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Prologue

“The time is zero five hundred hours.”

The computer’s perky voice abruptly pierced the silent air, immediately waking Alan Christopher from his dreamy slumber.  Even though the computer wasn’t officially classified as a sentient entity, Alan couldn’t help but think that it took some perverse pleasure in waking him from his sleep—because it sounded way too happy given the early hour.

But instead of hopping out of bed to begin his day, Alan pulled the warm covers over his head and hoped that some magical spirit would allow him to forever melt into the flowery sheets.  And he held onto this hope for a good thirty seconds, before the computer presented him with yet another wakeup call:  “The time is zero five hundred hours and thirty seconds.”

Again, the stridently pleasant voice failed to inspire Alan from the covers.  He only grumbled at the summons, and then dug himself deeper into his warm, comfortable domain; a very large part of him was content to remain there all day—and in light of the recent Romulan crisis, he certainly deserved a day to sit around and laze.  But the computer would hear none of it, and would tirelessly pester him to arise until he finally complied with the order.  Thus, Alan tossed aside his blissfully warm covers and rolled out of bed like an Alverian cave sloth after a long slumber.

He sat perched on the edge of the bed for a moment, desperately fighting his better judgment, which insisted he return to the warm sheets.  For a moment, Alan almost dove back into the pillow, but the sound of Cleo’s pathetic meows kept him awake.

The little cat meandered around Alan’s feet, gently rubbing his face against the bed and Alan’s leg before carelessly flopping onto the floor.  He rolled around for a moment before springing to his feet and launching onto the bed.  “Meow!”

Alan glanced briefly at Cleo, and then to the crinkle of empty sheets on the opposite side of the bed.  “Didn’t Erin feed you?”

The cat promptly seated himself beside Alan.  “Meow!” he insisted, peering upward with a totally pathetic kitty gaze.

Alan smiled.  “I guess not,” he mused, gently running his fingers through Cleo’s soft fur.  The two of them sat silently on the bed for a moment longer while Alan contemplated moving his legs—and the rest of his body—toward the replicator.  Typically, Alan made such decisions in a matter of seconds, but this early in the morning, even the simplest of tasks required some serious brainpower—but before his sluggish brain could get around to processing that request, the bathroom doors slid apart amidst a whoosh of steam.

Erin spent a moment fixing her hair at the sweltering threshold, and then emerged into the main living chamber with a wide smile on her face.  She playfully tossed her uniform’s jacket onto one of the chairs near the replicator and then sat down beside Cleo on the bed.  “Good morning!” she chirped.

The pleasant tone nearly made Alan’s head implode.  He grunted some sort of guttural greeting and then rolled back onto the bed.  The sudden movement struck terror into Cleo, and the cat darted away at the speed of light.  Alan, however, was still moving quite slowly.  “I hate mornings…”

And if Erin actually cared, she showed no sign of it.  She swiftly curled up beside Alan, grinning pleasantly.  “So… do you have anything you want to say to me?”

As he considered the question, a monstrous yawn briefly parted Alan’s lips.  “I’ve got a bad case of dragon-breath,” he grumbled, suddenly realizing the utterly unpleasant taste in his mouth.  It was like something died in there overnight…

Erin quaintly backed away.  “Anything else?” she prompted.

“Are you done in the bathroom?”  In light of his dental situation, the response was immediate—but moments later, Alan’s sluggish brain kicked in, and he realized that Erin was probably pining to hear something else.  Unfortunately, that which has been said, cannot be unsaid… 

…and Erin’s grin faded away.  She slowly climbed off the bed and strolled over to collect her jacket from its resting place.  “Don’t forget to do your hair,” she said.  “I’ll see you at breakfast.”

“Right,” said Alan wearily.  He remained motionless for a moment longer, waiting to hear the doors hiss open and closed before sliding off the bed—and the moment his feet hit the floor, it dawned on him.

Moving with speeds that almost seemed unnatural, Alan bounded across the living area—again striking fear into the panicky Cleo—and nearly clipped the still-opening doors as he stormed into the corridor shouting “Happy Birthday!”

