeks of shore leave coming, and I was about to suggest we spend them together…”

That was about the last thing Lucas had expected Jayla to say, and the words practically shocked him into submission.  His hands immediately froze in the open conduit, and as the exciting prospect of a vacation with Jayla filled his mind, Tompkins heart began to pound.  “Hell yeah!” he exclaimed.  “I’m there!”

But Tompkins’ excitement was ultimately his undoing—for his left hand suddenly had an unfortunate encounter with the hyperspanner in his right hand.  Pain abruptly replaced jubilation as the hyperspanner’s tiny beam of light pierced his skin.  “Damn it!!”  He dropped the spanner into the conduit and grabbed his burning hand.  “Shit!!!”

“Are you okay?” Jayla abruptly inquired, placing a caring hand on Tompkins’ shoulder.

He promptly bit his lip, hoping to ebb the flow of swear words, but Lucas quickly realized that it only hurt his lip.  “Do I look okay?” he grunted.  “Have you ever been burned by one of those bad boys?  Damn…”

Jayla shook her head.  “I’m a little more careful with my tools,” she replied.  “You should get to sickbay.  I’ll take care of this.”

Tompkins was not about to argue.  His hand still burned with pain, and he could feel the blood beginning to trickle down his arm.  “Good luck,” he grumbled.

“I didn’t think you believed in luck,” Jayla replied.

“I don’t,” Tompkins said as he scooted his way toward the exit.  “But you do.  And you’re going to need it.”

After almost fifteen years of practicing medicine, Sarah Hartman thought she had seen everything.  True, fifteen years was not a long time, but on a starship at the edge of the final frontier, Hartman found herself exposed to situations that other people could only imagine.  But the moment she started to grow complacent, something would inevitably happen to show the Doctor that she had only scratched the surface of the wonders offered by the universe.  And today’s incident was a classic.

“So let me get this straight,” said the Doctor as she scanned Lucas Tompkins’ bloodied hand, “you swiped yourself with a hyperspanner after Jayla Trinn suggested the two of you go on vacation?”

Tompkins glanced at the gaping wound in the palm of his hand.  “Heh… Yeah.  I wasn’t expecting her to say that.”

Satisfied with the tricorder’s analysis Hartman snapped the scanner shut and reached for a dermal regenerator.  “So you decided to slice off you decided to slice off a chunk of your hand?  Brilliant, Einstein.  Next time, aim a little more to the left and you can sever a couple major veins.”

“Hey,” said Tompkins defensively, “the thought of getting some action in the bedroom is enough to rattle any guy’s cage.”

“Would you like an injection avagralinacine?” Hartman inquired, carefully running the dermal regenerator over Tompkins’ wound.

The engineer paused.  “What will that do?”

The Doctor began to open her mouth, but before the words could roll from her tongue, the doors behind her slid apart.  She briefly glanced up to see Captain Christopher crossing the threshold into sickbay.  “What do you want?” she demanded.

Christopher flashed a quick smile.  “Good to see you, too Sarah,” he said, his tone annoyingly pleasant.  

“If you’re here about the bionitrate samples we collected last week—”

“Actually,” Christopher interrupted, “I’m not here to see you at all.”

Hartman paused, and shrugged indolently.  “Good,” she said.  She didn’t really want to talk the Christopher in the first place.  “But if you ever want to look at those damn bionitrate samples, they’re in the medlab.”

Christopher nodded politely, and said, “Thank you, dearest Sarah,” before turning his attention to Lucas Tompkins.  “You’re not too badly injured, are you?”

The engineer gazed at his hand; it was almost completely healed thanks to Hartman’s administrations.  “It was just a minor scratch,” he quipped.  “Why?”

Christopher drew himself even nearer.  “How would you like to go on a little undercover mission?”

Chapter One

“Six weeks ago, a Federation scientist by the name of T’Ryla was abducted from her home on Draylax.  According to Starfleet, Doctor T’Ryla has been involved in the development of a highly advanced communication network.”

Alan Christopher sat at the head of the table in the Starlight’s conference lounge, exchanging glances with each member of his senior staff as he explained the situation at hand.  The situation was not exactly dire, but it required their undivided attention.

“I’m familiar with some of T’Ryla’s earlier work,” said Megan Reinbold after a moment.  “Her theories on interspatial communication were pivotal in my efforts to make contact with Species 8472’s bioships.”

“Well,” Christopher continued, “according to Starfleet Intelligence, T’Ryla was nabbed by a group of rogue mercenaries on stardate 74692.  Three weeks later, she managed to escape when the mercenaries met with a Gorn heavy cruiser near the Paldor Nebula; it was assumed she remained hidden inside the nebula for the next couple of weeks, but Starfleet now believes T’Ryla is seeking refuge on Caltaar Prime.”

“Caltaar Prime,” repeated Neelar Drayge.  “If my memory serves, that is nowhere near the Paldor Nebula…”

Christopher smiled at the young Bolian’s sharp mind.  “Your memory is working just fine, Neelar.”

“Then what is T’Ryla doing on Caltaar?” he inquired.  “She’s certainly not making it easy for Starfleet to find her—or does she believe the mercenaries are still trailing her?”

“The mercenary vessel was destroyed by the Gorn several days after their meeting at the nebula,” Bator reported.  “Therefore, it is highly unlikely they are pursuing the Doctor.”

Christopher grinned.  “You think so?”

“I do,” said Bator with a quaint nod.

“Anyway,” Christopher continued, “there are indications that good old T’Ryla does not want to be retrieved by her friendly Federation comrades.  After arriving on Caltaar, T’Ryla allegedly contacted the Orion Syndicate.  According to Starfleet’s undercover agent, T’Ryla has requested a meeting with the Syndicate.”

The very notion sent a chill down Christopher’s spine. The Orion Syndicate was not the nicest organization in the galaxy—in fact, it was one of the largest crime organizations known to exist, and even after decades of observation and infiltration, Starfleet had yet to put a dent in their activities.  And it is certain someone with T’Ryla’s knowledge could put a dent in Starfleet’s activities…

“According to our informant,” Harrison said, “the Syndicate has dispatched a small craft to meet the Doctor on Caltaar Prime.”

“And in two days,” Christopher continued, “that little ship is going to stroll right through this sector.”  It was a rather bold move on behalf of the Syndicate, but obviously a risk worth taking.  “Of course, we are going to intercept their little tin can, detain the crew, and then my little team will proceed to Caltaar Prime in their place.  Once there, all we have to do is meet with Doctor T’Ryla, and coax her aboard the ship.  Brilliant, is it not?”

“Utterly,” Harrison mused.

Christopher grinned.  “The team will consist of Megan, Lucas, and myself—and we will depart three nanoseconds after the Orion ship has been detained.”

Kendall Johnson promptly cleared his throat.  “Won’t… won’t the Orions be upset?  It’s not like we have a valid reason to detain one of their ships…”

“Yeah, they’ll be disgruntled,” Christopher replied.  “They might even be furious.  But we know there are crooks and thugs and a myriad of other scummy specimen aboard that vessel, and that alone justifies our actions.  I hope.”

And Christopher was summarily pleased to see his words were sufficient to satisfy those around him—and if they were not satisfied, they at least had enough faith to give him the benefit of the doubt.  “Any questions?” he asked after a moment’s repose.

When nobody spoke, Christopher took that as his cue to move on to the next item on the agenda: phasers.  Immediately, his gaze fell upon Lucas Tompkins.  “Dearest Lucas,” he called, “how are those phasers?”

“Offline,” he grumbled.  The chief engineer was obviously upset with his lack of progress.  “We’ve been working for almost ten hours, and we still can’t figure out what the hell is wrong with those bad boys.”

Harrison raised a curious eyebrow.  “Have you contacted Starfleet Tactical Operations about this aberration?”

“Twice,” said Tompkins with a nod.  “And according to them, we are the only ones experiencing technical difficulties.”

That was not what Christopher wanted to hear.  “This might indicate a more severe problem,” he grumbled.  “Run a shipwide level-three diagnostic; if that doesn’t turn up anything, start making preparations to do a level one.”

And that was not what Tompkins wanted to hear.  Running the level-three diagnostic wouldn’t be a problem, but performing the level-one diagnostic would raise ten kinds of hell; the computer would place each and every ship system under its microscope, uncovering each and every minute problem the Starlight had to offer.  Tompkins expelled a weary sigh.  “I’ll get right on it,” he replied.

“Good,” said Christopher with a nod.  “Dismissed.”

While he was away, Lucas Tompkins was certain that main engineering had transformed.  When he left for sickbay three hours ago, it was engineering was an inviting place, haunted by a technical enigma in need of solving.  But now, three hours later, it was a dungeon, and a level-one diagnostic was the ultimate form of torture.  

If there was one salvation, it was Jayla Trinn.  As he entered the newfound dungeon alongside Megan Reinbold, Lucas immediately glimpsed the lovely Trill huddled with Kendall Johnson over the master control station in the center of the room—and the look on her face was a positive one.  Tompkins felt his mood immediately boost.  “What’s going on?” he inquired.  “Are the phasers back online?”

“Not quite,” said Trinn.  “But we’ve got the juice flowing.  I had Kendall do a little rerouting.”

“Unfortunately,” Johnson continued, “the phasers are channeling too much energy.  If we were to fire them now, they would… well… they would go into a feedback loop and blow up half the ship.”

