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Chapter Thirty-Six

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74209.2:  The war is over.  With the arrival of Cardassian forces in the Ciden System, the Elorg were finally overwhelmed, and their remaining vessels forced to retreat back into the heart of their territory.  With our task force continually on the offensive, it will only be a matter of time before the Elorg acknowledge defeat.

After finishing his log entry, Ryan Landsberg sat for several moments and contemplated his words. They were certainly sufficient, conveying the epic scope of the situation with Landsberg’s almost poetic flare for words.  He was pleased, nonetheless, but as his gaze wandered from his log entry to Commander Matthew Harrison’s curious gaze, the Captain’s poetic mood began to waver.  “What?”

For a brief moment, Harrison struggled to maintain his neutral demeanor—it seemed to Landsberg that his first officer often kept his emotions at bay—but ultimately, neutrality won, and Harrison turned his placid gaze upon Landsberg.  “Your entry is a bit dramatic, is it not?” he inquired.  “For example, in all reality, the war is not over.”

“Dramatic license,” said Landsberg quickly in his own defense.  “Besides, I’ve been looking through some of Captain Christopher’s log entries; mine is tame when compared to some of his.”

Harrison was quick to proffer his agreement.  “Yes, I have had the opportunity to review many of his log entries.  They have a certain flair to them, to say the least.  At times, a discursive flare.”

“But a flare nonetheless,” said Landsberg, recounting some of the more longwinded ramblings Christopher had provided in his logs. 

And on that note, Harrison nodded his head forgivingly.  “I suppose I shall recant my statement about being overdramatic, then.”

Landsberg grinned for perhaps the first time in days.  “Good,” he said thoughtfully.  “Now all I have to do is find you a woman.”  He paused for a moment and then tapped a few commands into the computer terminal on his desk.  “Now, I’ve been looking at your options over the past few days, and must admit, the Starlight has an excellent supply of beautiful women.”

Harrison rolled his eyes.  “With all due respect, while this is certainly a generous offer on your behalf, it is entirely unnecessary for you to… ‘find me a woman.’”

In an instant, Landsberg found strange thoughts floating through his mind.  He paused for a brief moment, and then hesitantly asked, “A… man, perhaps?”

Harrison quickly tensed up, but to Landsberg’s relief, his executive officer shook his head in denial.  “No, of course not,” he said firmly.  “I am simply not looking for a relationship at the moment.” 

“And I’m not getting you a relationship,” said Landsberg, making certain that much was clear.  “I’m getting you some action in the bedroom!  It’s a defining quality of all good commanding officers!”

A puzzled look swept across Harrison’s face.  “I don’t seem to recall hearing of that at Starfleet Academy,” he noted, allowing a small amount of sarcasm to seep into his otherwise stoic voice.

Landsberg chuckled.  “Of course not,” he admitted.  “It was so blatantly obvious that no instructor dared to bring it up.”

Words began to form upon Harrison’s parting lips, but the dull chirp of Landsberg’s communicator promptly cut them off.  The Captain elicited a faint sigh, and then slapped his communicator.

“Captain,” came Lieutenant Bator’s voice a moment later, “sensors indicate we have an Elorg vessel is on a direct intercept course.”

Landsberg’s gaze quickly shifted to Harrison.  The war, it would seem, was not over, much as the good Commander had noted earlier—but he was kind enough not to gloat about it.  “I’m on my way,” Landsberg stated a moment later, slowly rising from the warmth of his chair.

He stood still for a few seconds, stretching his firm muscles while Harrison vacated his chair.  Once the commander was in motion, Landsberg swiftly matched Harrison’s pace and followed his executive officer through the doors and onto the bridge.

“The vessel is a small raider,” reported Bator once the doors slid shut behind Landsberg.  “It is traveling at warp 1.6, and is on a direct intercept course.”

Having seen countless Elorg raiders used as battering rams in recent weeks, this instance immediately brought concern to Landsberg.  “Yellow alert,” he called out as he seated himself in the center seat.

“Are their shields or weapons active?” Harrison inquired.

Bator checked the sensors.  “No,” he said.  “But they will enter weapons range in approximately fifty-five seconds.”

“Any support vessels?” asked Landsberg.

“None,” replied Bator.  “All other Elorg vessels in range are holding position.”

It certainly didn’t seem like a kamikaze run.  And if it was, it was certainly a very foolish one.  Landsberg was confident in the Starlight’s abilities to smite the little raider with ease should they pose a threat—but some sixth sense told him that this was not any more threatening than it appeared to be.  Even so, if Landsberg was going to err, it would be on the side of caution.  “Raise shields,” he said softly.

“Shields up,” said Bator, just as the computer began to elicit a series of faint bleeps.  “They are hailing us.”

“On screen,” said Landsberg, his eyes immediately darting to the image of the raider on the viewscreen.  It lingered for a moment longer before flitting away, replaced by a grainy, slightly distorted image of Captain Allison Duford.  Landsberg was immediately curious.  “Allison,” he greeted warmly, “what an unexpected pleasure.”

Duford nodded cordially.  “And we have much to talk about, Mr. Landsberg.  That is, if you don’t mind having us aboard.”

“Of course not,” said Landsberg—the more beautiful women on his ship, the better.  “Permission to come aboard is granted.”

“Then I’ll see you soon,” said Duford.  “Lollipop out.”

Landsberg and Harrison stepped into the transporter room a few minutes later, the latter of the two hanging a meter or so behind as they approached the kiosk near the center of the room.  It was a large, rounded workstation with a vast interface manned by the young Ensign Flora Sanders.  Harrison regarded her as an intelligent, efficient young woman, and as he watched her deft fingers dance over the interface, he was confident her promotion to Lieutenant was on the horizon.

“Ensign,” said Captain Landsberg a moment later, his hands resting on the edge of the sleek workstation, “are they ready to beam over?”

Sanders’ eyes quickly flitted over the data before her.  “Yes,” she determined after a moment.

Landsberg nodded, and swiftly came about to face the transporter platform.  “Energize,” he said crisply.

Harrison’s eyes lingered on the transporter control interface for a moment longer before he, too, came about to face the platform.  The large apse in the wall was dark for only a moment before five pillars of shimmering azure light illuminated the transporter pad.  As the light began to diminish, five humanoid figures stood in its wake.  Harrison recognized only two of them: Captain Allison Duford and Commander Erin Keller.

A profound look of confusion was plastered to Keller’s face.  Harrison could tell that something was bothering her, but could not say for certain what it was—nor was he about to shout across the room to find out.  But as Duford and several of her subordinates filtered out of the transporter room with Landsberg, already speaking of their grandiose adventure on the Lollipop, Harrison saw that he suddenly had an opportunity to speak to Keller.

“Where is Alan?” were the very first words to fall from her lips as she stepped off the platform.

Somehow, Harrison should have anticipated the question, considering the relationship Keller had with Alan Christopher prior to the onset of full-blown war.  Thankfully, he had an answer for her.  “Come with me,” said Harrison evenly.

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Erin Keller had never been close to Matthew Harrison.  In fact, the majority of the time she had known him, Erin had harbored a great deal of hatred for the Commander.  More recently, however, relations between the two of them had mellowed, leaving the door wide open for a more solid, trusting affiliation that was free of evil glares and backstabbing—and as Erin walked through the Starlight’s myriad corridors with Harrison, she was finally glad that the two of them had worked things out.

Trepidation accompanied each step Erin took.  Though Matthew had not said where he was leading her, their continued presence on deck five seemed to indicate they were headed for sickbay, which, in Erin’s mind, was not a good thing.  The journey to sickbay, which she had long ago designated “the trail of tears,” almost always left Erin with one less person in her life.  As she treaded the ashen gray carpeting, Keller was not certain she could bear another loss—especially Alan Christopher.

They negotiated a few nondescript corridors before finally coming upon an intersection.  A turbolift loomed dead ahead, crew quarters were on the right, and to the left—the direction Harrison now faced—was sickbay.  Erin’s mind raced with terrible thoughts and her pulse quickened as she approached the doors, watching them swish apart with almost surreal quality.

As she and Harrison entered the facility, Erin duly noted that everything appeared calm.  A few nurses stood before the circular workstation in the center of the room, each of them performing their duties without much concern upon their faces.  The surgical bay in the aft part of sickbay was occupied; Erin recognized the inhabitant as an Elorg female, and according to the bio-signatures on the overhead monitors, a gravely ill Elorg female.  And there, laying quietly on a biobed in the far corner of the room, was Alan Christopher.

Doctor Sarah Hartman sat at the console directly adjacent to the biobed, and at hearing Erin’s approach, was quick to rise to her feet.  She greeted Erin with her usual scowl, and proceeded to approach the Commander with a sleek obsidian tricorder in hand.  “Your little boyfriend is just fine,” said the Doctor tartly.

Relief washed over Erin like a cool breeze as she came to Alan’s side.  He still had some scrapes on his face, a few bumps and bruises, and a bit of stubble, but otherwise, he was the same Alan she remembered leaving behind late last year.  “What happened to him?” she asked.

Hartman answered with an indolent shrug.  “I’ll be damned if I know,” she admitted.

“We detected Ka’Tulan life signs on the surface of Ciden II towards the end of the battle,” interjected Matthew Harrison, his voice refreshingly crisp.  “When we beamed down to investigate, we found the Captain and the Elorg’s Cerebrate Z’danorax unconscious in a field near the remains of the Destroyer Kedris.  We can only assume that the Captain was with the Elorg the entire time.”

Keller frowned.  “How long?”

Harrison shook his head.  “We have no way of knowing without asking the Captain directly,” he said.  “But it is possible he was in their company since we last visited Ka’Tula Prime last year.”

“Some of my findings seem to correlate with that story,” added Hartman, peering over her tricorder’s data.  “He was severely malnourished, beaten, and placed under a considerable amount of mental stress.  I also detected some other medical handiwork performed by the Elorg.”

“Like?” asked Keller, her discriminating gaze now focused entirely upon Sarah Hartman.