Alas, his efforts were too little, too late; Erin was already long gone.  The day was still young, and already, Alan had managed to screw it up.  He sighed, and meandered back inside his quarters.  “This is going to be a long day…”

Chapter One

Nearly every morning, Bator would awaken from his slumber and devote a few minutes to The Tome of Na’zar.  Talyere had entrusted him with the Elorg’s most sacred tome more than two years ago, only hours before being captured by the dreaded Overseer Xi'Yor.  Before his incarceration, Talyere held the text in high esteem, but his time spent with Xi'Yor gradually tainted his love for the tome.  As a result, Talyere forever entrusted Bator with the text, hoping that some good may still be found within its pages.

In the beginning, Bator searched only for entries that pertained to the Phobians.  He meticulously poured over every last word, desperate to find some clue to his origins.  Alas, Na’zar devoted little more than two pages of his expansive work to the Phobian Republic, leaving Bator with more questions than answers.

Believing the sacred text more-or-less worthless to him, Bator set aside the tome, and for many months, its yellowed pages went untouched in a dark corner of his living area—for a while, it even served as a bookend for some of Bator’s more usable texts.  But then one day, fate conspired to bring the Phobian’s attention back to Na’zar.  During one of the Drusari attacks, The Tome of Na’zar fell to the ground.  When he moved to set the book back upon the shelf, Bator couldn’t help but glean its musty pages—and so began a tradition…

This morning, however, Bator was finding rather difficult to keep the tradition alive.  For the second time in as many minutes, he suddenly found his unfocused eyes diving toward the pages below.  He could barely recall the last few paragraphs, but given his continued reaction, Bator had to concede that they couldn’t have been that thrilling.

He slowly turned his attention back to the page—and just as slowly, memories of ‘the black sands of Rilnar’ returned to Bator’s mind.  In premise, it sounded interesting—in fact, Bator wouldn’t have minded seeing these great obsidian dunes—but after six long pages, he had definitely read enough about them.  Curious to see how much longer Na’zar could blather about the dunes, he turned the page…

…And with no end to the Rilnar Dunes in sight, Bator decided that it was an excellent time to call it quits.  Besides, a quick glance at the chronometer—and his grumbling stomach—indicated that he was already running behind schedule.  There was no better time to head up to the mess hall for breakfast.

“…and then I hit the wrong button and the Starlight collided with a Romulan warbird.  The ship was completely destroyed.”  As he recalled his rather odd dream, Neelar Drayge couldn’t help but think it sounded more than a little morbid.  Of course, any dream that featured the Starlight’s destruction was more akin to a nightmare than anything else—but either way, it was still little more than a figment of his imagination… and he hoped the figment would fade with haste.

Thankfully, neither the Captain nor Erin Keller seemed overly troubled by the dream.  In fact, the tale brought a slight smile to Christopher’s face.  “Let’s hope your little dream isn’t prophetic, Neelar,” he playfully mused.

Neelar promptly shook his head.  “Bolian history is littered with prophetic accounts,” he said.  “Fortunately for us, almost all of them are dead wrong.  If anything, the Starlight will continue to prosper for years to come…”

Christopher started to raise a glass of orange juice to his lips, but suddenly paused about half way.  “So you’ve just provided us with two predictions—both of them diametric opposites.  Does this mean that the prophecies have canceled each other out?  Or that they’re both dead wrong, and the Starlight will be creamed by a spatial anomaly next week?  Or is there some sort of tertiary option, like—”

“…Like you closing your mouth?” Erin playfully interrupted.  “I almost think I liked you better when your brain was numbed to stupidity this morning.”

Christopher grinned.  “I thought it was like that all the time?”

Erin nodded.  “It is,” she confirmed.  “Everyone knows that Matthew and I are the real brains behind this operation.  But I was simply being polite.”

Christopher dismissed the very notion with a sarcastic scoff.  “This crew would be utterly lost without my guidance and wisdom,” he stated.  It was obvious that he was trying to sound completely serious, but the sarcasm brimming in his voice proved to be a dead giveaway.

Neelar tried to stifle his laughter, but was only partially successful.  A few faint chuckles managed to escape, and a stupid grin crept across his face.  He tried to cover the smirk by lifting a warm mug of coffee to his mouth—but failed miserably when his glance crossed paths with Bator’s.