“That’s not supposed to happen,” Megan Reinbold said after a moment.

“No,” said Tompkins, tapping a few commands into the control interface.  “It’s not.  But at least we’ve made some progress today.”

“Should we call it a night?” asked Trinn a moment later.

Tompkins shook his head.  “No.  The Captain wants us to run a level-three diagnostic—and if that doesn’t turn up anything, he wants to perform a level-one diagnostic.  He seems to think there’s something wrong with the computer.”

Trinn giggled, and said,  “When in all reality, there’s probably just something wrong with the chief engineer.”

A devious grin spread across Tompkins’ face.  “Which is why I’m getting the hell out of here,” he said matter-of-factly.  “If we need to perform that level-one diagnostic, you’re the one in charge.”

Trinn immediately swallowed her words and—given the look upon her face—was contemplating the validity of Tompkins’ sentiment.  “Nice try,” she said after a long moment.  “But you’re not going anywhere.”

The grin on Tompkins’ face spread.  “Want to bet?”

“He’s going on an undercover mission with the Captain and me,” interjected Reinbold.  “We probably won’t be back for several days.”

And on that note, the look on Jayla Trinn’s face turned grim.  She immediately turned a fiery gaze upon Tompkins.  “And why do you need to go on this mission?” she demanded.  “Why can’t someone from Starfleet Intelligence go?”

That was a valid question, for it was certain Starfleet possessed undercover agents with far more undercover experience than Tompkins—but in the face of a level-one diagnostic, he wasn’t about to second-guess his superiors.  “I guess Starfleet is afraid I’m not getting enough excitement in my life,” he joked.

Trinn rolled her eyes.  “Sure,” she sarcastically replied.  She allowed her most evil gaze to drill into Tompkins’ skull a moment longer before turning her attention back to the computer, and though she said nothing to further the conversation, Tompkins could detect the unspoken subtext in her words.

She was pissed off—and shore leave was definitely out of the question.  Lucas was tempted to say something to help allay Jayla’s anger, but better judgment quickly warned him otherwise.  All he needed to do was give her some breathing room, and eventually, everything would be okay.  He hoped.

“I’m going to get back to work on those phasers,” Trinn announced a moment later.  She slowly began to make her way toward the Jefferies tube nearest the warp core when she came to an abrupt stop less than a meter from the hatch.  Jayla quickly turned on her heel and pointed at the toolkit sitting on the master control station.  “Megan,” she called, “hand me that hyperspanner.”

Reinbold did not comply.  Instead, she stood in silent observation of Kendall Johnson and—if Lucas Tompkins was seeing things correctly—she was not admiring his typing technique.  Kendall, of course, was oblivious, and Lucas couldn’t help but shake his head in mild disappointment.  After all these years, after all the hours they spent talking about women, Kendall was still blind to even the most obvious hints of attraction.

“Megan,” repeated Jayla, this time a bit louder.  “The hyperspanner.”

After a moment, Jayla’s words finally penetrated Megan’s skull, and she abruptly snapped out of her trance.  “Hyperspanner,” she softly repeated.  “Right.”  Megan quickly delved into the kit and retrieved the appropriate tool, passing it to Trinn moments later.

“Thanks,” said Jayla as she grabbed it.

Megan smiled.  “You’re welcome.”

And suddenly, Tompkins realized he had a chance to help Kendall get together with Megan.  Once Jayla was within the narrow confines of the Jefferies tube, main engineering was relatively empty—only a few junior officers remained, and they were more concerned with their duty than anything else.  Thus, Tompkins slowly approached Kendall, words of wisdom brimming on his lips.

Suddenly, his communicator chirped.  “Christopher to Tompkins,” came the Captain’s voice.

He quickly slapped his communicator.  “This is Tompkins.”

“Lucas,” Christopher continued, “I just received some new data about Doctor T’Ryla from Starfleet Intelligence.  I’ll meet you and Megan at holodeck three in five minutes.”

“We’ll be there,” Tompkins replied, trying not to sound too disappointed.  He was certain he could have done some good for Kendall’s relationship with Megan.

Maybe he still could…

“See you in a few minutes.  Christopher out.”

Intrigued by the new possibilities suddenly floating through his mind, Tompkins virtually ignored Christopher’s closing words.  “Megan,” he called, “the Captain has some new information on our mission.  He wants to meet with us.”

“Holodeck three,” she promptly replied.  “I heard.”

Tompkins nodded agreeably.  “Good,” he said.  “Then let’s get going.”

Megan nodded, but she did not move.  Instead, her gaze seemed to be stuck on Kendall—and it lingered there for a long moment.  Lucas was about to suggest she pick up her pace, but before the words reached his lips, Megan was in motion.  “Let’s go,” she said, leading the way to the doors.

As the pair entered the corridor, Lucas’ mind raced with literally a hundred ways to impress Megan.  He didn’t want to say anything too far-fetched and, naturally, it had to be something true to Kendall—and when they came upon the turbolift, inspiration finally struck.  “So were you asleep when Jayla asked about that hyperspanner?”

“No,” said Megan.  The turbolift doors slid apart, and the pair stepped inside.  “My mind was someplace else entirely, though.”

“Deck six,” Tompkins called once the doors hissed shut behind them.  He allowed himself a moment to compose his thoughts—and as that moment began to stretch, Tompkins quickly realized there was no easy way to broach Kendall Johnson without sounding totally stupid.   Feeling obligated to continue the conversation—he did start it, after all—Lucas knew he had to say something.  And the hyperspanner was still fresh in his mind.

“You know,” he said thoughtfully, “the hyperspanner was originally called a duodynetic particle emitter…”

Megan’s face immediately blossomed with amazement.  “Wow!” she exclaimed.  “I did not know that!”

“Heh…” Tompkins bit his lip and silently kicked himself.  Out of the millions of possible things to say, that was easily one of the stupidest, primarily because it was absolutely false.  No wonder Megan was unfamiliar with the terminology… But Tompkins wasn’t out of ideas just yet.  “It’s a little known fact,” he admitted,  “but Kendall—he knows all about stuff like that.  He’s a pretty good guy…”

“Yeah,” said Megan agreeably.  “He’s nice.”

Tompkins couldn’t believe his ears.  After wasting so much time staring at Kendall back in engineering, he had expected Megan to profess her undying love, or something equally earth shattering.  ‘He’s nice’ barely constituted a compliment!  Tompkins tried to find something to say, but his mind was suddenly a blank slate.

Thankfully, the turbolift saved them both from the dreadful conversation, and deposited them in the midst of deck six a scant moment later.

* * *

For many people, the holodeck was the ultimate escape from reality, but in recent weeks, Alan Christopher was slowly realizing that reality was not something he wanted to escape.  Though he was apprehensive at first, being a father was something he quickly came to enjoy.  Watching his young daughter laugh and play was ultimately far more rewarding than anything a holodeck adventure had to offer, and as Christopher stepped into the cavernous facility, he could barely sense the allure that had once captured his imagination.  They honeycomb patterns of the hologrid betrayed no mystery, and ultimately, it was just another room.  The woman standing beside the Captain, however, was anything but ordinary.

Doctor T’Ryla was a fair-skinned woman, wrapped in a conservative gray shawl that barely grazed the floor when she moved.  Her face was stoic, and her eyes deep azure eyes were thoroughly glazed; Christopher imagined he often produced a similar gaze when Erin went off on one of her wedding tangents.  But as Lucas Tompkins duly noted upon entering the holodeck, the Doctor’s most distinctive features were her pointed ears.  T’Ryla was a Vulcan.

“A Vulcan conspiring with the Orion Syndicate,” mused Megan Reinbold.  “That doesn’t sound very logical to me…”

Christopher quickly reached into his pocket and removed a sleek obsidian padd.  “According to our friends at Starfleet, T’Ryla abandoned the traditional Vulcan ways about fifty years ago.  Ever since then, she’s been enjoying her more emotional side.”

Lucas Tompkins slowly circled the Vulcan, carefully observing her soft curves.  “Heh… The old bag doesn’t look very emotional to me,” he mused.

Christopher arched a curious brow.  “Looks can be deceiving, Lucas,” he reminded.  “Besides, those holo-images can make anyone look bad—even me.  And considering my incredible good looks, making me look bad is a very difficult task.”

Reinbold laughed. “And Erin wants to marry you?”

“Who wouldn’t?” Christopher brazenly inquired.

Tompkins immediately raised his hand.  “Me,” he immediately proclaimed.

Not wanting their conversation to meander too far from its topic, Christopher allowed their collective laughter to linger for only a moment before getting back down to business.  “At its core, our mission is simple: bring T’Ryla back to the Federation.  But since she won’t likely come willingly, we must coax her back—thus, we have to convince her that we are actually members of the Orion Syndicate.

“This, of course, means that I’m no longer your Captain, but your good friend Alan, evil mastermind that held the Bleebarian Homeworld hostage for one million bars of latinum.”

“And Erin wants to marry you?” Reinbold repeated.  The sarcastic awe in her voice was even more evident this time.

Christopher grinned.  “You find that hard to believe?  Or are you simply jealous?”

“Oh no, you’re on to me,” said Reinbold jokingly.  

Christopher’s grin widened, but he said nothing to further that particular conversation.  “Assuming all goes well, we leave tomorrow night.”