“Like bomb-making material and proximity sensors.”  Hartman snapped her tricorder shut and carefully slid in into the pocked of her lab coat.  “It looks like they were going to use him to assassinate someone.”

Erin’s eyelids fluttered at hearing that.  “Good thing they failed,” she said softly.  “Can you wake him?”

The Doctor’s stark brown eyes quickly fell upon the motionless Christopher.  “Not just yet,” she replied.  “I don’t want to rush his recovery.  But I will call you when it is safe to wake him.”

If Erin was not mistaken, she could detect a bit of compassion in the Doctor’s last statement.  Perhaps underneath that cold exterior, Hartman had a few emotions after all.  It was certainly something worth exploring at a later date.  For the time being, Erin had just one other question lingering in the back of her mind.  “Where’s Rachael?”

Both Hartman and Harrison provided Keller with blank looks. “We do not know,” said Harrison.  “Perhaps Captain Christopher will be able to shed some light on that when he awakens.”

“We can only hope,” said Hartman, “because Rachael needs to get her ass back in here!  This place is going to hell in a hand basket without her.”

Maybe she was still with the Elorg?  Or lost on some backwater planet?  The possibilities that crossed Erin Keller’s mind were practically infinite, and as she began to consider them, Erin quickly realized it was a task that would ultimately prove futile.  It was best to simply wait until Alan came around to his senses.

“Well,” said Harrison suddenly, his gaze lingering on Erin, “we must be leaving now.  Before the arrival of the…Lollipop, we were about to convene a meeting with Admiral Grayson to discuss the terms for a possible capitulation of the Elorg Bloc.  Now that we have the Cerebrate, I suspect it gives the Federation a considerable amount of leverage.”

Erin nodded her acknowledgement, and started for the doors in tandem with Harrison—but before making her exit, she quickly came about to face Hartman one last time.  “Don’t forget to call me when Alan is awake,” she reminded.

Hartman nodded agreeably, and then went back to work at the station next to Christopher’s biobed, leaving Keller and Harrison to their journey.  The duo quickly retraced their steps to the intersection near sickbay, and quietly slipped into the turbolift nearby.

“Bridge,” said Harrison as the doors slid shut behind them.

The turbolift quickly set into motion, and its rhythmic chugging noise summarily filtered out any silence that had settled inside the lift.  For her part, Erin was content to simply listen to the noise; after spending several weeks crawling through the Elorg ship, the turbolift seemed like a luxury.  But to her chagrin—or perhaps not—Commander Harrison quickly broke their conversational silence.

“I have been watching your cat for the past several weeks,” he said evenly.  “It is in my quarters; should you want it back, you are more than welcome.”

Erin abruptly smiled at Cleo’s mention.  It had been awhile since she had last seen her favorite little ball of fur.  She had fully intended to take him to the Majestic with her, but amidst the sudden chaos at the end of 2396, the tiny kitten was all but forgotten.  Since then, Erin had had very little time to think—and when she did, she found her thoughts always drifting to Alan, not Cleo.  Nevertheless, she was glad to hear her beloved little kitty was okay.  “He didn’t shit on your bed, did he?”

“Once,” said Harrison, his voice brimming with disgust.  “Apparently, you must feed the animal daily to avoid such instances.”

Erin grinned.  “Yeah, every day, little buddy.  Cats are people, too, you know.”

“Naturally,” mused Harrison as the turbolift came to a grinding halt, and summarily deposited the duo on the bridge.  They quickly wandered across the aft section and entered the conference lounge through the doors near the tactical station.

Matthew quickly headed for the head of the table and took his seat next to Ryan Landsberg.  Erin’s eyes lingered on the incredibly cute Landsberg for a considerable amount of time before shifting her attention to the other bodies seated around the table.  Keller was familiar with all of them, ranging from her newest friends, acquired during her stint on the Lollipop, to some of her oldest: Bator, Neelar, Lucas, and many of the Starlight’s finest.  It was good to seem everyone again, and Erin quickly seated herself amidst their ranks.

But instead of ruminating with her friends, Erin quickly focused her attention on the viewscreen at the head of the table, where Admiral Grayson’s stoic face was situated.  “The Klingons report 784 of their vessels were destroyed by the Elorg; the Cardassians, nearly two hundred, and according to our own calculations, we lost 733 Federation starships.  Most of them were destroyed after being rammed by raiders.”

“What about the Romulans?” asked Captain Landsberg.

Grayson paused for a grim moment.  “All 906 Romulan vessels were destroyed—mostly by Breen forces.  Or Elorg, depending on how you look at it.”  Grayson, of course, referred to the fact that the Breen were actually Elorg underneath their refrigeration suits—a revelation that Erin Keller had witnessed with her own eyes.

“What is the status of the Romulan Empire?” asked Harrison a moment later.

“Dead,” replied Grayson bluntly.  “When the Elorg invaded Romulan space, they destroyed every Romulan shipyard, bombed every colony they came upon, and leveled the surface of Romulus.  According to our sensor data, the planet is no longer habitable.  We are, of course, rendering as much humanitarian aid as possible, but it is going to be decades before the Romulans are back on their feet again.  In all likelihood, they may never be a galactic superpower again.

“Our long-range probes have detected some unusual activity in Garidian Space—it would seem they are also taking advantage of the Romulans’ demise.  They have been attempting to assert their independence for years, and this is their golden opportunity.  If we’re not careful in our future encounters with them, the Garidians could easily become the Beta Quadrant’s next tyrannical superpower.

“We’ve also lost contact with two of our probes near the Zhargosia Sector.  The Klingons have dispatched a vessel to investigate for us—but we suspect it was nothing more than an ion storm.”

To say there was a lot going on in the galaxy at this moment would be an understatement, and with this thought in mind, Erin Keller simply shook her head in awe.  “Wow,” she said softly.

“‘Wow’ indeed,” said Grayson.  “And we have yet to discuss the Breen/Elorg situation.”

“The battle is won,” said Landsberg happily.  “After the Cardassians arrived, we had more than enough ships to overwhelm the Elorg fleet.  They disarmed shortly thereafter.”

“We also managed to destroy the Iconian base on Ciden II,” said Duford.  “The Elorg’s super weapon incarnate is now nothing more than a pile of rubble.”

“And the Klingons have taken the Elorg shipyards in the Forcena System,” added Grayson.  “We have virtually contained them to the Kilka Sector once more.”  He paused for a moment to review the data on his computer terminal.  “We are currently working with the Cardassians to secure what was once the Breen Imperium.  From this point forward, we are going to have a continuous presence in that region—and assuming we can get the Elorg to surrender, that is where we intend to send all of their remaining troops.”

“They will object,” Talyere Rosat suddenly interjected.  “Breen space is not a part of the Elorg Bloc as outlined by The Tome of Na’zar.”

“They have no other choice,” said Grayson sternly.  “Besides, the Elorg have flourished under their Breen guise for hundreds of thousands of years.”

Talyere stopped to consider the Admiral’s words for a brief moment—and given the look upon the Elorg’s face, he could not help but agree.  “I may see your point of view, Admiral, but I assure you, the Cerebrate will not.”

Grayson sighed.  “Then I suggest you have a chat with the Cerebrate.  And soon.  Admiral Nechayev has returned to Earth to discuss terms for the Elorg surrender with the Federation Council.  I suspect she will be delivering the terms within a few days.”

“So…” said Landsberg after a brief moment of silence, “what are our orders?”

“Your orders are to see that the region is secure,” Grayson promptly replied.  “I am leaving the exact details up to you.  Grayson out.”  And with that said, the Admiral’s image flitted away, promptly replaced by a slowly rotating schematic of the Starlight.

Landsberg was quick to roll with the orders.  He conferred with Allison Duford for a moment, and less than a minute later, turned to the crew with his decision.  “Captain Duford and I will coordinate the security issues,” he said sternly.  “The rest of you are to begin repairs on the ship.  Dismissed.”

Slowly, Erin pushed herself away from the table and rose to her feet.  Repairing the ship wasn’t exactly the most exciting task, but it would certainly give her plenty of time to catch up with her friends.  Almost immediately, she turned her gaze upon Neelar and Bator, both of whom seemed very pleased to see her.  “Did you miss me?” she asked sheepishly.

“No,” replied Bator flatly.  “We were staring at the booger on your face, actually.”

“What?!” exclaimed Erin, her hand immediately checking her upper lip for some sort of slimy guest.  And when she deemed it free of such things, Erin allowed a playful hint of evil to creep into her gaze.  “So you did miss me!  That’s so sweet!”  She started to make her way for the exit with her two breakfast buddies, but got no further than a few steps before Captain Landsberg’s voice summoned her back.

“Commander Keller,” he called, “I need to speak with you for a moment.”

Erin sighed, and rolled her eyes slightly.  “I’ll catch up with you guys at our table in the mess hall a little later, okay?”

The two nodded, and went on their way, leaving Keller alone in the conference lounge with Ryan Landsberg and Allison Duford.  Both Captains wore inquisitive looks on their faces, and as Erin approached them, she couldn’t help but it if she were a little curious herself.  “What’s up?”

Landsberg’s incredible blue eyes darted from Keller to Duford, and then back again.  “As you may or may not know, there is an opening for an operations officer on the Starlight,” he said quietly.  “In the chaos of the war, I didn’t have time to replace you… and now that you are free of any particular assignment, I thought I would simply offer you the position again.”

It took only a few seconds for Erin to realize that returning to the Starlight was very appealing to her.  Her friends were on the Starlight.  Her legacy was on the Starlight, and despite the trail of tears, some of her best memories resided there, too.

But the Starlight didn’t exactly agree with Erin’s plan to command her own starship.  Commander Harrison seemed firmly entrenched in the position as executive officer, and there were few other command openings on the Starlight worthy of her attention.  But if she continued to serve as Allison Duford’s executive officer, Erin knew that her own starship was on the horizon.  

Still, the question remained, what did Erin Keller value more in life?  Her friends or her career?  She would need to find out—and soon.