The Phobian had entered the mess hall only a few moments ago, and after a brief trip to the replicator, he promptly seated himself at Neelar’s side.  “I could see that grin from across the room,” he said, taking a swig of the thick grulog in his mug.

Despite his attempts to become more adventurous, that insipid Pakled ‘beverage’ had proven a bit too adventurous for Neelar.  It had the consistency of thick mud, and tasted about the same on the way down.  It tasted much worse a few hours later—on the way back up.  “I don’t know how you can drink that stuff.”

Bator shrugged.  “It is an acquired taste.”

Neelar cringed.  “I’ll bet…”

After finishing another gulp of grulog, Bator gently rested his mug on the table.  He stared at its murky contents for only a moment before his gaze wandered across the table, to Erin Keller.  “I do believe today is your birthday, Miss Keller…”

Keller batted her lashes and flashed a sheepish grin.  “Indeed it is,” she happily confirmed.  “At least someone remembered!”  And her gaze darted immediately from Bator to Christopher.

The Captain raised his hands defensively.  “I’ve had a lot on my mind!” he protested.

Keller’s jaw dropped slightly.  “Like what?”

Christopher paused.  “…A lot of things.  Probably too many to mention.”

“Name three.”

A curious look summarily fell upon Christopher’s face, and Neelar wasn’t exactly sure what to make of it.  The Captain was either overwhelmed by the task of narrowing his thoughts down to three… or he was having a great deal of trouble finding three stray thoughts in his mind—and just when Neelar started to lean toward the latter of the two scenarios, a burst of enlightenment fell upon Christopher’s face.  “I’ve been making a lot of preparations for this mission to the Celendi Nebula,” he said.

“I very much doubt that,” Erin replied without missing a beat.  “You’re not even going on the mission, little buddy.”

Neelar could confirm that fact.  After learning that he had been assigned to the Aztec for the exploratory mission, he endeavored to find out who would be joining him—and Captain Christopher’s name was not on the list.  Of course, there was still one open spot on the duty roster, and the Captain was more than welcome to fill that spot—but Neelar wasn’t about to suggest it, because he absolutely did not want to butt into this argument. Besides, watching it was so much more entertaining…

“I might not be going on the mission,” Christopher continued, “but I will be providing guidance and wisdom every step of the way.”

Erin arched a curious brow.  “I’m sure that Kendall and Megan can chart a nebula without your… guidance,” she chirped—though she hesitated to use the word guidance.  If Christopher provided anything, it would probably constitute little more than a nuisance. 

“That may be so,” said Christopher, “but they’ll still need my wisdom!”

Erin rolled her eyes.

Neelar shook his head, again hiding a grin behind his mug.

And Bator, seemingly oblivious, took another big gulp of his murky grulog.  “So how old are you, Erin?”

She peered down into her mug of hot chocolate, as if the answer to the question was hidden in the bottom of the steaming mug.  “I’m twenty-nine,” she mused a moment later.

Bator raised a curious brow.  “Again?”

“Yes.”  She took a sip of hot chocolate.  “I think I’m caught up in some sort of temporal bubble…  Or something.”

“Have you spoken to Lieutenant Johnson about this anomaly?” inquired Bator.  “You have been twenty-nine since the day we met.”

Erin’s only response was a cryptic smile…

As he strolled through the myriad corridors of deck four, Lucas Tompkins couldn’t help but wonder what the day would bring.  Aside from the charting the expansive Celendi Nebula in sector 15292, the Starlight’s itinerary was incredibly empty—and unless there was some sort of freak alien attack, the schedule would stay that way.

A few years ago, such an attack definitely would have been a possibility.  Though no major engagements were ever fought there, Sector 15292 was hotly contested during the Elorg War; apparently it had some sort of value to the Elorg, but for the life of him, Tompkins could not figure out what it was.

The sector was also very near the Romulan Neutral Zone—now simply referred to as the Romulan Border thanks to the newly established Treaty of Talon.  And of course, the Romulans weren’t going to attack.  After the allegations made by President Makar, Tompkins suspected the Romulans would be playing it very safe.  Barring some new and awesome threat to the galaxy, today was going to be a pretty quiet day—and after the whirlwind of events of late, a quiet day was not something that Tompkins was going to complain about.