“This is going to be a piece of cake,” said Tompkins.

Christopher paused.  “We can only hope,” he replied.

Chapter Two

Laughter filled the air as Alan and Angela playfully tussled on the floor in the center of their quarters.  The little girl kicked and screamed in mock terror as Alan approached on hands-and-knees, growling like a ferocious monster; when he was within striking distance, Alan swiftly plucked Angela from the floor and lifted her into the air.  She giggled gleefully as the ‘attack’ continued, and finally got her revenge when Alan set her back on the floor.

With lightning speed, Angela pounced on her Daddy, mimicking his playful growls as she climbed onto his back.  Feigning injury, Alan quickly fell to the floor.  “Oh no!” he called.  “You got me!”

Pleased with her swift victory, Angela excitedly scooted along Alan’s back until she sat very near his head.  “I’m a kitty!” she proudly proclaimed.  “Meow!”

“Are you a big kitty?” Alan softly inquired.

Angela shook her head.  “I’m a blue kitty!”

“Wow!” Alan exclaimed. “I’ve never been attacked by a blue kitty before.  Are you going to eat me?”

Angela scratched her head, and then spent a moment in consideration of the question.  “I’m going to eat a cookie!” she replied—and on that cheerful note, she leapt off Alan’s back and stormed into the bedroom as fast as her little feet would take her.

Alan, however, was content to remain on the floor and savor the moment.  In a universe filled with unspeakable evil, Angela was suddenly his shining beacon of light.  She was the innocent ray of sunshine in the pervasive dark.   War and hatred were unbeknownst to her young mind.  She knew no sorrows, felt no pain—she embodied nothing but happiness, and in her innocent quest for something as simple as a cookie, she shared her joy.  Life was good—and at the sight of Erin Keller, it very quickly got even better.

Alan quickly righted himself, and flashed his beloved a warm smile.  “You’ve been quiet this evening,” he said.

She shook her head indecisively and seated herself on the floor beside him.  “Maybe you’ve just been overly loud,” she suggested.  However, Erin’s voice lacked the playful charm that it often possessed, and Alan immediately knew something was not right.

“Are you mad at me?” he cautiously inquired.

She produced a faint smile, and gently ran her fingers through Alan’s hair.  “I’m not mad at you,” she whispered.  “It’s just…”

Alan waited patiently for words to fall from Erin’s mouth, but whatever she wanted to say remained bottled up inside.  It was unusual for her to keep things to herself, but not unprecedented—especially when it was something Alan was not likely to enjoy hearing.  He quietly bolstered his emotional defenses, and drew himself nearer to Erin’s delicate body.  “What is it?” he inquired.  “Is it my mission?”

She paused.  “Well… in a way,” she finally admitted.  “Next time, I would very much appreciate it if you talked to me before accepting some silly mission like this.  I mean, I am a part of your life, and I think I should be involved in it.”

Alan sensed he was beginning to tread uncertain terrain.  Not wanting to blurt out something stupid, he chose his words carefully.  “Do you want to go on the mission?  Are you upset because I didn’t choose you?”

“No, of course not!” she replied.  “In fact, it’s probably best that you didn’t take me along.  But choosing to go on this mission was a big decision, and… I guess… I kinda thought we should make decisions like this together.”

A hint of relief panged in the back of Alan’s mind; if this was the source of Erin’s mire, it was something easily resolved—but he was not ready to lower his guard just yet.  She often attacked on multiple fronts, and for all he knew, this was only the first wave.  “You’re right, of course—and in the future, I will keep you apprised of the situation.  But you must realize, at some point in the future, there a time may come when I can’t discuss a mission.  It’s rare, but it’s been known to happen…”

“I understand,” Erin replied.  “I’m in Starfleet, too, remember?”

Words were on the tip of Alan’s tongue, but he suddenly found himself stuck on Erin’s last sentiment.  He was uncertain as to why, but something about the way Erin spoke the words had caught him off guard.   Alan was the ship’s commanding officer; he knew better than anyone who was in Starfleet and who was not.  Erin definitely had something else on her mind, but for the life of him, Alan knew not what it was.  “Erin, am I missing something?” he gently inquired.  “Is something wrong?”

She shrugged sheepishly. “It’s silly, actually.  Nothing that can’t wait until you come home.”

Alan peered into her deep brown eyes, hoping they would betray her enigmatic answers; he found compassion and concern, but little in the way of clarity.  “Are you sure?”

She smiled.  “I’m sure…”

“Mommy!” Angela suddenly called, bursting back into the room with an energetic glow.  “Mommy!  I want a cookie!”

Erin grinned.  “What happened to the cookie I gave you earlier?”

Angela shrugged.  “I don’t know.”

“Did you eat it?”

“I gave it to Kitty.”

“And what did Kitty do with it?”

Again, Angela shrugged.  “I don’t know.”

“Well,” said Erin, her face forming a genuine smile, “let’s go find you another cookie.”  She quickly scooped Angela into her arms and together, they scurried off towards the replicator, leaving Alan alone with his thoughts.

“Now,” said Megan Reinbold as she packed a faded blue shirt into her bag, “don’t go doing anything stupid while I’m gone.  There are a lot of cute new girls on the ship, and…”

Justin Reinbold immediately scoffed.  “Mom,” he protested, “they’re three years old!”

Megan grinned.  “Then we won’t have any problems, will we?”  She threw a few more shirts into the bag and then, satisfied she had included enough clothing, zipped it shut. 

A part of Megan was eager to visit Caltaar Prime.  Even though it was a world controlled by the dreaded Orion Syndicate, the illicit funds they acquired transformed the once barren world into a tropical paradise comparable to Risa.  She wasn’t expecting a relaxing night on the beach, or anything, but the visit to Caltaar Prime would certainly make for a welcome change of pace.

Conversely, a small part of Megan dreaded the trip.  She hated leaving Justin behind to go on some far-fetched mission—even for a couple of days.  But Justin was growing up, and—like it or not—Megan knew that he didn’t really need her constant presence any more.  In the capable hands of the Starlight’s crew, Justin would survive the few days she was gone.  Hopefully.

“And you had better be doing your homework,” Megan continued.  “I will be calling you every day, and I will be talking to Doctor Hartman when I come home.  So if I hear you’ve been skipping assignments, you’ll be in big trouble, Mister.”

Sarah Hartman was truly a lifesaver.  After they discovered the ancient ruins on Gamera II, the Doctor had taken a keen interest in Justin—she even offered to tutor him in her “free time.”  The arrangement seemed to work, and Justin complied with Hartman’s edicts… most of the time.

He carefully seated himself on the foot of Megan’s bed and sighed.  “I will,” he mumbled.

“And your hair,” said Megan, pointing at shock of green spikes on the boy’s head. “Don’t even think about changing it different colors, unless you’re changing it back to normal.  Furthermore, you’re not allowed to get any pier—”

“Mom,” Justin interrupted.  “Relax.”

Megan immediately paused, realizing that perhaps she was going a little overboard with her rules and regulations.  Despite Justin’s occasionally unpleasant attitude, he was a decent person; Megan trusted he would behave himself.  “But I’m still calling every day,” she reiterated.

* * *

The helm bleeped, and Neelar Drayge’s deft fingers immediately fell upon the control interface.  “We’re approaching the Orion vessel,” he announced a moment later. 

  They had discreetly been tracking the vessel for several hours, but the time for discretion was apparently nearing its end.  Matthew Harrison immediately rose from the comforts of his chair and approached the sleek helm. “How long until we intercept them?”

Drayge’s eyes fell back to the computer display.  “Fifty-three seconds,” he reported.

Harrison nodded intently.  “Thank you, Lieutenant,” he said softly.  He briefly turned to Christopher for some sort of reaction, but oddly, the Captain had nothing to say; his eyes looked rather distant, like his mind was a hundred light years away…

Megan Reinbold, however, had plenty to contribute.  “Based upon their flight path, it looks like they’re taking an indirect route to Caltaar Prime,” she gleaned from the operations console.  “It doesn’t look like they’re too concerned about us, though.”

Harrison smirked.  “They are unaware of our plans,” he mused.  “They have no reason to be concerned.”

“Well,” Reinbold continued, “they’re currently moving at warp 8.3.  If we want to stop them without damaging their ship, I suggest we fire a verteron pulse.”

“I concur,” said Bator, already making the necessary preparations.  “Their warp core has not been modified to protect against such radiation; it would be rendered inoperable within thirty seconds.”

“How long would it take us to purge the radiation from the core?” asked Christopher.  Apparently, he had been paying attention after all.

Bator glanced at his data.  “If we fire a low-yield burst, the radiation should dissipate within one hour.”

Christopher pondered their options for a moment, but the decision was not a difficult one to make.  Within seconds, he turned to Bator and sanctioned the mission.  “Prepare to fire,” he ordered.  “Neelar, set a direct intercept for the Orion vessel, and match speed once we’re there.”

“Aye Captain,” said both Bator and Drayge in tandem—but while Bator went about his work undisturbed, the helm almost immediately erupted in sensor alerts.

“The Orions are trying to flee,” Drayge promptly announced.  “They’ve increased to warp nine.”

“Match speed,” Harrison confidently ordered.  He knew the Starlight could run circles around anything the Orions had to offer.  In all likelihood, the Orion vessel would be forced to decrease their speed after only a few minutes at warp nine—or risk a warp core breach.