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Holding the ever squirmish Cleo close to her chest, Erin Keller made haste to vacate Matthew Harrison’s quarters—and not a moment too soon.  Though her visits to Harrison’s abode were infrequent, each and every time she entered, Erin couldn’t help but cringe.

It was a cavernous, dimly lit room, decorated with various swords and shields from the Middle Ages.  A massive bookshelf that was literally overflowing with well-read novels sat along the back wall, surrounded by a small coffee table and some chairs.  A few sculptures of hideous dragons were scattered throughout the room.  The décor suited the Commander very well—but it made Erin want to throw up.  Thus, she made her visit brief, quickly scooping Cleo off the foot of Harrison’s bed before vacating the premise.

Now Erin found herself wandering through the myriad corridors of deck seven in search of her former home.  Having been away for the better part of three months, Keller’s once intimate knowledge of the ship’s layout had faded slightly—but after a moment of wandering, it all began to come back to her.  It was a phenomenon akin to riding a bicycle—one never forgets how to ride, no matter how long he or she is away.

After negotiating a few additional corridors, Erin and Cleo finally came upon the cabin they had once called home.  Erin stood at the doors for a brief moment before they tentatively slid apart, revealing every last detail of the life she had left behind to pursue her career.  

Everything was just as she had left it, virtually untouched by time.  To her left was a sleek wooden bookshelf, filled with such classics as Romulan and Juliet and The Merchant of Venus, as well as a few real classics.  Erin’s favorite chair—a colorful, squishy beanbag—sat on the adjacent floor, its curves undoubtedly conformed to her shapely backside, even after months of disuse.

To the left was Alan’s opulent obsidian desk, still littered with padds and a considerable array of other intrinsic clutter.  As she gazed over the mess, Erin’s eyes quickly fell upon a bright red padd—the one she had downloaded Metrix onto.  Eager to revisit the game, Erin carefully set Cleo down on the floor and then plucked the crimson padd from the desk.  Once the interface came online, Erin was pleased to see that her name still topped the list of high scores—though she duly noted that Alan’s best effort was only a few hundred points away.  For more than a couple of moments, Erin was tempted to play a few rounds, but Cleo’s demanding meow quickly changed her mind.

“Are you hungry?” asked Erin playfully.

Sitting patiently at Erin’s feet, the little cat elicited another pathetic meow before gently nuzzling Erin’s ankle with his head.  He certainly wanted something—either attention or food—and Erin would see he received plenty of both.

“So what do you want for dinner today?” Erin asked as she approached the replicator.  “How about ocean whitefish?  Does that sound good?”

Cleo stood still for a moment of indecisive contemplation before haphazardly flopping to the ground.  After executing a series of wayward rolls, his back paw suddenly shot into the air, and his little pink tongue was happily licking away at his bottom.

Erin cringed, suddenly glad that she was not a cat.  “I’ll take that as a “yes” on the whitefish” she said, promptly coming about to face the replicator.  “Feline supplement 226.”

The computer produced a happy chirp in acknowledgement of Erin’s order.  Seconds later, a small dish of chunky brown goop was seemingly borne out of thin air in the basin of the replicator.  As its pungent aroma greeted Erin’s nostrils, she plucked the dish from the replicator and placed it on the floor in front of Cleo.  “Oooh, doesn’t that smell like shit?” she asked pleasantly.

Cleo said nothing, and quickly began feasting upon his little meal.  At least it was appealing to someone, Erin mused as she started for the bedroom—but she got no further than a few steps before a glimmer of caught her eye.  She quickly came about to see a small octagonal chip sitting on the counter near the replicator.  It was a holo-image.

Erin carefully placed the chip on the sleek obsidian countertop and then touched the tiny keypad at the base of the octagon.  Seconds later, a tiny little person fizzled into existence above the chip.

It was Angela.

Angela, the daughter Erin Keller would never know.  The little girl she would never get to hold in her arms.  The incredible person that would never see the light of day.  It was a realization three months in the making, and now that it had come to light, the reality of the situation was quickly sinking in.

Amidst the chaos of the war, Erin had avoided thinking about it by distracting herself with work—and for awhile, her evasion tactics proved successful.  But like all things, time began to erode her emotional barrier, and thoughts of Alan Christopher began to seep into her mind.  Nevertheless, Erin managed to endure—but with each day that passed, it became more of a struggle to distance herself from her emotions…

And now this.

There would be no more running.  No hiding.  No pretending that nothing had happened, because something did happen last year, and Erin Keller knew that it was time to deal with it.  But she wouldn’t be alone.

“Hartman to Keller,” came the Doctor’s voice abruptly over the intercom.  “You might want to come down here.  Alan is awake, and he’s as annoying as ever.”

Erin Keller stepped into the Starlight’s spacious sickbay a few minutes later—and for perhaps the first time in a very long time, she checked her feelings of dread at the door.  Alan was still on the very same biobed he had been resting upon earlier—only now, he sat quietly upon its edge listening to Doctor Hartman’s words of wisdom.  Excitement immediately overcame Erin, and she rushed to his side.

“Alan!” she exclaimed joyfully.

His vivid turquoise eyes immediately flared with excitement, and a wide smile broke his stoic face.  “Erin!” 

Unable to contain her own enthusiasm, Erin easily matched Alan’s smile as she came to within a meter of his position.  “It is good to see you,” she said pleasantly.  “You’re looking quite well.”

Alan blinked.  “That’s nothing new,” he said boisterously.  “I always look good.  I mean… look at me.  I’m gorgeous.  I’m downright sexy, even!”

“And perhaps,” interjected Hartman, “still doped up on that zetarynaphine I gave you.  It should pass in a few hours.  Hopefully.”

Erin cast a curious gaze in Hartman’s direction.  “I very much doubt it,” she chirped.  “I think the only way that will clear up is if you have some sort of ego suppressant.”

Hartman sighed.  “Trust me, I wish I did,” she said half-jokingly before her demeanor returned completely to business.  “I have managed to repair almost all of the damage caused by the Elorg—the rest I’m confident will heal all on its own.  Nevertheless, I want to see you in here every day for the next week or so to monitor the situation.  And that is every day as in… every single day, not just when you feel like it.”

Alan nodded his understanding.  “So I’ll see you next Thursday, then?”

“Yes,” said Hartman.  “And every day prior to Thursday, as well.  And I’ll have a security team escort you down here if need be.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Alan assured her.  “I would never miss an opportunity to spend some quality time with my favorite doctor.”

Hartman smiled approvingly.  “That’s right,” she said.  “I would say you’re well enough to leave sickbay, but I want you to rest for a few days before going back on duty.  And if the two of you are hell-bent on a good shag or two, feel free.”

Erin giggled at the Doctor’s incredibly blunt candor.   “I very much doubt we’ll have to worry about that,” she mused, “but it is good to know.”

The doctor bowed her head almost imperceptibly, and then made a quiet retreat to her office across the room, leaving Erin and Alan alone at long last.  Erin took a long moment to simply gaze into her beloved’s sanguine eyes, and then drew herself closer.  “I missed you,” she whispered.

“I missed you, too,” he admitted.  “And despite my incredibly good looks, it should be duly noted that you are as delicate and flower-like as ever.”

“Aww, that’s so sweet!” Erin chirped.  She was now having an incredibly difficult time recalling why she wanted to spend time away from Alan Christopher in the first place.  Nobody ever seemed to make her feel so good about herself on the Lollipop—not that they even bothered to try.

Alan suddenly cleared his throat.  “So I hear that you had quite an adventure since we last saw each other.”

“You could say that,” Erin agreed, readily recalling everything from her adventures with the lynax on Ka’Tula VII’s desolate moon, to the encounter with the Breen on the Iconian base at Ciden II.  It was a hectic few months to say the least.

“I’ve had quite an adventure myself,” said Alan—though his tone was much more somber.  “Where is Xi'Yor, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” said Erin.  “Why?”

Alan’s jaw dropped.  “You mean… he’s not here?”

“No.”

“Was he ever here?”

“Not that I know of.”

He sighed.  “Then it’s not over.”

A wave of confusion slowly began to penetrate Erin’s incredibly good mood.  “What are you talking about?”

Alan’s face suddenly grew even more somber, and deep in her heart, Erin could tell that something was wrong.  “Three months ago, during the first attack on Ka’Tula Prime, Xi'Yor killed Rachael.  I’ve been hunting him down ever since…”

Erin wasn’t sure she heard correctly.  In fact, she was certain of it, for the words Alan spoke were simply not possible.  Rachael Meyer was one of Erin’s closest friends… she couldn’t die.  She tried to find words to express her feelings… but to her chagrin, Erin could find neither the right words, nor her actual feelings.  She was in a total state of shock.

“I talked to Ryan just before you got here,” Alan continued.  “We’re en route to Ka’Tula Prime to pay our final respects.  But we shouldn’t dwell on this.  Rachael wouldn’t want it.  In fact, she would probably want us to just get on with our lives.”

Alan was, of course, right.  Rachael would not have wanted the crew to mope around for days.  In fact, she was probably up on her eternal cloud in the heavens above, continuing to spread her good will.  But despite Rachael’s wishes, Erin refused to simply sweep this under a rug.  She would see that Rachael’s memory thrived—along with the memories of all those she had lost in recent years.  But she would continue to live her own life to the fullest extent, cherishing each and every moment she had in this universe as if it were her last.  And on that note, she turned her ethereal brown eyes upon Alan Christopher.  “Why don’t we have dinner tonight?” she asked.

Alan’s somber façade faded.  “Rachael would love for us to do that,” he said.  “And so would I.”

After months of war, Admiral William Grayson had almost forgotten what it was like to simply sit back and relax.  But with the Elorg situation winding down, there were no battles to be waged, no stratagems to devise, and very few status reports that required immediate attention, leaving Grayson with a sacred moment to himself.