Finally, the engineer’s adventures brought him to deck four, section twelve—better known as Kendall Johnson’s quarters.  Lucas quickly tapped the chime adjacent to the door, and waited for the doors to part…

And waited.

…And waited.

… … And waited.

Since Kendall didn’t usually sleep in much later than 0600 hours, Lucas was forced to conclude that his friend either didn’t want company—or simply wasn’t home.  It wasn’t unusual for Kendall to visit the mess hall for breakfast, and Lucas almost immediately started to make his way to the nearest turbolift to check out that theory—but he ventured no more than a couple of meters before being struck with a better idea.

“Computer,” Tompkins called, “locate Kendall Johnson.”

The computer promptly chirped, “Kendall Johnson is on deck four, section thirty-six.”

“Section thirty-six?” Tompkins repeated, unable to fathom what Kendall would be doing clear on the other side of the ship.

Picturing the Starlight in his mind’s eye, Tompkins imagined the myriad wonders in section thirty-six.  And unless his mind’s eye was faulty, there was nothing more than crew quarters in that part of deck four.  Crew quarters and… Megan Reinbold’s quarters.

The sudden realization brought a smile to Tompkins’ face.  “Go Kendall!”

As he peered into the vast expanse of twinkling stars visible from the conference lounge, Matthew Harrison had an epiphany.  It wasn’t the most astounding discovery of the twenty-fourth century, but it was certainly a distressing one:  “Punctuality is a lost art.”

Talyere, the only other individual on the ship punctual enough to share in the revelation, didn’t exactly share the Commander’s opinion.  He slowly made his way around the sleek obsidian table and assumed a casual stance beside Harrison at the window.  “Time is a unique phenomenon,” said the Elorg.  “Every last chronometer in the galaxy insists that, in normal space, time is an entity that moves along at a constant and unchanging pace…  But regardless of the chronometer, with each day that passes, time seems to go by a little bit faster—until ultimately the days blur into weeks… the weeks blur into years… and we find ourselves look back upon our lives wondering where all that time has gone.

“When you look back upon your life, Commander, how much time will you have wasted alone, here in the conference lounge, simply waiting for everyone else to arrive?”

“I… I do not know,” Harrison admitted.  Never before had he even stopped to consider such things.  “I would imagine a great deal of time is spent here—but rest assured, it is not wasted.”

“Oh?” said Talyere, doubtful.  “While the rest of the senior staff is busy socializing over breakfast, you are toiling away in this room cursing them for their tardiness.  I must admit, that is hardly productive…”

Harrison sighed, and slowly turned his back to the glistening starfield.  “I don’t always curse them for their tardiness,” he clarified.  “And, on occasion, I do visit the mess hall for breakfast.”

Talyere’s bright orange eyes widened.  “Why not do it every day?” he asked.  “What do you with your time that is more productive than eating breakfast?”

To that, Harrison had no response.   But then, another stray thought brought his gaze to Talyere’s.  “Why are you here?”

Talyere grinned, but the moment his lips parted, so too did the doors.  In an instant, their quaint conversation reached its sudden end, and the daily briefing began with Captain Christopher’s energetic voice shattering calm.

“Good morning, Matthew,” said the Captain as he seated himself at the head of the table.

Harrison nodded politely, and made haste to seat himself at Christopher’s side.  “Good morning,” he said evenly, his voice utterly devoid of the frustration instilled by Christopher’s tardiness. 

The Captain allowed a few moments for everyone to settle into the chairs, and then began to meeting.  “We have a very light schedule today,” he said.  “All we have to do is chart the Celendi Nebula.”

“It shouldn’t be a very difficult task,” Kendall Johnson promptly continued, “but given the nebula’s size, it could take a fair amount of time.”

“According to our astrometric data, the nebula covers eighty percent of this sector, and twenty percent of the adjacent sector, ” said Erin Keller.

“By my estimate, a complete sensor sweep would take… more than two weeks,” said Johnson.