The Starlight gently rumbled as the engines kicked up to warp nine, and after a few seconds, the tiny Orion craft appeared on the view screen.  The vessel—and Harrison used the term loosely—was a dastardly conglomeration of several different starships, barely molded into the shape of a Danube-class runabout.  The pocked hull sported numerous scorch marks, and the port warp nacelle was venting a generous stream of puke green drive plasma.

“I see we’ve got ourselves a real luxury cruiser,” Christopher sarcastically commented.

Harrison was forced to concur.  “I am surprised that… thing is space worthy,” he quipped, just as another series of sensor alerts filled the air.

“We are in position,” Bator announced.

In that moment, Christopher’s wry smile dissolved, and he quickly returned to business.  “Fire.”

Bator’s deft fingers flew over the controls, and moments later, a surge of vivid green light stormed across the viewscreen.  It plowed into the Orion craft with incredible force and, had it been a phaser beam, Harrison was certain the vessel would have burst into flames.

It was not a phaser beam, though, and as the verteron radiation worked its magic, the Orion ship quickly dropped to impulse and summarily streaked off the viewscreen as the Starlight passed it by.

“Drop out of warp, and bring us about,” Christopher ordered before they could venture too far.

The stars on the viewscreen streaked into scintillating points of light, and almost immediately, the haggardly Orion craft reappeared in the distance—and it was approaching fast.

“They are on an intercept course,” Neelar announced.  

“Weapons are fully charged,” added Bator.

Under normal circumstances, the tiny Orion junk heap would not pose a threat, but to the best of Harrison’s knowledge, the Starlight’s phasers were still offline—and firing torpedoes at the fragile ship was definitely out of the question.

“Lovely,” exclaimed Christopher moments later.  He promptly turned to Bator with a coy smile upon his face.  “Why don’t you just go down to the cargo bay with a hand phaser?” he playfully suggested.  “We’ll pop open the door, you can pick them off that way…”

Though the Captain clearly spoke in jest, the idea nevertheless did not resonate with Bator.  “The Orions still pose no threat,” he affirmed.  “Their armament consists of five low-yield ion canons, and three photon torpedoes.  By my estimate, it would take them in excess of five years to put a dent in our shielding.”

“We don’t have five years to wait for them,” Christopher mused.  “Lock our friends in a tractor beam, and then open a channel.”

Harrison quickly decided that that was indeed the best course of action.  Not only would the tractor beam hold the Orion hulk in place, it would deflect almost anything they tried to fire at the Starlight.  Thus, he promptly returned to the warmth of his chair without offering any additional opinions.

Moments later, a vivid azure light danced upon the Orion vessel’s hull.  They were trapped, and were helpless to defend themselves; consequently, they had little choice but to speak with their captors, and within ten seconds, a smug little Yridian flitted onto the viewscreen.

“My name is Byrrys Nin,” said the Yridian, tactfully meshing just the right amount of anger into his words. “What is going on here, Captain?  This is an outrage!  You have no right to detain my vessel!”

Captain Christopher slowly rose from his command chair.  “Mr. Nin,” he said cordially, “we have every right to detain your vessel.  According to my… ecological advisors, your vessel is in violation of forty-seven different environmental protocols.  You are wreaking havoc on the delicate ecosystem in this sector, and we cannot tolerate it any longer.”

The Yridian’s wrinkled face was clearly doubtful.  “I’m not aware of any such protocols,” he replied.  “And since when did Starfleet become the intergalactic pollution police?  I’ve been operating in this region for twenty years without a single incident—so if you don’t mind, I’ve got an important rendezvous to make…”

Though he tried to treat every alien species equally, Matthew Harrison could not help but think of the Yridians as rats.  Not only did they vaguely resemble hairless rats, they were also some of the most conniving scum in the universe, driven by little more than greed.  There was little wonder Byrrys Nin was involved with the Syndicate.

Captain Christopher, however, was not about to let him go.  “I’m afraid we need to borrow your ship,” said Christopher sternly, “and there’s no way we can allow you to leave.”

Byrrys Nin was not impressed.  “My rendezvous is very important,” he insisted.

Christopher grinned.  “I know,” he said coyly.  “And I promise, we will take care of that rendezvous for you.  In the meantime, you and your crew can enjoy the three-star accommodations in our lovely brig!  Free of charge, even.”

The Yridian’s beady eyes began flushed with anger.  “Captain!” he exclaimed.  “You have no right to detain us!”

Christopher shrugged.  “Oh no, of course not,” he sarcastically replied.  “Starfleet actually enjoys having members of the Orion Syndicate freely roaming the stars—even obscure ones such as yourself.  You see, my ecological advisors and I have taken it upon ourselves to rid the universe of both pollution and crime. It’s a tidy arrangement, don’t you think?”  He promptly turned to Megan Reinbold and said, “Beam our guests aboard.”

Byrrys Nin quickly flitted off the viewscreen, replaced once more by the sight of his haggardly vessel.  Harrison stared at the conglomeration for a moment before turning his eyes to the Captain.  “Ecological advisors?”

He shrugged mischievously.  “Technically, we are abducting him with little more than circumstantial evidence.  So I had to tell him something.”

Harrison grinned.  “Naturally,” he replied, just as the transport cycle completed.

“Our guests have been beamed aboard,” Reinbold immediately proclaimed.

Christopher was already on his feet, headed for the turbolift.  “Well,” he said excitedly, “let’s go!”

Chapter Three

After nearly twenty years in space, Alan Christopher had seen his fair share of starships.  Though he had no way to be certain, he estimated that he had personally been witness to at least seven hundred different designs.  From the familiar curves of the Starlight, to the terribly gigantic Elorg warships, he thought he had seen it all—but the Orion vessel he presently sat in easily took the cake.

It was small.  The exterior was easily the size of a runabout, but the interior was dreadfully cramped.  The cockpit was essentially a steely gray closet with four uncomfortable chairs and several ancient computer terminals—and to make matters worse, the low ceiling made it impossible to stand erect.

The entire ship reeked.  Alan couldn’t quite place the smell, but it was an acrid, metallic presence that was also rather easy to taste in the stagnant air.  Not surprisingly, the replicator was also malfunctioning; it dispensed little more than cups of gelatinous pink goop. It looked unpalatable, and tasted even worse.  The bunk in the aft section of the ship contained four rock-hard cots and little privacy; waste extraction was a claustrophobic little room nearby, and though Alan had yet to check out the engineering compartment, he feared it was in terrible condition.  It was amazing the vessel could crack warp one, let alone cruise along at warp eight.

They had been cruising as such for the better part of a day without incident.  In the journey’s inaugural hours, Alan had been worried the ship would tear itself apart, and subsequently had Lucas and Megan constantly monitoring the ship’s systems while he manned the helm—but now that their destruction did not appear imminent, Alan decided it was safe to let their guard down.  He input their course into the computer, and placed the ship on autopilot.  “Hopefully, we won’t regret this later,” he mused, carefully leaning back in his uncomfortable seat—he did not lean too far, however, fearing the thing might snap in half.

“Actually,” said Lucas, “this bad boy is built pretty well.  It might smell and look like a piece of crap, but whoever put it together knew what he was doing.”

As he peered around the monochromatic cockpit, Alan had a difficult time believing that, but he wasn’t about to doubt his chief engineer’s analysis.  “Can you figure out what the ship’s name is?  That might come in handy later on…”

Lucas quickly accessed the computer.  He gleaned the data on the screen for a long moment before turning back to Alan with a response.  “It’s called the Prexnak,” he said.  “Named after some infamous battle in Ferengi history.”

Alan frowned.  That was perhaps the most hideous name in the known universe—but then again, so was the ship, so perhaps it was fitting after all.  “We can always rename the vessel Christopher…”

Neither Lucas nor Megan jumped on the idea; in fact, they barely acknowledged the sentiment.  Alan quickly shrugged off the rejection and mused, “Tough crowd.”

Megan suddenly whirled about in her creaky chair and turned an inquisitive gaze upon Alan.  “So,” she said pleasantly, “what are you getting Erin for Sweetest Day?”

 Alan’s eyes widened at the mention.  “Sweetest what?”  He had been around humans for most of his life, and was familiar with most of their holidays—even some of the more obscure ones.  But this… Sweetest Day was completely unbeknownst to him.

“You went to Starfleet Academy, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

Megan’s eyes widened with amazement.  “Where did you live?”

“San Francisco.”

“And you never heard of Sweetest Day?”

He shook his head.  “Not once.”

“We didn’t have it in Washington, either,” Lucas added.  “And I lived in Seattle a good twenty years.”

Megan sighed in mock disgust.  “West coast beach bums,” she playfully muttered.  “In Cleveland, Sweetest Day is considered a pretty big holiday.  And if you’re half the man you claim to be, you’ll get Erin something nice.”

Alan shrugged indolently.  “This isn’t Cleveland.  It’s the Rusarkus Sector.  And I’m pretty sure they don’t celebrate Sweetest Day here.”

Megan frowned.  “I’ve only known Erin a short time, but even I can tell she’s a wonderful person—and if I can see that, Alan, so should you.  Don’t you think she deserves a little something to show her that you care?”