Determined to relish each and every moment of it, Grayson quickly retreated to his quarters on the Athena, where he plopped down in one of his opulent gray chairs in the sonorous company of Tchaikovsky’s Symphony #6.  As the grandiose symphony got underway, Grayson slumped down in his chair, closed his eyes, and allowed his mind to wander aimlessly.  He thought of his unborn grandchild… of his friends and family back on Earth… of verdant rolling hills and majestic snow-covered mountains… of evening walks along the beach… of … of the sudden bleeping noise emanating from his computer terminal.

So much for rest and relaxation, he grumbled to himself as he rose from his seat.  “Computer, pause playback.”  Once he was standing, Grayson slowly marched to the small desk in the far corner of the room, where his personal computer terminal was happily bleeping away.  He carefully slid behind the desk and touched the small bar at the base of the unit; the bleeping quickly muted, and the Federation emblem displayed on the screen subsequently dissolved into the unpleasant mug of Admiral Alexis O’Connor.

“What do you want?” he asked, not even bothering to feign tolerance for the fat Admiral.

She sniffed an errant globule of snot into her nose, and then haphazardly wiped her hairy upper lip with the back of her hand.  “Good morning to you too, Bill,” she grumbled.  “It’s customary to greet people in a civilized manner, you know.”

“Yes, of course,” said Grayson, exasperated.  Not only was it well after the noon hour, it was also virtually impossible to speak to O’Connor in the civilized manner she demanded.  And then of course, there was the small fact that Grayson hated being called ‘Bill.’  “Does this intrusion have a purpose?”

O’Connor chuckled.  “Of course it does, Bill.  I asked the Klingons give me a tactical analysis on the Bajorans last week, and they have yet to give it to me,” she said.  “Now, Command has been on my tail about this report for weeks, but the Klingons won’t get off their lazy bottoms to do something about it!  We could have a serious situation with the Bajorans, too.  We may need tactical fighters in the region.”

Tactical fighters?  In Bajoran space?  Grayson couldn’t help but laugh at the suggestion.  The Bajorans had long ago proven themselves valued Federation Members; there was no need to have tactical reports on them, and certainly no need to dispatch tactical fighters to a Federation world.  “I will… talk to the Klingons on your behalf,” Grayson lied.  “We can’t have those Bajorans causing trouble.”

“Tell me about it,” said O’Connor with a chuckle.  “I just can’t wait to get back to work on the front lines.  While you’re talking to Starfleet, could you ask them about that?”

Grayson did not know he would be talking to Starfleet in the first place.  He was under the impression that he would be contacting the Klingons.  Either way, the conversation was growing old, and fast.  “What was that, Admiral?” he asked.  “It looks like our transmission is breaking up.  You say you’re having an excellent time with the Klingons?”

The look on O’Connor’s face quickly went from relatively pleasant to one of pure anger.  She opened her flabbergasted mouth to protest Grayson’s statement, but he was quick to cut her off.

“I’m glad to hear the Klingons are treating you so well,” he said.  “I will contact Starfleet Command and see if we can arrange for a more permanent setup.  Grayson out.”

With that said, Grayson was quick to terminate the transmission.  But just as quickly as the dreaded O’Connor blinked away, the face of Admiral Nechayev blinked to life on the screen.  They had much to talk about—but the Bajorans were certainly not among the topics Grayson had in mind…

For all intents and purposes, the war with the Elorg Bloc had reached its end.  No formal arrangements had been made just yet, but as he stood observing the verdant hues of their transwarp conduit, Talyere Rosat knew that there would be no further hostilities—which left the Elorg in a profound state of turmoil.  With the conclusion of the war at hand, his usefulness on the Starlight will have reached its end.  

To make matters worse, Talyere knew he could not return to his people.  Not only was he not welcome, he had little desire to return to them in the first place.  The Elorg Bloc he knew had died at the hand of the Federation.  The empire he knew was in ruins; the Cerebrate he had embraced as a divinity was resting in the Starlight’s sickbay, mortally wounded; the loss of the war cast a shadow of doubt on the sacred words of The Tome of Na’zar.  Everything Talyere had embraced as the truth over the many years of his life was suddenly turned upside-down.  

So the question remained, what was an Elorg to do?

The answers were not forthcoming, despite Talyere’s many hours of meditation.  His chi’goehs revealed little, if anything at all.  Perhaps even that was a myth…

The door suddenly chimed, breaking Talyere’s concentration.  He was swift to abandon his view of the transwarp conduit, and quickly came about to face the doors.  “Enter,” he said softly.

The doors quickly slid apart, giving Lieutenant Bator entrance to the room.  The Phobian cautiously entered, and as the doors hissed shut behind him, he produced a faint smile.  “Welcome back.”

Talyere nodded.  “Thank you.  It is good to be back.  I have missed our conversations.”

“As have I,” said Bator.

“Is there anything I can do for you?”

“No.  I simply came by to visit.  You have been unusually quiet since your return, and I merely thought it would be wise of me to see how you were doing.”

Talyere had always considered Bator a valued companion—now, more than ever.  “That was considerate of you,” said the Elorg evenly.  “With the conclusion of the war, I have found myself questioning many of my beliefs.  I am at a loss as to what to do, and where to go.  It would seem that I no longer have a purpose.”

“Of course you do,” Bator replied candidly.  “You are always welcome on the Starlight.”

Talyere nodded.  “Welcome, yes… but what function could I possible serve?  Your need for my advice is on the wane; I would simply be in the way.”

Bator took a few steps closer.  “You are extremely resourceful, Talyere.  It is certain we could find you something important to do.  Your skills will not go to waste.”

Talyere was confident in the crew’s ability to find work for him—busywork.  But considering that every other person on the Starlight endured four years of training to do such busywork, Talyere was extremely honored they would consider him so quickly.  But it was not something he could see himself doing.  In fact, Talyere was not certain what he could see himself doing.  “It would appear that I am at a crossroads in my existence,” he admitted.  “It will take time for me to sort things out.”

Slowly, Bator extended a caring hand, and placed it firmly upon Talyere’s shoulder.  “We will be here to help you find your way,” he said sternly.  “Never forget that.”

Chapter Thirty-Nine

The moment she opened her eyes, Z’danorax knew that she had faltered.  Humans loomed overhead.  Pathetic, ugly humans.  She had not died, like she had anticipated, after attacking Xi'Yor and Christopher.  Instead, she seemed to have simply fallen unconscious.  And the humans had managed to capture her.  It did not matter.  She would surrender nothing.

The two humans loomed overhead like vultures.  Z’danorax vaguely recognized them from the reports she had read.  One was called Landsberg; the other, Duford, and together, they peered at the Cerebrate with a convincingly ominous glare.  Z’danorax peered back, but the pain coursing throughout her body stifled its effectiveness.  “What do you want?” she demanded, determined to keep her air of authority.

Landsberg quickly dangled a padd in front of Z’danorax’s face.  “We want you to surrender,” he said evenly.  “Since your capture several days ago, the Federation and its allies have managed to force your people into submission.  They no longer pose a threat to our cause, and their chances of reclaiming your beloved empire is next to nothing.”

“Therefore,” said Duford, “we propose to transport the entirety of your fleet to the territory once occupied by the Breen.  Once there, the Elorg will be allowed to continue their empire—in a peaceful manner.”

Landsberg placed the padd in Z’danorax’s hand.  “These are the terms for surrender,” he said.  “Review them.”

Slowly, Z’danorax raised the padd, as if to glance over them.  She held it for a moment, and then turned her fiery orange gaze upon Landsberg.  “The Elorg will not surrender,” she hissed, dropping the padd on the floor.  “We will fight to the very last underling, but we will never surrender to a lower species.  If you desire to rid of us, you will have to eradicate us completely.”

“We won’t do that,” said Duford.

“Then you will be terminated,” replied Z’danorax icily.  “You will all be terminated.”  Given her tone, it was clear that the Cerebrate had not just issued an idle threat.  Despite the temporary lull in the action, the Elorg still had a considerable number of ships—and more than a few weapons of mass destruction up their sleeves.  And Z’danorax was confident that if push came to shove, her people would use them.

In fact, she hoped they would use them.  Then she would never have to see these pathetic humans again.  “Leave me,” she said sternly.  “And do not return.”

They complied, for neither one of them had the gall to do otherwise.

* * *

Where did Xi'Yor go?

The question had been plaguing Alan Christopher’s mind ever since he discovered the wretched Overseer was not captured by the Starlight’s crew, and despite Doctor Hartman’s orders to the contrary, Christopher deemed it necessary to do a little investigative work to find out just what happened.  Besides, a half-hour’s worth of investigating would hardly be traumatic.

There was plenty of data to sift through—that was for certain.  But to Christopher’s chagrin, the data he most desired to see—surface readings from Ciden II—were severely garbled by the radiation caused by the destruction of the Iconian base.  He tried every method of enhancing the data as he could think of—parity trace scans, recursive algorithms, random tapping at the controls—and none of them produced anything more than mediocre results.  

With that avenue of exploration depleted, Christopher subsequently turned to the current sensor logs in search of any life signs on the planet surface.  He quickly discovered that they had ventured too far from the planet to conduct a detailed analysis, and very much doubted they would be returning to Ciden II any time in the near future.  Thus, Christopher sent a few communiqués to his colleagues still in the region, hoping they could determine whether or not Xi'Yor was still there, burrowed under some sort of rock—or gone completely.

But Christopher was not out of ideas yet.  The Starlight had managed to intercept numerous Elorg transmissions in the wake of the battle.  The majority of them were heavily encrypted, but Christopher had a fair amount of experience dealing with such things, and was confident he could dissect each and every byte of data until he found a reference to Xi'Yor.  He quickly loaded the first message into the buffer, tapped a few algorithms into the computer, and then waited for the results.  Knowing it would take a few moments to compile the results, Christopher sat and stared at the screen, just waiting for the first precious shred of data to blink into existence—but after a moment, his eyes fell upon the chronometer in the far corner.