Megan Reinbold quickly took over the conversation before anyone had a chance to protest the two-week estimate.  “Our initial sensor scans indicate that the vast majority of the nebula is little more than spare clusters of hydrogen,” she said.  “A class-three probe could very easily chart those regions while the Aztec concentrates on the center of the nebula.”

“That,” Johnson continued, “shouldn’t take much longer than three or four hours—assuming we don’t run into any problems.”

“We won’t,” Keller promptly asserted.

Johnson expelled a weary chuckle.  “You never know…”

“Indeed,” Bator concurred.  “The Borg could be building a transwarp hub within the cloud.  We could be just hours away from our demise.”

“Well,” said Christopher, calmly clasping his hands on the tabletop, “let’s hope we aren’t.  I’m in no mood to become a drone today.”

“They could vaporize the ship,” Bator subsequently suggested.

And again, the idea did not sit well with Christopher.  He flashed the Phobian a wry grin and then turned his bright turquoise eyes back to Harrison.  “I understand we recently received some news about the Romulans?”

“We did,” Harrison confirmed.  “We received a transmission from Deep Space Twelve about three hours ago.  It would seem the Romulans have made our friend Tomalak their new Praetor…

“He denies President Makar’s allegations regarding weapons of mass destruction, and insists that the Romulans want nothing more than peace with the Federation.”

Christopher readily nodded his agreement.  “I got a pretty good impression of Tomalak during my visit last week.  When he says the Romulans want peace, I tend to believe him…”

“And what about President Makar?” asked Talyere.  “His allegations are rather severe…”

“They are,” agreed Christopher. “But I think Makar is simply overreacting because he was aboard the Gemini when it intercepted the Yridian’s shipment of therazine.  I’m fairly confident that this whole mess will blow over in a couple of weeks.”

“We can only hope,” said Harrison.  Though he tended to agree that Makar’s allegations were a bit grandiose, he wasn’t quite as confident that the entire situation would simply evaporate over night.

And with that said, the meeting seemed to have reached its end.  Captain Christopher’s gaze roamed the table in search of any dangling concerns—and when his search came up empty he clasped his hands together and said, “Dismissed!”

Lucas Tompkins lingered behind as everyone else vacated the conference lounge.  It was not until he saw Kendall Johnson moving toward away from Megan Reinbold did he make his move.  Quickly, Tompkins slinked away from his seat and followed Johnson into the small corridor that crept behind the lounge.  “Kendall!” he called once they were away from the crowd.

Johnson stopped dead in his tracks.  “Lucas,” he kindly greeted.  “I’m… uh… I’m sorry I wasn’t in my quarters this morning, but…”

“No need to apologize.”  Lucas placed a congratulatory hand on Kendall’s back.  “I know you spent some time with Megan…”

And in the blink of an eye, Kendall’s already pale skin turned several shades whiter.  “It’s… it’s not what you think,” he stammered—his voice a far cry from the calm, cool, and collected lieutenant at the meeting just moments ago.  “Nothing happened!”

Lucas grinned.  Knowing Kendall, he was probably telling the truth, but after so many years of listening to Kendall lament about his bad luck with women, Lucas wasn’t about to let this go so easily.  “So you struck out in the bedroom, but something had to have happened…”

Kendall seemed to zone out at the very mention of the bedroom, and for a moment, it looked like he might pass out.  He wearily rolled his eyes, and took in a deep, deep lungful of air.  “I… um… I… it’s… well…”

At that moment, it became quite obvious that any conversation with Kendall wasn’t going to be very enlightening.  Lucas smiled, and patted Kendall on the back a few more times before guiding him toward the turbolift.  “We’ll talk later,” Tompkins said as the doors parted.  “You probably need to go change your underwear.”

Chapter Two

There were a dozen modifications that Neelar Drayge wanted to make before the Aztec’s departure into the unknown.  Thankfully, Commander Tompkins’ recent upgrades still covered most of the bases, but Neelar nevertheless wanted to tweak a few things here and there—and the first thing on his list was the tactical system.