Again, Alan shrugged.  “She knows that I care about her,” he confidently affirmed.  And hoping to bring the conversation to a close, he quickly added, “But I guess it wouldn’t hurt to replicate a bunch of flowers, or something.” 

The look on Megan’s face was skeptical to say the least.  “Sweetest Day is the eighteenth.  You’d better get something nice for her,” she said evenly.  “I’m going to be talking to her when we get back, and if I hear you didn’t get her anything, you’re going to be in big trouble, Mister.  I mean it.”

“And when did you become my mother?” Alan inquired.  His tone was a little more curt than he would have liked, but the question was certainly a valid one.

Megan instantly provided a candid gaze.  “I’m not your mother,” she replied.  “You and Erin have something special, and I was just trying to dispense some friendly advice… to make sure that something lasts.”

Alan paused, and suddenly recalled the sullen look he glimpsed in Erin’s eyes.  The reason for her mire still eluded him, but if something as simple as a bouquet of flowers could improve his sweetie’s mood, then Alan was all for it.  Hoping he didn’t come off as too much as a jerk, Alan slowly turned his gaze upon Megan.  “Thanks,” he said quietly, and then returned to his work.

Sitting beside Kendall Johnson in the Starlight’s claustrophobic Jefferies Tubes, Jayla Trinn was baffled.  Not only did the phaser problems continue to elude her and the engineering team, so too, did her relationship with Lucas Tompkins.  In comparison with the only other prominent relationship on the ship—the Captain and Commander Keller—Jayla’s relationship with Lucas was a wild roller coaster ride.  Several days ago, she felt confident enough about the relationship to spend shore leave with Lucas.  Naturally, he interpreted this as a few weeks of uninterrupted sex—which was not what Jayla had in mind, prompting her to reconsider everything.

Of course, before she could discuss it with Lucas, he runs off on some stupid undercover mission with the Captain, leaving her with a ton of work—and very pissed off.  Paradoxically, she still felt some sort of connection to Lucas.  “Why do humanoid relationships have to be so complex?” she mused.

“I don’t know,” said Kendall, carefully pulling away a piece of wall covering to reveal an intricate series of conduits all filtering into a healthy azure gel-pack.   He immediately scanned the area with his tricorder.  “Sixty-five million years ago, when a female Tyrannosaurus wanted to mate, she would call for a male.  When a male responded, he would approach the female with a carcass, and if it impressed her, they would mate.  Once the mating was over… the female would tire of the male, and she would chase him away—or kill him.  Things were a lot simpler back then, but I don’t know if that was a better way of doing things.”

“But you have to admit,” said Jayla, “there weren’t any pointless quibbles.  If the female was upset, she put the male in his place.  Either the problem was solved, or the male was dead.  She never had to stop and consider how a relationship might affect every other facet of her life.”

“Yeah,” said Kendall, “but her life pretty much consisted of killing, eating, and mating.  There wasn’t much to affect.  Our lives are more complex… so… I guess are relationships are, too.”

Jayla was about to gripe about how stupid Lucas had been acting, but Kendall’s shrieking tricorder abruptly cut her off.  “What is it?”

He muted the tricorder and shrugged.  “I don’t know.  But if these readings are right, there’s something in there,” he said, pointing into the conduit.

Jayla quickly removed the wrist beacon from her engineering kit and aimed the beam of light into the open conduit.  She searched the myriad relays for only a moment before the light fell upon a small black device affixed to the very back of the conduit.  “That is not Starfleet in origin,” she realized.

“You can say that again,” said Kendall as he gazed into his tricorder.  “It doesn’t match anything on record, either, but”—he hesitated for a moment—“the technology is similar to that of the aliens we encountered around stardate 74680.”

The stardate immediately clicked inside Jayla’s mind.  “Tracker Melas,” she whispered.  “The birdman.”

Johnson nodded his grim agreement.  “From what I’ve heard, Melas had an intricate knowledge about us.  If he somehow planted this device, that could explain a thing or two.”

But Jayla shook her head as another possibility came into mind.  “What about the Elorg massacre?” she suggested.  “Somehow, all the data we collected on the massacre in the Beremar System was purged from our systems.  This device might have something to do with it…”

“Well,” said Johnson, removing a microlathe from the engineering toolkit, “there’s only one way to find out…”

Matthew Harrison had not been expecting such an enjoyable meal.  When Commander Keller invited him to dinner several weeks ago, Harrison had envisioned a small, crude meal and lacking conversation.  Much to his surprise, the congregation in Erin’s home was actually quite enthralling, and as he scraped the last few spaghetti noodles from his plate, Matthew was forced to admit that he actually had an enjoyable time.

Erin was obviously aware of some of the more appetizing entries in the replicator database, and her ability to converse extended much further than Matthew would have expected.  Of course, in all the years he knew her, Matthew had only just begun to see the complex person beneath Erin’s flawless exterior—and after tonight, it was probably safe to say their mutual hatred had finally dissolved.

“This meal was quite good,” Matthew commended as he shoved his plate aside.  “I have replicated spaghetti on several occasions, and never has it turned out so well.”

Erin smiled charmingly.  “I will have to show you which varieties are the best.  The replicators’ default spaghetti isn’t exactly the best.”

“No,” Matthew agreed, “it is not.”  He carefully removed the silky gray napkin from his lap, dabbled it on his face, and then set it upon his empty plate.  “Have you ever attempted to eat replicated veggie burgers?”

Erin shook her head.  “I can’t say that I have.  But they sound like shit.”

Though he often frowned upon Erin’s terse language, Matthew had little choice but to agree with her usage in this instance.  “It tastes much the same,” he said.  “The real thing is far superior to anything the replicator has ever produced.”

“I will have to take your word on that, little buddy,” Erin replied.  She playfully threw her napkin on the table and then expelled a long sigh.  “I know this probably wasn’t what you had in mind when I invited you to dinner, but I didn’t want Angela throwing her dinner across the mess hall.”

Indeed, the little one had been quite rambunctious, but once she petered out, young Angela was in bed less than ten minutes later.  The mess hall was probably not ready for a two-year-old terror—but Harrison did not mind the privacy of Erin’s quarters.  “Actually,” he said, “I prefer to dine away from the mess hall.  My quarters are much more relaxing.”

Erin was about to rise from her chair, but at hearing Matthew’s words, she remained seated.  “Don’t you ever get… lonely?” she cautiously inquired.

“Of course not,” he said.  ‘Lonely’ was a word that was virtually unbeknownst to Matthew Harrison.  “After my meal, I will often play a selection of Celtic music, and sit down on the sofa with a good book.  In fact, I am presently reading the second installment of The Lord of The Rings.”

“The Two Towers,” said Erin knowingly—and much to Matthew’s surprise.  “I always imagined Legolas to be a major hottie—but he was never my friend.  He might keep me company for a while, but… once the book is done… it’s done.  Don’t you ever long for a real human companion?”

Though he was still trying to digest Erin’s comments regarding Legolas, Matthew was nevertheless able to provide Erin with a quick and concise answer to her inquiry: “No.  Should I desire companionship, I simply retreat to the holodeck.”  He was nearly content to let the conversation stop right there, but a pang of curiosity in the back of Matthew’s mind suddenly prompted him to make an inquiry of his own, “Why do you ask?”

Erin’s face slowly grew more serious as she drew herself nearer the table.  “Ever since Angela came aboard a few weeks ago, I feel so… isolated, like I’m a prisoner in my own quarters.  Now, I love Angela, and she’s definitely worth my time, but it feels like she’s consuming all of my time.”

Matthew understood her isolation and, having observed the practice for years, had numerous tips to help her deal with the loneliness.  But the quandary with young Angela was beyond his ability.  “I realize you have had only two duty shifts since the little one came aboard, but I assure you, things are running smoothly without you.”

Erin shook her head.  “That’s not the problem,” she replied.  “But in a way… it is.  You see, my career in Starfleet has been a pretty successful one, and now that Angela is here, I don’t want to give it up.  And knowing things are running so smoothly without me, well, makes me feel kinda useless on the ship.”

“Erin,” said Matthew, stumbling over her name, “you are not useless.  On the contrary, being a mother is perhaps the most important job on the entire ship.”

“I realize that,” said Erin softly, “but I also realize that I don’t want to sit in my quarters all day and play ‘Mrs. Christopher.’  That sort of thing is not in my nature.”

“Have you spoken to… …Alan about this?”  It felt odd to use the Captain’s first name, but Matthew’s efforts were rewarded with a very warm smile from Erin.

“I tried,” Erin said softly, “but I just couldn’t find the right words.”

Matthew knew it was not his place to speak to the Captain about such things, but there was something he could do.  “I did not plan on setting up a school on the ship until next year—however, with the recent influx in little people, I believe I shall speak to the Captain about establishing an educational facility as soon as possible.”

Erin smiled again.  “Matthew,” she said quietly, “I’m really glad you and I finally put our differences aside.  You are, perhaps, one of my finest friends.”

And that sentiment, Harrison knew, would make for a perfect end to a pleasurable evening.

Caltaar Prime was a lush, tropical world, far from the kindred spirits of the Federation.  Nestled inside the myriad rain forests were gleaming, pristine cities that—on the surface—seemed as inviting as any world on the other side if the border, but as Alan Christopher landed the Prexnak on the landing strip outside of Novisanak City, he knew that gentle façade was a farce.  Hopefully, those inside of the city did not know the same could be applied to Christopher and his companions, for they, too, were not what they appeared to be.