His half-hour of investigating ended three hours ago, and Christopher was now very close to being late for his dinner with Erin.  His eyes quickly darted back to the screen with the results to his little inquiry; it was still blank.  And not wanting Erin to raise ten kinds of hell for skipping out on dinner, Alan quickly decided the screen would have to stay blank for a while longer.  Without a second thought, he deactivated his terminal and stormed out of astrometrics at full speed.

Two minutes later, Christopher stepped into his quarters, his mind racing with all the preparations he still needed to make.  What was for dinner?  Where was dinner, for that matter?  It was probably too late to reserve the mess hall, and he knew Ryan Landsberg had reserved the private dining area for himself.  They could use one of the reception areas on deck three, but…

The faint sound of footsteps suddenly shattered Alan’s concentration, and he quickly came about to see that for the first time in her entire life, Erin Keller was early.  She was also incredibly beautiful.  Her long locks of auburn hair were carefully pulled into a bun atop her head—though a few stray locks still hung in her face, occasionally occluding her ethereal brown eyes.  Perhaps even more tantalizing was the very short, very form-fitting dress she wore; it was a deep, majestic purple, and seemed to glisten in the warm ambient lighting.

“Hey there, Alan,” she said, flashing him an enigmatic smile.

“Erin,” he said, still slightly awed by her incredible appearance.  “Fancy meeting you here.”

Erin shrugged.  “Well, I do live here,” she reminded.  “Well… I used to, anyway.”

“You are more than welcome to continue living here,” said Alan evenly.  “And since we are already both here,” he continued, pointing at the floor, “I suppose we could just eat here.”

Erin contemplated the idea for a moment.  At first, she seemed a bit crestfallen—she usually liked to go out to eat—but after an additional few moments, she warmed to the idea and said,  “Very well then.”  Christopher suspected that she was cutting him some slack.  They had both endured a grueling few months away from each other, and at this point in time, being together was all that really mattered.  Next time, however, Alan was certain a lavish five-star meal would be the minimum requirement.

They exchanged gazes for a few additional moments before Erin blew Alan a seductive kiss.  “I’ll be right back,” she said before retreating to the bedroom from whence she came.

Alan smiled, plucked his kiss from the warm air, and then quickly made his way to the replicator—making certain not to step in any cat food along the way; Cleo had the terrible tendency to travel with his food, set it down, and then not eat it.  The results were often messy, but to Alan’s relief, the little fur ball left no such presents today.

Now standing before the replicator, Alan faced yet another considerable choice: what’s for dinner?  Erin usually liked to try new and exotic Ka’Tulan foods when they had time to sit down to a fancy meal.  But Ka’Tulan food was often poisonous to humans, and Erin was always very inquisitive as to what horrible things would happen to her had the meal not been replicated; such conversation did not coincide with Alan’s plans, and was to be avoided at all cost.  Thus, he settled on something a bit more traditional… and romantic.  “Spaghetti, two plates,” he ordered, then added, “sans fungus.”

As the two dishes quickly faded into existence amidst a swirling azure light, an additional requirement for this meal also came to mind.  “And one bottle of 
Chardonnay 2344,” he added.  It was widely regarded as Italy’s finest wine, and though he had never before tried it, Alan decided now was as good a time as ever.

Once the replicator’s cycle was completed, and everything was completely materialized in the shallow basin, Alan carefully grabbed both plates of spaghetti and set them down on the table before going back for the wine and silverware.

“Oooh, that smells good,” said Erin as she returned from the bedroom.

Alan grinned.  “Thanks,” he said.  “I made it myself.”

“And this dress is the most comfortable piece of clothing I own,” said Erin sarcastically.  “Let’s eat.”

Comfortable or not, Alan couldn’t help but find that he at least enjoyed the dress.  He made it a point to mention that later—but for the time being, eating was a more pressing matter.  But before Erin had a chance to sit, Alan gracefully came up alongside her chair and pulled it out for her.

“Thank you, sir,” she said with a kind smile upon her face.  Alan provided her with a polite nod as she sat, and then gently scooted her closer to the table.

Suddenly, a blur of furry brown light darted out of the bedroom and streaked across the main area like a manic beast, nearly plowing Alan over.  He quickly maneuvered out of Cleo’s way, just in time to avoid the secondary pass, but Alan’s fancy footwork cost him his balance, and his weight suddenly shifted to his arms, pushing Erin into the edge of the table.  She expelled a gentle wheeze as the air vacated her lungs, but Erin quickly pushed herself away from the table, making a quick recovery.

“I think I will seat myself next time, thank you very much,” she chirped, watching intently as Cleo pounced her beanbag on the opposite side of the room.  He expelled a wild meow, and then curled up in the bag’s little nook.

“Either that,” said Alan, “or we refine our favorite fur ball to quarters.”  He carefully seated himself across from the ethereal Erin Keller and spent a long moment gazing into her heavenly brown eyes before turning his attention to the steaming plate of spaghetti before him.  “So, how was Ka’Tula VII?” he asked, carefully twirling some of the long, stringy pasta around his fork.

“Oh, it sucked,” replied Erin bluntly.  “It was cold, desolate, and quite dirty.  Not to mention the gigantic things that lived in the forest.”

The lynax.  Having lived the majority of his youth in the Ka’Tula System, Christopher was quite familiar with the horrid beasts.  He had never seen one, but the rumors were bad enough.  “You should consider yourself lucky.  Most people aren’t fortunate enough to escape those puppies.”

“Believe me, I am fortunate,” said Erin—but given the warmth in her tone, it was clear that her statement was meant to cover a broad spectrum of instances extending far beyond the depths of Ka’Tula VII’s only moon.  “I’m fortunate to have such good friends… good health… a job that I like… And perhaps most importantly, I have you.

“After we lost Angela last year, I was very confused.  I didn’t know what to do or think, and because I blamed a lot of what happened on you, I didn’t know who to turn to.  So I got this idea in my head that just running away from it would solve things; I thought that I could begin anew on the Majestic, and have the life that I always wanted there.  But after a few weeks, reality began to catch up with me.  It was then that I realized that I needed you.”

Alan gently shook his head.  “No,” he said softly.  “We need each other,” he corrected.  “I had a similar revelation while spending some ‘quality time’ with Xi'Yor.  In fact, on more than one occasion, the dream of seeing you again was the only thing that kept me alive—because I knew that if I stopped dreaming, everything would begin to fade.”

Erin suddenly flashed her most charming smile at Alan.  The overwhelming sense of charisma brought an instant smile to Alan’s face as a warm, tingly feeling spread throughout his body.  It was obvious the two of them shared something special, and as he savored this magical moment, Alan suddenly realized how much he desired to preserve it… forever.

“Do you want something to drink?” he asked, reaching for the elegant bottle of chardonnay.

Erin nodded.  “That would be lovely.”  Her eyes flitted about the table for a moment, and then fell upon Alan with a faint look of concern.  “Are we going to lap it out of our hands, or something?”

Alan frowned, and suddenly realized that in his haste to prepare dinner, he failed to replicate glasses for their wine.  He started to rise to his feet, but Erin beat him to it.  “I’ll get them,” she said.  “You open the wine.”

“Oh goodie,” Alan replied.  He carefully grabbed the bottle’s thin neck and began to fiddle with the cork.  In his past experiences with wine bottles, it took only a little bit of careful maneuvering before the plug came loose, and he suspected this time would be no different—but to his chagrin, the more he fiddled, the less it seemed to move.  “Lovely,” he muttered under his breath, just as Erin returned with a pair of opulent crystalline glasses.

She carefully placed the two glasses on the table and then stepped closer to Alan.  “Do you need a hand with that?”

“No,” he said.  “I think I’ve just… about… got it…” he said, continuing to fidget with the cork until finally…

POP!

Alan watched in apparent horror as the wayward cork soared through the air at top speed—heading straight for Erin.  He quickly opened his mouth to warn her of the impending doom, but no words came out—not that he had time to speak them, in the first place—and he simply watched in horror as the cork plowed straight into Erin’s forehead like an asteroid into the surface of a planet.

Erin immediately grabbed cupped her hands over her forehead; there was no doubt in Alan’s mind that she was in considerable pain, and he couldn’t help but feel absolutely terrible for what had just happened.  He made haste to apologize, but Erin quickly pushed him aside.

“Holy shit, Alan!” she shouted, seconds before collapsing to the floor.

In an historical sense, the past few days would go down as some of the defining moments of the twenty-fourth century.  Medically speaking, they would go down as some of the most boring.  Despite the theater of war surrounding her world, Hartman found very few wounded in her care.  It was a good thing, of course, but it did make for long days.  Nevertheless, the few patients Hartman did receive all tended to have unique stories.

The Cerebrate, for example, was the leader of the Elorg Bloc.  It was not often one got to examine such a dignitary.  And it was even more infrequent to see one die—and the Cerebrate’s time was coming soon.

Alan Christopher had been captured by the Elorg and subjected to countless medical procedures, many of them apparently geared to turn the Captain into some sort of proximity bomb.   The data therein would be enough to keep Hartman busy for weeks.

And now Hartman stood was brooding over what was perhaps the most interesting story yet, that of Erin Keller.  As Alan Christopher related the story, Hartman found herself skeptical at first—but with the evidence laying on the biobed before her, it was hard to deny.  Thus, Hartman was left feeling sorry for Erin, but more than a little amused.  It was not everyday one was hit with a cork.

“As you can see,” said Alan from the opposite side of the biobed, “dinner did not go so well.”

Hartman was definitely inclined to agree.  “Obviously,” she said, gently waving a dermal regenerator over the wound on Keller’s forehead.  Erin had been rendered unconscious after the blast, and was now resting comfortably—the wound was the last thing to be repaired.  “Why didn’t you just replicate the wine already in the glasses?” 

“I don’t know,” admitted Christopher after a moment’s thought.  “Bottles are so much more romantic, I suppose.  And romance was the theme of the night.”

Hartman waved the dermal regenerator over Erin’s forehead one last time before deactivating to device to inspect her work.  “Well Romeo,” she said, “from now on I would suggest you keep to romantic gestures that require a little less intelligence.”