There was still nothing to indicate that there was any sort of threat inside the expansive nebula, but as Bator pointed out during the staff meeting, one can never know.  Neelar highly doubted they would find a Borg transwarp hub, or any sort of Borg activity, for that matter, but he would rather be safe than sorry.  But then again, a few tactical upgrades to the Aztec would probably be of little use against anything more threatening than a few small fighters.  Even so, those tactical upgrades were like a security blanket, and Neelar wanted to feel as safe as possible.

The Bolian sat crouched on the deck beside an open ODN relay conduit, carefully making the necessary adjustments to the tactical system.  Sitting at the helm, a scant meter away, Megan Reinbold was making a few adjustments of her own.  Thus far, she had been fairly silent, but as the computer provided her with a series of pleasant chirps, her silence reached its end.

Reinbold tapped a few commands into her console, and then turned her attention to Neelar.  “You know, I’ve been on the Starlight for about a year, and the two of us have barely spoken,” she suddenly realized.

“We don’t seem to cross paths very often,” Drayge concurred.  He tapped a few commands into the small computer console near the ODN relay, and it slowly glowed back to life—hopefully with a newly improved tactical system.  “I guess we’ve both been keeping pretty busy.”

“That’s quite an understatement,” said Reinbold with a laugh.  “It has been downright hectic around here the past couple of months…”

“It’s always hectic around here,” Neelar replied.  He carefully snapped the wall covering back over the ODN relay, and then slinked into the chair beside Reinbold.  “I was assigned to the Starlight just a few weeks before the Elorg rift opened in the Alteran Expanse.  Since then, calm has been a relative term around here.”

“Is this your first assignment?” asked Reinbold.

Drayge nodded.  “And I was hoping that it would be a brief assignment.  When I got here, the Starlight wasn’t exactly a plum assignment; Captain Greene was close to retirement, and tended to blaze a very cautious trail through the cosmos.  This was a ship destined for obscurity—but then Captain Christopher and the Elorg came along, and suddenly, I was stationed on one of the most important ships in the quadrant.”

Reinbold slowly reclined back in her chair.  “I was stationed on Earth before coming here,” she recalled.  “And this was only supposed to be a two-week mission.”

Drayge recalled Reinbold’s first days aboard the Starlight very well.  Garidians… Velora… Klingons… Species 8472…  That easily counted as one of the most hectic weeks in the Bolian’s life.  “And of course, I got shot by one of the Garidians,” he grumbled.

“Ouch,” said Reinbold with a cringe.  She started to ask about something, but paused at the sound of footsteps clanking on the deck in the aft section of the cockpit.

Drayge promptly looked up to see Bator approaching.  “I understand you upgraded some of the tactical systems?”

“They were fairly minor upgrades,” said the Bolian.  “I probably increased phaser power by seven or eight percent.  It wasn’t anything dramatic.”

Bator nodded.  “Did you modify the shields?”

“No,” said Drayge, shaking his head.  Tweaking the phasers was one thing; tweaking the shields was something else entirely.  “That wasn’t something I cared to screw up.”

“Well, I want to try some new shield configurations anyway,” Bator explained.  He assumed a position at the freestanding workstation in the center of the cockpit.  “With any luck, these modifications will improve the functionality of our shields inside the nebula.  This could provide a considerable tactical advantage—if not today, then at some point in the future.”

Since shields were generally rendered neutral inside of a nebula, any functionality would give them a tactical advantage.  Thus, Drayge was more than happy to see the upgrades put into place.  “By all means,” he said, alluding for Bator to continue. 

Performance evaluations were a necessary evil.  On one hand, it was generally a good idea to know how the crew was performing… but on the other, Alan Christopher absolutely hated reading about it.  Thus, he had put off doing it for the past several weeks, instead busying himself with anything that proved more interesting—which was just about everything.  But left without a crisis to tend to, Christopher finally had no choice but the peruse the myriad files.

Thankfully, the crew was performing quite well, and Christopher didn’t foresee any major problems—until he fell upon Sarah Hartman’s file.  The good Doctor’s performance was not exactly an issue; each and every day she went above and beyond the call of duty.  Unfortunately, she took her duties so very seriously that it seemed she was almost literally obsessed—and that was a problem.  A problem that that would have to be dealt with later…

Christopher communicator suddenly chirped.  “Harrison to Christopher.”