As the Prexnak came to a halt, the tiny craft jostled about.  Christopher feared the entire vessel was about to collapse, but after a moment, things calmed down, and he knew the vessel was safe.  He promptly turned his attention to Lucas and Megan.  “The two of you can go ahead and start the search without me.  This ship has a ton of post-flight sequences that need my attention, and I think it would be wasteful for all of us to sit around while I tend to them.”

Though Megan seemed a little apprehensive about leaving her Captain behind, Lucas did not harbor similar concerns.  He abruptly grabbed two phasers from the storage compartment beneath his station, handed one of them to Megan, and then rose to his feet.

“The sooner we find T’Ryla,” Tompkins said, “the sooner we can get the hell out of here.”

That particular notion seemed to resonate with Megan, and within a few minutes, the two were on their way, leaving Christopher alone to his post-flight sequences.

The heat on Caltaar Prime was not simply a weather phenomenon—it was a presence, pervading every aspect of life on the tropical world.  All of the buildings incorporated vast, open spaces into their elaborate street side architecture, while smaller, more simplistic buildings were nestled in the forested flipside, providing much needed protection from the harsh sun and humid wind.

Intricate cobblestone brickwork paved the narrow streets, providing the only respite from the untamed grass and wild plants that grew in the nearby jungle.  In fact, as he traversed the crowded streets, Lucas Tompkins only had to look upward to see the untamed jungle—though the searing sun gave him little desire to do so.

“This place sucks,” Tompkins proclaimed after less than five minutes of wandering.  “I don’t know why anyone would want to come here…”

Megan carefully weaved around a pair of bickering Andorians, and then turned a quizzical gaze upon Lucas—but before she could open her mouth, the taller of the two Andorians drew a weapon and vaporized his companion.   There was a brief lull in the action as crowd noticed the commotion—but once the Andorian’s molecules dispersed, they resumed their business as if nothing had happened.  The remaining Andorian shrugged candidly, and then went on his merry way.

Megan pulled in a nervous lungful of air and turned back to Lucas.  “Remind me to never upset an Andorian.”

Though keeping oneself in good standing with the Andorians was always a wise precaution, on this planet, Tompkins knew it would be imperative to maintain good relations with everyone—because the last thing he wanted was to draw a momentary crowd while his molecules dispersed.  Better yet, they could simply find T’Ryla and then leave…

“Our contact said T’Ryla often frequents a bar called The Central Plexus,” Tompkins suddenly recalled.  “It shouldn’t be far from here.”

It did not matter where he was, or how dreadful the temperature—Lucas Tompkins was always in the mood to visit a bar.  Though he was not familiar with The Central Plexus, if the name was any indication, he would find himself quite at home.  

The bar was located in one of the smaller buildings off the main road, and though it was nearly shrouded in vast green ferns and a multitude of lanky vines, the group of drunken Nausicaans lingering at the doors was indication enough that they had indeed arrived.

The Central Plexus was not a large facility.  The interior smelled of sweat and alcohol, and the darkened walls were decorated with myriad images of half-naked Orion slave girls, and other exotic females.  There were about a dozen small, round tables in the center of the room, and a few more private booths along the walls—all occupied by members of one alien race or another.  Nestled in the back and surrounded by even more patrons, was the bar itself, manned by a very large Bolian.

Though he was missing one eye, and most of his teeth, the Bolian looked like an observant fellow, and Tompkins carefully approached him, making certain neither he nor Megan disturbed of one of the other patrons.  Now was not the time for an incident.  When they reached the bar, it took the Bolian only a moment to see he had a customer; he quickly ended his conversation with a Boslic freighter captain, and then turned his lone eye upon Lucas.  “What can I get for you?”

“I’ll have a Black Hole,” said Tompkins.  “And a Vulcan named T’Ryla, if you’ve seen her.”

The Bolian flashed his cracked smile.  “T’Ryla,” he repeated, and then pointed at Megan.  “If you’re done with that one, I’ve got a few Orion free traders out back who’d love to give her a try.”

“No!” Lucas immediately exclaimed.

The surprise his voice was evident, and the Bolian stepped back in confusion.  He stared down Tompkins for a long moment before a wry grin fell upon his face.  “You humans have more stamina than I thought.”  He pointed toward a booth in the far corner.  “Your woman awaits.”

Tompkins grabbed his drink, nodded his thanks, and quickly turned on his heel to seek out T’Ryla—but as he did so, his gaze briefly crossed path with Reinbold’s, and even in that brief exposure, the ice in her gaze was enough to send a chill down Tompkins’ spine.

“Relax,” he whispered, “we’ll be out of here soon.”

Megan forced a smile to her face as they approached T’Ryla’s booth.  “Not soon enough,” she said through clenched teeth.

T’Ryla sat alone in her booth, sipping a tall beverage and reading up on—from what Tompkins could glean— bad news: Byrrys Nin.

“It looks like we need a new plan,” Megan whispered.

And unless the Captain was willing to dress up like a Yridian, they needed to devise that plan very quickly.  Thankfully, being an engineer often required Lucas to come up with an offbeat idea in a short amount of time, and that made him very quick on his feet.  Inspiration struck in a matter of moments, and he made haste to approach the Vulcan.

“Doctor T’Ryla,” he called.

She looked up from her glass and cast an ominous gaze upon the engineer.  “Yes?”

Lucas hesitated for a moment before seating himself on the bench opposite the Doctor.  “Do you mind if I join you?”

“It would appear that you already have,” said the Vulcan with a shrug.  

“Heh… yeah, I guess you’re right,” Tompkins replied.  He took a brief sip of his beverage and then placed it upon the cool obsidian tabletop.  He allowed himself a brief moment to build his confidence, and then set out to weave his web.  “My associates and I are scientists,” he started, “and we have been following your work for some time.”

T’Ryla looked on with relative interest.  “Have you?” she coolly inquired.  “Might I ask where?”

Tompkins would have preferred she didn’t, but if he wanted the mission to succeed, he would have to answer the question.  “The secondary research facility on Farius Prime,” he lied.

The Vulcan raised a curious eyebrow.  “That facility is devoted strictly to tactical research,” she noted.

Tompkins cursed under his breath.  Tactical research had very little to do with subspace communication.  It had been a wild shot in the dark, and though he missed the bull’s eye, Tompkins was relieved that he at least hit the target.  Still, he was not out of options just yet.  “A friend of ours is an interspatial particle physicist.  He introduced us to your work.”

And by some stroke of luck, T’Ryla was impressed.  “I have been attempting to create an interspatial detection grid,” she crisply replied.  “I would enjoy hearing your friend’s theories on such an endeavor.”

Tompkins tried not to grin too much.  “And our friend,” he said, “would enjoy speaking with you.”

Chapter Four

“You told her what?”

After such a promising meeting with Doctor T’Ryla, Lucas Tompkins had utterly failed to anticipate Captain Christopher’s reaction to the tale he told back at The Central Plexus—and suddenly the engineer wished he had downed a little more of his Black Hole, that way he could attribute the entire incident to being drunk.   But he was anything but drunk, and apparently, the Captain had little desire to be an interspatial particle physicist—at least he took it in good stride.

Still seated in the Prexnak’s claustrophobic cockpit, Christopher finally turned his curious gaze upon Tompkins and asked,  “Why couldn’t you have told her I was an archaeologist?  You know I’ve always wanted to pretend to be an archaeologist!” 

Tompkins had only been vaguely aware of that fact, actually, but he stood firm by his decision to bestow the Captain with the more prestigious position.  “T’Ryla was not going to talk to an archaeologist,” he insisted.  “And since she was expecting to meet with Byrrys Nin, the only way we could talk to her was to make you an interesting physicist.”

“And it wasn’t easy,” added Reinbold.  “We had no trouble selling the physicist, but making you sound interesting is like making a Klingon sound cute and cuddly.”

Christopher folded his arms and expelled a long, weary sigh.  “Well, did you ever consider the fact that I know absolutely nothing about interspatial particle physics?

“Heh… Not really,” admitted Tompkins.  “I was just going with the flow, if you know what I mean.  But look on the bright side—we scored another meeting with T’Ryla!”

“When?” asked Christopher, slightly panicked.

“Later tonight,” Reinbold replied.

“Just stay cool,” said Tompkins.  “I think T’Ryla is pretty easy going once you break the ice.  If the two of you hit it off, just invite her back here for a good time, and we’ll get the hell out of here.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “A good time?  Lucas, I’m getting married in a few weeks.”

He shrugged.  “Erin doesn’t need to know.”

And Christopher sighed yet again.  “I could have been an archaeologist…”

Kendall Johnson hovered nervously over the science lab’s master control terminal as the final analysis of the alien device flitted across the screen.  It had taken quite some time for the computer to properly analyze the little device, and in the span of those few hours, numerous theories regarding its true origins cropped up—but in the coming moments, all of those theories would be disproved.  All but one.

As the last few lines of text scrolled across the screen, Johnson turned his gaze to Commander Harrison, who stood beside Jayla Trinn on the opposite side of the workstation.  “It’s done,” said Johnson quietly.

Harrison indicated for him to proceed, and Johnson quickly delved back into the data.