And to the Doctor’s surprise, Alan actually agreed with her.  “I know.  I really screwed things up,” he said sullenly.

“Why do you think that?” asked Hartman.  “She’s going to live.  Hell, you could still probably get that nookie in tonight—should you so desire.  She has a concussion, so when she comes around, you are going to have to keep her awake so she doesn’t slip back into la-la land.”

Hartman suddenly found Christopher’s icy glare drilling into her skull.  She smiled deviously, and moments later, the Captain dropped his evil façade for one of a more sober nature.  “Sarah,” he whispered seriously, “I was about two seconds away from asking Erin to marry me.  Nearly killing her with a cork most likely does not bode well for a favorable reaction.”

Hartman couldn’t help but smile.  This was one instance in which emotional detachment was just plain impossible.  “Didn’t I just say that she’s not near death?” she asked, making certain her tone was somewhat empathetic.  “Or was I talking to myself?”

Alan gritted his teeth.  “It still doesn’t bode well,” he repeated.  “But I know Erin… we’ll be laughing about this in a few days.”

“She is the type to forgive and forget,” agreed Hartman.  “Besides, she sustained such a considerable blow that she’s probably already forgotten.”

Christopher tried to project a bit of his usual overconfidence, but concerned about his pending engagement, he was only marginally successful.  “We can only hope,” he grumbled.

Chapter Forty

Ka’Tula Prime was dead.

Was.

When he last stood in the vast, rolling plain at the foot of the Farhelian Mountains, Alan Christopher was surrounded by death and destruction.  Ash had been strewn across the land for as far as the eye could see, and a thick, dense haze of smoke hung in the air.  It was as close as one could get to hell without actually being there.

But now, three months later, the planet showed signs of recovery.  Blades of verdant green grass had begun to peek through the dreary terrain, songbirds perched themselves in the scorched tree branches, and heavenly rays of sunshine now pervaded the encompassing haze.  The Elorg might have knocked Ka’Tula Prime down, but it was clear that the planet had every intention of putting itself back together—and as he strode through the untamed grass, Alan Christopher knew the very same applied to the denizens of Ka’Tula Prime.  They would endure—but not without paying an unbearable price: the number of dead was in the millions, and growing with each passing moment.

For many, that fact had not yet hit home.  It was merely a statistic—but as Christopher led his fellow officers to the small cairn of rocks housing Rachael Meyer’s body, the Captain was certain reality was about to sink in.

He stopped about a meter from the grave and simply stared.  It was a heartfelt moment, filled with fond ruminations, but overshadowed by an ominous sense of malaise.  Rachael was gone.  Forever.  And nothing could change it.

Christopher lingered on that thought for a long moment before finally composing his thoughts.  Slowly, he pulled in a deep lungful of the slightly acrid air, and— ignoring the lump in his throat—searched his soul for the words necessary to say farewell.  

“I have never liked saying good-bye. Of all the words in our vocabulary, it is the only one I have trouble with; the entire concept of ‘good-bye’ simply does not agree with me.  Thus, I do my best to avoid it, and instead send people off with a cheerful “have fun” or “see you later.”  But in this instance, there is no later.  Our shipmate… our counselor… our friend is gone, and the only way to see her off is with a fond farewell.

“Rachael wouldn’t have it any other way, you know.  She would undoubtedly want us to say our good-byes and move on with our lives, a fact Commander Keller and I were discussing earlier.  And we will move on.  We always do.  But before we can move forward, I think it is imperative that we look back—and remember.  Memories are all that we have left now of her now… so cherish those magical moments…”

Alan suddenly blinked a few tears out of his eyes as his own recollections began flooding his mind.  He recalled their time spend as fugitives on the Dark Star… the advice he often sought in his relationship with Erin… He recalled the time they saved the ship from an Elorg virus… “I miss you, Rachael,” he finally whispered.  “We all do.  And perhaps one day… we will meet again.  I don’t know how, but it would be nice… because I can’t bring myself to say “good-bye.”  So… I guess that I’ll see you later.”

Realizing that his mind had suddenly wandered from eulogy to simple reflections, he tried to get back on track—but given the assemblage of somber faces before him, Alan knew that his mind wasn’t the only one that had wandered—and that perhaps he had said enough.  The personal reflections would simply finish the job he had started.

He cautiously afforded a glance Rachael’s grave one last time before slowly coming about to mingle with his fellow crewmembers.  But as he began is trek to Erin’s side, Alan suddenly saw a gleaming pillar of azure light in the distance.  He paused to see who had joined them, and was instantly concerned upon seeing Admiral William Grayson in the beam’s glittering wake.

It was within the realm of possibility that the Admiral had come to pay respects to a fallen officer, but something in the back of Christopher’s mind knew that was not the case.  He hurriedly worked his way through the somber crowd, and stood at the Admiral’s side a few moments later.

Grayson immediately offered the Captain a respectful nod of acknowledgement.  “I am sorry to hear about the loss of your officer,” he said quietly, clasping his hands behind his back.  “I met with Lieutenant Meyer once a few years ago; she was an exemplary officer and a wonderful person.  I will keep her in my thoughts.”

“Thank you,” replied Christopher softly.  “She will be missed.”

The two observed a brief moment of silence before the footsteps of Ryan Landsberg interrupted their silent reflections.  “Admiral.  Captain,” he whispered politely as carefully stepped between the two of them.  “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

“No,” said Grayson.  “In fact, I was about to suggest to Captain Christopher that we go look for you, so it is good of you to show up.  Do you know where Captain Duford is?”

  “The last I heard,” said Christopher, “she was getting settled in on her new ship.  She’s probably still in orbit, though.”

Grayson nodded his understanding—and with each gentle nod, his face grew increasingly grim.  “We may have situation developing,” he said softly.  “The Jevian—the Elorg City Ship—is en route to Ka’Tula Prime.  The Conclave of Overseers has said they are coming to discuss peace, but we cannot be certain of that.”

“Especially since the Cerebrate refused to surrender,” said Landsberg.  “It’s likely the majority of the Elorg will share their leader’s view—the do consider her a divinity after all.”

Christopher felt a chill crawl down his spine.  “So we’re expecting an attack?”  The mere possibility of a confrontation with the Jevian was bad news, for it would be nearly impossible to destroy the massive vessel without taking incredibly heavy losses.

To make matters worse, look on Grayson’s face was unreadable, as was his cryptic response:  “An attack is possible.”

“How long do we have?” asked Landsberg.

Grayson sighed.  “Two hours.  Two short hours.”

With the very real possibility of another attack on the horizon, Christopher had little choice but to prematurely conclude Rachael’s memorial service in order to prepare for the onslaught—not that they could actually prepare themselves for a fight with the City Ship.  Even so, the sentiment was there, at the very least demonstrating to the Elorg that the Federation would rise to any occasion.  

However, as the incomprehensibly massive City Ship entered the Ka’Tula System, it became clear that sentiment alone would not be enough to dissuade the Elorg should they attack.  They had the power to smite the entire fleet of starships in orbit of Ka’Tula Prime; perhaps more frightening was the fact that the Elorg also had the will to do it—with pleasure, no doubt.  But as the minutes ticked by, the Elorg weapon systems remained inactive—a trend that continued right up until the Jevian fell into orbit around Ka’Tula Prime.  Apparently their desire to speak was sincere.

After a brief exchange with the Elorg and Admiral Grayson, it was decided they would convene on the Starlight.  And now, five minutes later, Alan Christopher sat in the conference lounge with Grayson, Landsberg, Allison Duford, an icy Overseer Turon, and his small entourage.  They exchanged glares for what seemed like an eternity before Admiral Grayson suddenly cleared his throat.  The Admiral then proceeded to look Turon straight in the eye—an act not even Christopher had managed to do out of fear of somehow being terminated.

“You may have noticed that your foothold in this quadrant is slipping,” said Grayson, his voice unwavering.  “It is only a matter of time before you are defeated.”

Turon was obviously unconcerned with the prospects, and he dismissed the sentiment with a candid huff.  “We could obliterate everything in orbit of this planet in the blink of an eye,” he warned.  “Don’t think we won’t hesitate to do so.”

Such an act would very quickly place Ka’Tula Prime back under Elorg rule—something Christopher had long ago decided to be unacceptable.  “It wouldn’t do you any good,” he said.

“The entire quadrant is united against your people,” continued Landsberg.  “We will stop at nothing to see an end to this war.”

Turon remained stoic, but Christopher noticed two of his underlings quietly snickering at the sentiment.  It was clear they did not hold much faith in the Federation’s abilities—even after suffering such great losses at Ciden II.  “Recent events have only been a minor setback,” said the Overseer.  “And our forces in Breen territory are already preparing to launch an offensive.”

“No,” said Grayson.  “A Cardassian/Federation task force has been working to cripple Breen defenses over the past few days.  They are in no position to strike.”

This was news to Turon.  Though he attempted to hide his surprise, his efforts failed miserably.  “So we are at a tactical disadvantage,” he finally admitted.  “Nevertheless, we shall not acquiesce.”

“And neither will we,” said Grayson forcefully.  “Now, we can do this the hard way—as suggested by your Cerebrate, an action that will yield countless more Elorg deaths—or you can end this peacefully, and surrender.”

Turon seemed to consider Grayson’s words for a long moment before even the slightest glint of a reaction came over his ashen face.  “And what will happen to us if we surrender?” he asked cautiously.  It seemed to Christopher that he was at the very least considering the possibility.

“You are well aware of the Elorg that survived the Iconian attack 200,000 years ago.  They fled to the Alpha Quadrant and created the Breen Consortium… we will allow all of the Elorg survivors to return to Breen space and carry out peaceful lives.  You will still have access to science and medical starships, but your military will be dismantled, and there will be a continuous Federation/Cardassian presence within your territory until you have proven yourselves trustworthy.