He quickly tapped the metallic Starfleet insignia on his chest.  “What is it, Matthew?”

“We have finally managed to cut through the interference caused by the nebula.  As you requested, we have established a com link to Ka’Tula Prime.”

“Excellent work, Dearest Matthew.”  It had taken a while longer than Christopher had anticipated.  He first mentioned his little request yesterday, when they first approached the Celendi Nebula.  Either the nebula was proving trickier than they had anticipated, or the crew wasn’t performing nearly as wonderfully as the evaluations would seem to indicate.  Since he loathed the latter of the two possibilities, Christopher assumed the former.  “Patch it through to my office.”

“As you wish,” said Harrison before signing off.

Within seconds, Christopher’s mother flitted onto the viewscreen.  Her short hair seemed to have a few more gray streaks than he recalled, but otherwise, she looked as healthy as ever.  She smiled and promptly asked, “How was your vacation?”

The vacation itself was very enjoyable; after three years of chaos, three weeks on Earth was exactly what Christopher needed to calm himself down.  But of course, the Drusari mess managed to delay the entire vacation by a month or two, and then the Romulan crisis came just as the trip was reaching its end.  “I could probably use another one,” he mused.  “There’s been a heck of a lot of stuff going on.”

Riana nodded.  “We’ve heard about some of it,” she said.  “The details were a little sketchy, though. A lot of that stuff is probably classified.”

“It is,” Christopher confirmed.  While the Federation had an obligation to keep everyone apprised of the goings on throughout the galaxy, it would be unwise to reveal everything they knew, especially when dealing with something as sensitive as the Romulans… or the Drusari, for that matter.  “Suffice it to say, I won’t be chatting pleasantly about my recent adventures in the Zukara Segment.”

Riana only shrugged.  The Zukara Segment was probably too far away for the implications to really strike the average civilian with fear—especially with the threat done and over with.  It might make for an interesting tale, but little else.  “Well, things haven’t been too terribly exciting around here,” she continued.  “Your father is visiting the new colony on Ka’Tula IX, and Drayan should be back from Bajor next week.”

Christopher arched a curious brow.  “I didn’t know she was on Bajor… nor did I know about the colony on Ka’Tula IX…”

“You should call a bit more often,” Riana deadpanned.  “Then you’d know about these things.”

She was right, of course.  Perhaps instead of staring mindlessly at performance evaluations, Christopher realized he could call home a bit more often.  “So tell me about Ka’Tula IX…”

“It’s a small colony,” said Riana.  “Probably no more than six or seven thousand inhabitants.  And I hear it’s quite cold there.  According to your father, the temperature hasn’t gone above freezing once.”

Being the ninth planet in line, Christopher would have expected as much.  Still, curiosity demanded that he visit the frozen little world at least once.  “Maybe I’ll check it out next week,” he said.  “Baring some sort of dreadful disaster, we’re still set to reach the Kilka Sector on schedule.”

“Good,” said Riana with a smile.  “Angela is looking forward to seeing you.  She has a lot of things to tell you.”

Christopher couldn’t help but smile at the very mention of his little girl.  “Has she been keeping busy?”

“Oh, yes,” Riana confirmed.  “We went to the zoo last weekend—she really enjoyed that.  She says the giraffe and the Bajoran coral fish are her favorite animals… and she’s drawn several pictures for you.”

“I’m sure Erin will have them framed,” Christopher mused.  He knew he could very easily sit around and chat all morning, but to his chagrin, the performance evaluations really couldn’t wait any longer.  “Well…  I’m afraid duty calls.”

Riana nodded her understanding.  “We’ll see you in a couple of days.”

Matthew Harrison was going to sleep in tomorrow morning.  Instead of waking up at 0500, he fully intended to sleep in.  He would arrive at the daily briefing only moments before its inception… and he was truly kidding himself if he believed it would really happen.  Despite his conversation with Talyere, Harrison held firm to his belief: punctuality was indeed a lost art, and he was going to have to do something about it.

He bristled in the Starlight’s command chair for several moments as he contemplated his course of action, but before any concrete ideas popped into his head, a rather abrupt sensor alert shattered his wandering thoughts.