“A metallurgical analysis of the device confirms that it is consistent with the technology employed by Tracker Melas around stardate 74680,” he gleaned from the monitor, “and as far as we can tell, it was placed in the conduit at about that same time.”

Concern immediately began to flood Harrison’s otherwise stoic face.  “What did the device do?”

The computer’s analysis of that particular bit of data was far more ambiguous than the rest, but Johnson still had a fair idea as to the device’s purpose.  “It was primarily here for surveillance,” he explained, “but chances are very good that it was also meant to disrupt our phasers.”

“We’ve got repair teams making some pretty good progress now that the device is gone,” added Trinn.  “We should be ready for some target practice in a few hours.”

And in the wake of this grim discovery, phasers were certainly a good thing to have.  “Search the rest of the ship for similar devices,” said Harrison.  “I do not care how long it takes, but we cannot afford to divulge any more data to these people than we have to.”

“I’ve also passed along our findings to Captain Landsberg and Admiral Reddrick,” Johnson continued.  “If we were hit, chances are good that they were, too.”

Harrison expelled a weary sigh.  “We knew they were powerful,” he admitted, “but it would seem this species may pose a greater threat than we had originally anticipated…”

“And they have every advantage,” Trinn grumbled, gently slamming a fist into the computer.  “As of this moment, they know virtually everything there is to know about us.  And what do we know about them?”

“Nothing,” said Johnson, affording the relatively short computer analysis one final glance.  “Not even the name of their species.”

Commander Harrison’s grim façade slowly deepened, and though Kendall was not exactly alarmed, seeing this much concern ebb from his superior did not exactly put Johnson at ease.  But for the time being, they were safe; he saved the analysis and then cleared it from the screen, hoping that an “out of sight, out of mind” mentality would get him through the rest of the day.

But on the strength of Harrison’s parting words, Kendall knew exactly what would be on his mind for many weeks to come.

“I have the distinct feeling that this is only the beginning,” Harrison said softly.  “And that does not bode well for any of us…”

When he accepted this mission, Alan Christopher had been under the impression that everything would go smoothly.  He had crafted such a brilliant plan, that it should have been virtually impossible for something to go wrong—but naturally, it did go wrong.  Making matters worse, Lucas Tompkins’ backup plan was, well, stupid.

Over the course of a few hours, Megan and Lucas provided Christopher with as much information in particle physics as they were aware—and indeed, it was a wealth of information, but in that short span of time, Christopher was only able to absorb so much.  His mind might have been brilliant (in his opinion), but it was not technically inclined.  So, much like Lucas had suggested, Alan decided to ‘stay cool,’ and take the conversation with T’Ryla one step at a time.

An hour later, he sat with Lucas, Megan, and T’Ryla in a secluded corner of The Central Plexus, brooding over a glass of… something.  It was blood red, and had a very strong, bitter smell.  And definitely not what Christopher ordered—but in a place like this, he wasn’t about to complain about the poor service; he wanted to return to the Starlight with all of his teeth.

Candidly setting his beverage aside, Christopher turned his bright turquoise eyes upon T’Ryla and flashed a pleasant smile.  “I have been following your work for quite some time, Doctor.”

T’Ryla took a sip of her beverage and smiled.  “That is what your associates were telling me earlier.”

“I must admit, I was surprised to find out you were here on Caltaar Prime,” said Christopher humbly.  “It’s not often we see someone with your stature in this region.”

“And normally, I would not be in this region,” T’Ryla confirmed, “however, some associates of mine wanted my help in establishing a vast interspatial communication network in this region—separate, and far more clandestine than the standard communication grid.  I nearly refused, but my associates can be very persuasive.”

Though Christopher did not dare inquire, he had a hunch that there would be a lot of latinum in T’Ryla’s future.    He smiled, and faked a knowing chuckle.  “My associates are the same way,” he lied.

The conversation went on for quite some time without incident.  For a long while, T’Ryla seemed content to discuss trivial matters, such as the lush climate on Caltaar Prime, and the political infrastructure of the Elorg Bloc.  But just when Christopher was starting to feel confident he might be able to persuade T’Ryla back to the Prexnak without resorting to some stupid action he might later regret, the Vulcan suddenly felt compelled to discuss particle physics.

The question came out of the blue, and much to Christopher’s T’Ryla did not bother with a simple question to ease into the conversation.  It was, quite frankly, his worst nightmare.  “Presently all standard communication data is transferred at a maximum rate of 53.45 kiloquads per second—due to the compression algorithms and higher frequency subspace energy.  However, the interspatial communication grid I am developing need not conform to the restrictions of a standard subspace communication network, and therefore, may be able to transfer a larger amount of data—however, due to the innate instability of the keryon particles in the interspace layer, I am uncertain as to the maximum extent of the safety threshold.  Do you have any insights?”

Christopher blinked.  If the look on his face was as blank as his mind, T’Ryla would instantly know that he was a farce.  Not wanting to blow things so quickly, Christopher made haste to come up with something.  He was, after all, familiar with keryon particles.  “If you want my professional opinion,” he said, “keryon particles are far too dangerous to tinker with in the first place.”

“I had similar concerns,” said T’Ryla, “however, my associates believe we only need to ‘skim’ the surface of the interspace layer to acquire the desire effects.  So please… postulate.”

Postulate.  Right.  If Christopher had even the slightest idea of what to say, he would have said it, but his mind was a blank slate.  He candidly looked to his companions for some help, but neither Lucas nor Megan appeared to know much of anything about T’Ryla’s requests, either, which left Christopher with one… stupid option: guess.  He knew a lot of technobabble, and if he dropped the right words (or completely fictitious words) into the conversation at the right time, he hoped to create an explanation that went straight over T’Ryla’s head.  It was his only hope.

“The safety threshold is a very tricky thing,” he started.  “Before you do anything, you need to calculate the inverse of the interspace layer’s quantum particle field.  It is a pretty difficult procedure, and you’re going to have to make some modifications to your interplexing beacon.”

Christopher paused, and briefly glanced at T’Ryla for a reaction.  Though she had yet to dismiss his words as false, she was clearly baffled; he wasn’t going to be able to keep his charade going much longer.  But suddenly—and much to Christopher’s surprise—Megan Reinbold interjected with a few comments of her own.

“It would probably be best to make the modifications to the interplexing beacon with a duodynetic pulse converter,” she explained.  And when the look on T’Ryla’s face shifted to complete and total doubt, Megan proudly added, “That is what they called a hyperspanner a really long time ago.  I’m a history buff.”

The doubt on T’Ryla’s face slowly melted away as she absorbed Megan Reinbold’s words, and for a brief moment, Christopher thought that Megan knew what she had been talking about.  That, however, lasted only a few moments, promptly ending when Doctor T’Ryla burst into a fit of laughter.

The meeting was, for all intents and purposes, over…

Chapter Five

“I had never seen a Vulcan laugh so hard,” Alan Christopher proclaimed once they returned to the smelly, claustrophobic confines of the Prexnak’s cockpit.  “Might I ask what… inspired that bit of enlightenment, dearest Megan?”

Megan’s gaze promptly fell upon Lucas Tompkins.  She frowned.  And she glared.  And she said, “Someone—and I don’t want to name names—told me that hyperspanners used to be called duodynetic pulse converters.  Why someone would tell me that, especially when it isn’t even true, is completely beyond me!”

“I was just trying to help out Kendall,” Lucas quickly proclaimed.

Megan’s eyes widened.  “So you lied to me?”

Lucas fretted with the accusation for only a moment.  Those were certainly strong words, but he could not deny the truth.  “Look,” he said evenly, “you were just supposed to be impressed with Kendall’s vast store of knowledge, and then leave it at that.”

Megan sighed wearily, and promptly turned her back to Lucas—she had seen enough of him for one day.  “Well, thanks,” she said sarcastically.  “Not only did T’Ryla laugh us out of the bar, she also thinks I’m a complete and total ditz.  There’s no way that we’re going to get her on this ship now!  The mission is over!”

“It’s not over,” Christopher interjected.  He was surprised by the calm in his voice, because a large part of him did indeed feel the mission was truly over.  Of course, it would be rather unbecoming of him to admit defeat so easily.  “I will go to T’Ryla’s lab—alone—later on tonight and talk to her.  I don’t know what I could possibly say to convince her that we’re brilliant scientists, but I’ll try.”

“You want another crash course on particle physics?” Tompkins inquired, already delving into the computer for the necessary data.

Christopher shook his head.  “No.  I’m sure I’ll come up with something a bit less scientific all on my own…”

The Captain would be pleased.  After several days of extensive repairs, the phaser banks both online and fully upgraded.  Jayla Trinn had been right; the alien device had been the source of their mire all along, and once it was removed, the repairs were completed in record time.  The only task that remained was to simply test the upgrades, something Matthew Harrison felt confident the Starlight’s crew could handle.

After a moment of relative silence, the tactical station erupted into a harmonious symphony of sensor bleeps.  Lieutenant Bator promptly quelled the noise and said, “There is a large communication relay platform bearing one-two-six, mark four.  It appears to be several hundred years old, and abandoned.”

Harrison had been hoping to test their new phasers on something like an asteroid, but the relay platform would have to suffice.  “Can you tell who used the relay prior to abandoning it?”

“No,” Bator promptly replied.  “It does not appear to be of any particular origin.”