“The Federation will, of course, render humanitarian aid and any other form of assistance needed to rebuild your empire, and—”

“Unacceptable,” interjected Turon, his voice filled with malevolence.  “If the Elorg are to surrender, the terms—”

“This is not up for discussion,” said Grayson, raising his voice slightly.  “These are the terms for your surrender.  Take it or leave it…  But be warned, if you leave it, the consequences for your people will be dire.”

Turon’s eyes narrowed.  “Is that a threat, Admiral?”

Christopher was certain the Admiral meant to issue nothing more than a stern warning—but he had to admit that Grayson did sound more than a little threatening.  Hoping to patch things up, he quickly said, “It’s simply a warning; if and when we engage your starships, it is a certainty that both sides will suffer losses.  Adm—”

“Yes,” said Grayson suddenly.  “It was a threat.  Your people are responsible for the deaths of billions of innocent people.  Despite that fact, we have offered you a peaceful resolution to this situation—which you had the nerve to reject in favor of continued slaughter.  I won’t stand for it, and neither will our allies.”

Suddenly, Christopher could feel the deck plates begin to vibrate ever so slightly.  At first he assumed it to be a power fluctuation, but the subsequent chirp of his communicator quickly shattered that idea.  “Christopher here,” he said softly.

“Captain,” came Lieutenant Bator’s voice a moment later, “the City Ship is powering its weapons.”

In a heartbeat, Christopher’s pulse quickened to epic proportions.  “Acknowledged,” he said softly before finally mustering the courage to cast his most ominous glare at Turon.  “If you destroy us, there will be others,” he said.  “And they may not be so forgiving.”

Turon shrugged indolently.  “See if I care.”

Talyere Rosat’s life was drawing near the end of what was perhaps its most incredible chapter.  He had long ago realized it was a time of mixed emotions, and since he had little idea of what the future might hold for him, his unsettled feelings seemed greatly exacerbated.  It was as if he stood before a void in the fabric of space.  There was a path before him, but it was shrouded with mysteries and wonderment; he simply had to reach the other side without getting lost—and as he entered the Starlight’s cavernous sickbay, Talyere fully intended to find a beacon to help him along the way.

The Cerebrate slept perfectly still on the biobed in the Starlight’s surgical bay, not even flinching as Talyere approached.  Her skin was incredibly pale, lacking the fervent glow that was usually the driving force behind the Cerebrate’s aura.  She had several blemishes on her face—wounds so bad they could not be healed with even the most advanced technology.  Talyere suspected the small, square cortical stimulators on Z’danorax’s forehead were the only things keeping her alive.  The very notion sent a chill down Talyere’s spine.

“I… am not well Talyere,” she said suddenly—he had not even noticed the Cerebrate had opened her eyes—eyes that were completely devoid of their fiery orange glow.  “I fear… I shall… expire…. soon.”

Soon may have been an understatement, Talyere grimly noted.  “What happened?” he asked.

As she considered the question, the Cerebrate’s eyelids slowly fell upon her brownish eyes.  For a long moment, Talyere thought they had closed forever, but at the last moment, she gasped, and her gaze fell upon him once more.  “I was… damaged when our vessel… came under siege,” she rasped.  Each word was a valiant struggle to pronounce.  “I managed to… liberate myself… and made haste to… seek Xi'Yor…”

“Where is he?” asked Talyere.

She shook her head.  “I… do not know…  After I shot him… he assaulted me… and departed…”

“Did he beam away?”

Z’danorax either ignored the question, or hadn’t heard it in the first place, for she continued speaking without even acknowledging Talyere.  “…Xi'Yor must be terminated,” she wheezed.

“And he will be,” Talyere assured her—and he meant every word of it.

Z’danorax seemed to comprehend the sentiment, but as she nodded her head, her browning eyes seemed to wander in odd directions.  “Tell Cree’dan… to lead wisely.”

“Cree’dan will not be leading,” Talyere said softly.  It was not a topic he had hoped to broach, but it now seemed inevitable.  “He was terminated when the Federation attacked the base on Ciden II.  Many of our other Overseers perished in the attack, as well.  Your only clear-cut successor is Xi'Yor.”

Z’danorax expelled a raspy, yet concerned sigh.  “He mustn’t be allowed to lead,” she whispered.  “Xi'Yor cannot be trusted.  He will drive us… into oblivion.”

A grim feeling washed over Talyere.  He was watching the Cerebrate die.  The empire stood at the edge of collapse.  The Tome of Na’zar was discredited.  “We have already seen oblivion, Cerebrate,” he said as gently as possible.  “This war has exacted an incredible toll upon our people.  Even if our forces somehow manage to prevail over the Federation, we will have lost so many loyal subjects that there will be almost no empire to command.”

The statement seemed to drive a stake into the Cerebrate’s heart.  Horror seemed to fill her eyes, giving them live one last time, just as trickle of black blood dripped from her nose.  “You believe we should surrender?”

Talyere nodded.  Knowing that the fate of the entire Federation could very well lie within the coming moments, Talyere knew he had to convince the Cerebrate to surrender.  He just hoped he was getting through to her.  “What good is an empire without its subjects?” he prompted.  He allowed his question to linger for a moment, but it was clear the Cerebrate did not even try to comprehend it.  “The Federation has given us refuge in Breen space,” he explained.  “We will have an empire; it may not be the holy one, but it will be!”

Slowly, the Cerebrate’s heavy eyelids closed once more.  “We cannot yield,” she stammered with her wavering might.  “We will not… yield…”

Talyere bit his lip in frustration.  “Listen to me, Z’danorax,” he said softly, hoping the use of her name would keep her attention. “Your reign has been a noble and honorable one—but if you do not end this war, the Elorg Bloc will end with your reign.  Do not allow that to happen!  I implore you, Cerebrate, allow nobility to shine one last time!  End this war, before it ends us!”

Slowly, Z’danorax began to tremor; she was rapidly losing control of her body, and it would be only moments now before the end.  But she was fighting death every step of the way, slowly forcing her eyes open as she extended a fragile, blood-covered hand and placed it on Talyere’s arm, grabbing him with incredible force.  “Talyere,” she rasped, drawing him closer, “you… are a pariah… but you are the only one I can trust… to ensure our future… I leave the fate… of the Elorg Bloc… in your hands.”

In that instant, everything seemed to come to a standstill as the sheer magnitude of the Cerebrate’s words came to Talyere.  “I am to lead the empire?” he asked, peering into her fading brown eyes.

Her grip on his arm faded, but she still managed a tug at his sleeve as she rasped her final words:  “En taro adun… Cerebrate.”

An instant later, Talyere felt Z’danorax’s arm go limp.  Her eyes were now pitch-black, and her raspy, erratic breathing had stopped.  

Z’danorax was dead.

And Talyere’s life suddenly had more purpose than he ever imagined it would…

Chapter Forty-One

Alan Christopher paced nervously in the space in front of the Starlight’s command chair, his eyes locked on the massive Elorg vessel looming on the viewscreen.  The numerous Federation starships holding position near the Jevian appeared to be no larger than ants—Christopher just hoped that the Elorg didn’t suddenly decide to step on the anthill that was Ka’Tula Prime…

“Report?” he demanded, hoping the crew could find some good news to ease his nerves.

“The Elorg have fired several warning shots,” said Bator a moment later.  “Each shot immediately disabled the target vessel’s shielding.”

“We don’t stand a chance,” muttered Christopher.  “This is not good.”

His eyes briefly wandered to the conference room doors, where negations with Turon were continuing to take place.  Christopher didn’t need to be inside the room to know that things were not going well.  He just hoped things would not deteriorate further.  Otherwise, it could get very unpleasant very quickly.

“Are their any apparent weaknesses in the Jevian’s defenses?” asked Harrison a moment later.

Bator checked his sensors.  “None that are apparent,” he reported a moment later.  “Even if we were to detonate an antimatter explosive on their hull, the vessel would still be able to operate efficiently.”

“It is like a dreadnought,” said Talyere suddenly.

Christopher attention had been so thoroughly consumed by the Jevian that he had not heard Talyere’s arrival on the bridge.  He quickly shook off his surprise and turned to the Elorg.  “A very, very, very, very big dreadnought,” he confirmed.  “What do you know about it?”

Talyere paused for a cryptic moment.  “Enough,” he said softly.  “But we may not need to engage it in battle.”

Christopher couldn’t help but feel that Talyere knew something substantial about the Jevian’s defenses—but the latter half of the Elorg’s statement was intriguing enough for Christopher to overlook the apparent evasion for now.  “Do you have some sort of information?” he asked.  “Did you talk to the Cerebrate?”

“I did,” confirmed Talyere with a faint nod.  “She has left the fate of the Elorg Bloc in my hands.”  And with that said, he swiftly made his way across the bridge and into the conference lounge.

Christopher was quick to rise to his feet, and swiftly retraced Talyere’s steps until he stood a scant meter away from him inside the lounge.

“Admiral,” said Talyere sternly, his voice exuding a considerable air of authority, “the Elorg Bloc accepts your terms for surrender, and will immediately stand down our forces throughout the quadrant.”

The turn of events had caught virtually everyone sitting at the table off guard.  Grayson’s jaw had dropped, and both Duford and Landsberg appeared somewhat dumbfounded.  Turon and his entourage, on the other hand, radiated with anger. 

“And who are you to speak for us?” demanded the Overseer.

Talyere stepped closer to the table.  “I am your Cerebrate,” he said tartly.  “Z’danorax has expired, and she has chosen me to succeed her.”

Turon’s fiery orange eyes burned with an insatiable hatred—a fury Christopher had not witnessed since his time with Xi'Yor.  “The traitor?” he spat angrily.  “This is blasphemy!  No Elorg in his or her right mind would dare follow you!”

“I am aware of that,” said Talyere candidly.  “I do not intend to keep the position for an extended duration specifically for those reasons.  But while the power is mine, I intend to use it for the good.  And whether or not you see it now, my actions are for the greater good.”

“I will not hear the words of a pariah,” said Turon.