“And you are certain it is dysfunctional?”

“Yes.”

Using the relay for target practice seemed harmless enough.  Unclaimed, unused, floating aimlessly through Federation space… it was indeed a wonderful candidate, and Harrison finally felt confident enough to destroy it.  He slowly rose from the command chair and approached the helm.  “Lieutenant Drayge,” he said, “bring us into weapons range.”

The Bolian’s deft fingers quickly fell upon the control interface, and moments later, the decrepit-looking relay station crept onto the viewscreen.  Half of the relay was already destroyed, and the remaining half was pocked and dented so badly that Harrison doubted the relay could be repaired.  “Mr. Bator,” he called.  “Are the modified phaser banks online?”

“Yes,” said the Phobian.  “Target locked.”

“Excellent,” said Harrison.  He turned his attention back to the relay and said,  “Fire.”

A moment later, Bator touched the large, orange button designated to launch the phaser beam into space, and then all eyes turned their sights to the viewscreen, where the vivid streak of yellow-orange light surged out into space, crashing into the wayward communication relay.

Almost immediately, the powerful phaser beam ripped through the relay station amidst a sea of crimson flames.  The wisps of fire roiled in space for only moment before dissipating, but as the phaser beam powered down, the rest of the relay exploded into a great ball of fire.  Sparks and debris shot out in every direction, briefly illuminating the bridge before the cold of space devoured the flames, leaving nothing but debris.

Harrison grinned, and turned to Jayla Trinn and Kendall Johnson at the operations station.  “Most excellent!” he commended.  “I believe we can call this a successful trial.”

“I believe we can,” said Trinn.  “All phaser systems functioned within normal parameters.”

“And,” Kendall Johnson continued, “the beam was fifty-seven percent more powerful than before the upgrades.  Do you think we should send an apology to Starfleet Tactical Ops?  Lucas probably sent them more than a couple nasty messages.”

Harrison could only imagine—but he decided it would be best to let the chief engineer handle that situation for himself.  “After the past couple of days, I believe we could all use a brief period of rest—especially those of you in engineering.”  He paused to consider his options, and then said,  “Assign a skeleton crew to engineering, and then take the rest of the afternoon off; you certainly deserve it.”

Both Trinn and Johnson smiled.  “Yes, sir.”

Alan Christopher negotiated a long, curved corridor before coming upon a large, circular room. Impressive computer stations lined the walls, most of them occupied by an alien scientist of one sort or another.  White was definitely the dominant theme, as most everything adorned the color, the exception being the large, spherical object at the center of the room.  It appeared to be some sort of communication relay, with numerous antennae sticking out from the top.  The sphere was surrounded by a sleek metallic rail, and adorned one master control workstation on the front—where Doctor T’Ryla stood in conversation with one rather tall Andorian.

Unsure of how to approach the Doctor, Christopher decided that his ‘play it cool’ attitude from last time worked well enough—so he decided to employ it once more.  “Doctor T’Ryla,” he called.

She promptly looked up from the computer, and at seeing Christopher, bid her Andorian companion farewell.  “Mr. Christopher,” she replied.  “What are you doing here?”

He shrugged indolently.  “I wanted to apologize about our meeting earlier; my associates can be… stupid at times, and that hyperspanner thing was definitely amongst those moments.”

T’Ryla nodded agreeably.  “Why would anyone say such a thing?  It was extremely illogical.”

“Trust me,” said Christopher with a smile, “you probably don’t want to know.”  If T’Ryla thought the sentiment itself was stupid, she would have been on the floor laughing at the reason behind it…

Thankfully, all appeared to be forgiven, and T’Ryla promptly whisked Christopher away to a secluded corner of her lab.  “You’re not busy, are you?  I would hate to waste your time on something as trivial as this communication relay—but it is important to my associates.”

“Oh no, I understand,” said Christopher—but he really wished he had an excuse to leave.  He decided that he would stay—but for only a few moments.  “I’ve got to return to my ship soon, but I don’t believe spending a few minutes helping a fellow scientist would do too much harm.”

T’Ryla smiled.  “Good,” she said, already tapping on the computer controls.  “We’re currently in the process of bringing our relay system online.  Presently, there are seventeen beacons located throughout this region of space.  None of them are much to look at, but they have been modified to perform the necessary interspatial operations.  We are attempting to establish a standard communication frequency, however, it must appear as background radiation to anyone not receiving the transmission.”

Christopher nodded agreeably—so far, so good.  T’Ryla had not mentioned anything beyond his ability to comprehend,and if she kept speaking along similar lines, Christopher felt confident he would be able to follow her conversation through to the end.

“Because we are the only ones using interspace for communication, the frequency is irrelevant—but once our data leaves interspace, the trouble begins.  The Federation closely monitors all communication in this region.”

Of course.  The Orion Syndicate was all over this region.  In fact, Christopher had the distinct feeling that this relay was designed specifically for the dreaded group.  And this was his golden opportunity to screw them over.  “I believe something in the mid-zeta band would work wonderfully,” he lied.  Zeta-band was a relatively obscure frequency that served as the Federation’s backup emergency channel.  If a bunch of background radiation suddenly appeared on the channel, they would know something was up, and the Orions were up the creek.

But before T’Ryla could begin implementing Christopher’s suggestion, a slew of sensor alerts filled the air.  “Doctor T’Ryla!” called the tall Andorian.  “Get over here, quickly!”

The Vulcan quickly abandoned Christopher’s side.  “What is it?” she exclaimed, the panic in her voice evident.

The Andorian provided a panicked shrug, and pointed at the master control station before finding his voice.  “One of our relay stations is not responding!” he exclaimed.  “The test data we transmitted has lodged itself in three adjacent relay stations, and the flow of keryon particles is about to grow critical!”

T’Ryla’s deft fingers immediately fell upon the controls.  “What happened to the relay?” she demanded, frantically tapping away.

“It appears to have been destroyed,” replied the Andorian.

“By what?”

The Andorian shrugged.  “Unknown.”  He quickly joined T’Ryla in her efforts to shunt the flow of keryon particles, but the computer’s strident calls only grew more frequent.  “They’re beginning to lose stability!  We need some sort of interspatial particle expert!”

And to Christopher’s horror, Doctor T’Ryla’s head immediately popped up, and her fiery eyes locked with his.  “Mr. Christopher!” she exclaimed.  “We need your expertise!”

Christopher froze.  Spouting technobabble was one thing.  Putting that technobabble into action was another.  Under normal circumstances, now would have been a great time for him to provide T’Ryla with the truth, but that was not exactly an option.  They would never get her back, then…

After spending a brief moment cursing Lucas Tompkins’ lineage, Christopher clenched his fists and wandered over to T’Ryla’s workstation.  “I could have been an archaeologist,” he muttered along the way.

* * *

“So,” asked Erin Keller listening intently to Alan’s tale from the comfort of their quarters, “what did you do?”

Alan shrugged.  “What else could I do?” he asked.  “I rolled up my sleeves, walked over to that computer terminal, and went to work!”

Erin paused for a doubtful moment to exchange glances with Matthew, Lucas, and Megan.  They seemed equally amused by this part of the tale, but neither Lucas nor Megan said anything to cast any doubt.  “You just started pressing buttons?”

“Well,” Alan grumbled, “I had a little more method than that…  But essentially, yes.  I pushed buttons.  The keryons ruptured and destroyed the entire communication relay, and T’Ryla was shamefully laughed off Caltaar Prime.  But we got the job done.”

Laughter immediately erupted, but Erin duly noted that Matthew was not joining in.  She knew he didn’t have much of a sense of humor, but one had to admit, this was funny.  So it must have been something else.  “Something on your mind, Matthew?”

He curiously rolled his eyes.  “Perhaps…”

“Is it that present Birdman left us?” asked Christopher.  “That has me concerned, too… but we can deal with it later.”

Harrison paused for a long moment, and then asked, “Those communication relays… they weren’t by chance, ancient, shoddy pieces of debris, were they?”

“As a matter of fact,” Christopher replied, “most of them were.  Why do you ask?”

Harrison forced a candid grin to his face.  “No reason.”  And on that note, he excused himself from the table and made a discreet path for the doors.  “It is getting late,” he said softly, “and I must rise early tomorrow morning.  I shall see you then.”

Erin didn’t think it was that late, but she wasn’t about to stop Matthew from leaving—and once the doors slid shut behind him, she delved right back into the conversation.  “Oh, hey Megan,” she excitedly said, “did you see the flowers Alan got for me when you guys came back?”

A pleasant look of surprise immediately fell upon Megan Reinbold’s face.  “No, I didn’t see them,” she said.

Erin proudly pointed at the colorful bouquet of red roses sitting on the table by the sofa.  “He is so sweet!” she exclaimed, watching Alan’s lips slowly curve upward.  “I really needed those flowers after the week I’ve had.”

“Sometimes,” said Alan softly, “a sweet guy such as myself just knows these kinds of things.”  He briefly flashed Megan a pleasant smile before turning his bright blue eyes to Erin’s.

Erin smiled pleasantly as she met his gaze.  Though he was still pretty much clueless about some of Erin’s more complex problems, Alan was definitely taking some steps in the right direction.  Soon enough, all their problems would be resolved.  But tonight was not the night for such resolutions.  Tonight, she was simply in the mood to relax, and enjoy the company of good friends…
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