“I could have you terminated for that,” replied Talyere.  “But we have seen enough death for one day.”

Turon shook his head in defiance of Talyere’s words.  “If anyone should be terminated, it is you,” he said, turning to his underlings.  “Terminate him.”

The group of underlings stood still for a brief moment before two of them slowly began to train their weapons upon Talyere.  The two others, however, took no action against their new Cerebrate, prompting Turon to grow even angrier.  “What are you waiting for?” he demanded.

The two underlings with their weapons ready to fire slowly stood down, gazing at their inactive comrades with confusion.

“We stand by Talyere,” said one of holdouts.  “We have witnessed the descent of our once great empire over the past few years… and we have also witnessed the wisdom of Talyere and his writings to the resistance.  He is a man with a vision, and I, for one, and willing to follow him.”

“As am I,” said the other.  “And it is certain there are others who share our beliefs.”  He quickly tapped a brief message into the small comm unit on his wrist.

Moments later, Bator’s voice penetrated the silence that was beginning to embrace the room.  “Captain,” he said—the relief in his voice obvious, “the City Ship is standing down.”

The underling turned to Grayson.  “I instructed them to do so,” he said.  “The Elorg will adhere to the terms outlined in your proposed cease fire.  The war… is over.”

As he strolled through the Starlight’s myriad corridors, Alan Christopher noted a spring in his step that had not been present for several years.  After Admiral Grayson officially transferred command of the ship back to him, Christopher suddenly realized that for the first time in years, he was in command of a starship whose mission was not to make war.  His crew was not one likely to commit a treacherous mutiny… and perhaps most importantly, he was happy.  And as he drew nearer to his quarters, Christopher sincerely hoped that Erin Keller had forgotten the events of their disastrous dinner, an instance that would pave the way for Christopher to achieve a state of pure bliss…

As he came upon the final leg of his journey, Christopher glimpsed Ryan Landsberg approaching from the opposite direction.  Though they had not spoken more than a few words to one another, Christopher still felt he owed a considerable deal to the man—he did, after all, manage to keep the Starlight and its crew intact during its most taxing trials.  With that in mind, his forward progress came to a halt as he came upon Landsberg.  “Captain,” he said warmly.

Landsberg nodded his acknowledgement.  “Captain.”

“I must admit, you kept the Starlight in excellent shape while I was gone,” commended Christopher. 

“It was a piece of cake, really,” Landsberg said, chuckling faintly.

“I hear Admiral Grayson has given you command of the new Endeavor,” Christopher said.  “Very impressive.  If—heaven forbid—the Starlight ever gets destroyed, I wouldn’t mind commanding a Meridian-class starship.”

From what Christopher knew of the schematics, the new Meridian-class was a hybrid warship/science vessel.  It had the potential to blow a Borg cube out of the sky in seconds flat—but at the same time conduct some of the most extensive sensor analyses possible.  It also had some of the most cutting-edge temporal technology, a new, more efficient transwarp drive… the extensive list certainly gave Christopher reason to salivate.

For his part, Landsberg was certainly beaming.  “And I’ve got most of my old crew back, too,” he said, then added, “I will certainly miss this crew, though.  You’ve got a fine group here.”

Christopher could not dispute that.  “You’re always welcome to visit,” he said.  “Or who knows… maybe we’ll visit you.  I understand you’ve been assigned to head up the efforts in the new Elorg Bloc?”

Landsberg gulped.  “Yeah.  That’ll be one hell of a trip, to say the least.  But it’ll keep things interesting.”

“Well,” said Christopher lightly, “after overseeing the demise of the old Bloc, I look forward to a little good old-fashioned exploration of the cosmos.  Maybe I’ll even get to name a planet after myself.  Or perhaps a nebula,” he said, realizing that the planet Alarin III was already named after him—unofficially, of course.

Providing a faint grin, Landsberg slowly began to creep away.  “Well,” he said quietly, “I’ve got to start packing… and I have a few… loose ends to tie up.”

“All right,” said Christopher.  “Have fun.”

The two Captains exchanged gazes for a moment before parting ways, leaving Christopher to his ultimate destination: home.  He made haste to cover the remaining ground, and within a few moments, came upon the doors to the quarters he shared with Erin Keller.  They parted with a muted hiss, giving Christopher access.  He heaved a considerable sigh of relief—still basking in the excitement of the war’s conclusion—and then seated himself at the nearby table.

To his surprise, Erin Keller joined him a moment later.  “Hey,” she said warmly.  “How are you?”

“My molecules are intact,” he said pleasantly.  “And you?”

Erin giggled.  “I am quite well, thank you very much.”

Alan hesitated for a moment, and then pointed to his forehead.  “You’re… all okay, up there?” he asked cautiously.

Erin nodded her confirmation.  “Disappointed?”

A wry grin spread across Alan’s face.  “A little,” he lied.

They held each other’s gaze for a long moment before Alan could even begin to notice the faint air of distraction Erin harbored.  At first, he simply dismissed it as her being awed by his incredible charm and good looks, but when reality struck him a moment later, he summarily realized that she had something else on her mind.  “What is it?” he asked.

Erin smiled, apparently pleased with her beloved’s perception.  “I just wanted to talk to you about the opening for an operations officer on the Starlight,” she said quietly.  “I think I might be qualified for it.”

In an instant, Alan was both relieved and torn to hear Erin say that.  He loved Erin.  He wanted her to be with him—but at the same time, he knew how much her career meant to her.  And on the Starlight, there was not much room for advancement.  “Are you sure?” he asked a moment later.  “Allison is getting command of the Gemini,” he reminded.  “With your skill, it’s a certainty that you’d have a command of your own within a year.”

Erin was quick to dismiss the very notion of joining the Gemini’s crew.  “I know,” she said.  “But I also know that there is another position on the Starlight that I might be interested in.”

Christopher frowned.  As far as he knew, the operations and counselor’s positions were the only ones available, and though Erin was a very good listener, she was simply not qualified to be the ship’s counselor.  “I’m sure we’ll find someone to replace Rachael eventually,” he said, “but not you.”

Erin nodded.  “That’s good,” she said, “because that wasn’t the position I was talking about.”

Alan’s confusion suddenly grew exponentially.  “Then what the heck are you talking about?” he asked.

She grinned.  “You mentioned it to Sarah back in sickbay.  You seem to be in need of a wife.  I think I just might want that position, too.”

Alan’s jaw suddenly hit the floor.  His mind raced with a multitude of words to say, but none of them seemed to be able to manifest themselves into coherent thoughts—but finally, he managed to spew a few words into the air, the first of which being, “How?”

A coy grin suddenly befell Erin’s face.  “I wasn’t as dazed and confused as you thought back in sickbay.  I heard every last word you said to Sarah.  It was all very sweet of you.”

Alan suddenly noticed his heart was racing, his limbs were trembling, and his hands were sweating like an angry Klingon.   “So…” he hesitated, “… you… will?”

“If you ask nicely,” said Erin, batting her eyelashes.

Alan quickly worked to conquer his nerves, shoving them to some far corner of his mind as he got down on his knee.  Watching Erin’s face light up with excitement, Alan carefully reached for her hand.  “Erin Marie Keller,” he said softly, “will you marry me?”

She blinked.  “Let me think about that,” she said enigmatically—and after a dreadfully long moment of torturous thought, Erin leaned forward and whispered one tiny word into Alan’s ear: “Yes.”

Ryan Landsberg was a man of his word, and with his tour of duty on the Starlight in its waning hours, the Captain knew that needed to act quickly in order to make good on what may have been his most challenging promise to keep: he needed to find Matthew Harrison a woman.

After his meeting with Alan Christopher in the corridor, Ryan made haste to return to his quarters, his mind racing with possible partners for the ship’s executive officer.  Indeed, there were plenty of excellent choices, but to his chagrin, Landsberg simply couldn’t see Harrison coupled with very many of them—and those he could see the Commander with had the misfortune of being on duty…

Had there been more time for Landsberg to sort through these quagmires, he may very well have come up with a date for Harrison—but time was of the essence, and, recalling their previous conversations, Harrison wasn’t exactly looking for a relationship in the first place—so Landsberg decided that instead of wasting time finding Harrison a friend, he could go and actually be one…

Thus, Landsberg set aside his list of incredible women and called Lucas Tompkins and Matthew Harrison to his quarters one last time, where they sat for hours on end discussing the war, women, holodeck adventures, and a plethora of other topics.  It wasn’t wild or out of control.  There were no complaints from the neighboring cabins, or interruptions from the bridge.  It was simply life, returning back to normal…

Normal, however, was nothing more than a state of mind.  Kendall Johnson knew that better than most, and as he set foot into the chamber that had once been Rachael Meyer’s office, Johnson knew that normal as he had known it three months ago would never return.

For the past two years, Rachael Meyer had served as Kendall’s inspiration—the shining beacon of light amidst his darkest hours.  And now that beacon was forever darkened, leaving Kendall feeling more alone than ever.  Without Rachael’s kind words, he would receive no encouragement.  No one would be there to listen to his problems, and no one would help him find a viable solution.  No one would be there to believe in him or his abilities.  

No one.

Kendall blinked away several tears, and forced the raw lump in his throat to go away—because none of that mattered.  Though he had feigned ignorance at the time, Rachael had long ago taught Kendall an important lesson: he had to take control of his actions, and exude a sense of confidence and charm.  He had to stop dwelling on the little, inconsequential errors and focus on his accomplishments… He had to believe in himself.

And if he could find the courage to see Rachael’s advice through to the end, it was a certainty that no one would soon be replaced with someone.  And perhaps that would be the ultimate tribute to her memory.  He knew not if he would succeed, but he would certainly try his best.

* * *

The gates of hell were forever banished from the face of the universe, and the evils from within lay vanquished on a bloodied battlefield.  Rising like a Phoenix from the shadows of a fallen empire, the wings of peace slowly spread across the galaxy, enveloping all that were pure of heart.  It was the dawn of a new age—the beginning of a new journey.  And what a journey it would be…
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