“I’m detecting a tachyon surge,” said Commander Keller from the operations console. 

Harrison frowned.  “Location?”

She shook her head in confusion.  “It’s a highly localized phenomenon,” she gleaned from the sensors.  “But it looks like it’s—”

A faint azure light suddenly rippled in front of the helm.  It gently distorted its surroundings before a shaft of blazing white light ripped through the very fabric of space, spewing tiny shards of glowing light into the air.  Moments later, Kendall Johnson emerged from the distortion.  He glanced around the bridge for a moment, and then shook his head.

“Lieutenant.”  Harrison slowly rose from his seat to investigate further, but Johnson ignored him completely.

Instead, the science officer simply tapped his communicator.  “Johnson to Meade,” he said.  “This isn’t it, either.”

“Damn,” came a static-filled voice through the communicator.  “I’ll realign the matrix and try again.”

And as quickly as he appeared, Kendall Johnson disappeared in the same shaft of white light…

Matthew Harrison blinked.  “What was that all about?” he inquired, not bothering to hide the utter confusion in his voice.

Keller shook her head, equally perplexed by the situation.  “I have absolutely no idea,” she proclaimed.  She conferred with her console several times with hopes of finding some answers, but they were hardly forthcoming.  “According to internal sensors, Kendall Johnson has been in the science lab for the past hour—and it should also be noted that there isn’t anybody name ‘Meade’ aboard the Starlight.”

Harrison nodded.  “And I assume that wasn’t a standard transporter beam, either…”

“That wasn’t a transporter at all,” Keller clarified.  “We just witnessed some sort of temporal incursion—and that sort of technology doesn’t quite exist.”

“Yet,” mused Harrison.  There was little doubt in his mind that such technology would exist in the future—and given Kendall Johnson’s appearance, that future would be here much sooner than Harrison had anticipated.  Unfortunately, he didn’t know what to do about it…

* * *

After spending an hour helping Commander Keller sift through the sensor readings gathered during the temporal incursion, Matthew Harrison finally decided that, given his limited knowledge of all things temporal, he would be of little use to the investigation.  And so, he finally found a few minutes to sneak away from the bridge to eat some lunch.

He swiftly made his way to the mess hall, ordered a turkey sandwich and cup of tea from the replicator, and then seated himself in a secluded corner of the facility.  He didn’t anticipate being away from the bridge any longer than ten minutes, and as he imbibed his sandwich, Harrison felt confident that his estimate would hold true.

But then, about halfway through his meal, Harrison suddenly found himself in the unexpected company of Captain Christopher.  Pleased, Harrison immediately cleared his mental schedule, and beckoned for the Captain to sit.  “This is unexpected,” he noted pleasantly.  

Though it was not uncommon for the two of them to congregate, lunch was not typically one of those times.  And indeed, given the look of concern plastered onto Christopher’s face, Harrison immediately expected something was amiss.

Christopher promptly seated himself across from Harrison, and pulled himself close to the table.  “I think Erin might be mad at me,” he whispered clandestinely.  “Today is her birthday, and I completely forgot about it…”

Almost immediately, Harrison could feel a sigh coming on.  Though it was bordering pathetic, so frequent were these “Erin Crises” that Harrison had been able to devise a formula that could accurately predict these events.  And though it was a long and boring formula, there was always one component that remained constant: the catalyst.  Each and every crisis seemed to commence when Alan Christopher did something stupid.  Thankfully, Harrison suspected this was one crisis that would be easy to resolve.

“Erin did not appear overly upset on the bridge this morning,” Harrison noted.  He took a sip of tea and then expounded upon the idea.  “In fact, she seemed to be her usual self, even when you were present.”

Christopher shook his head.  “She seemed rather terse before breakfast,” he said.  “And there was tension.  Lots of tension.  I could feel it hanging in the air like… tension tends to do when things get tense…”

“Well, you did forget her birthday,” Harrison reminded.  “But I do believe that you are making a mountain out of an ant hill.”

“You think I’m blowing things out of proportion?”

“A bit,” said Harrison with a nod.  He quickly finished off his sandwich and then cast aside his dirty plate.  “Besides, it is not too late to rectify your errors.  The day is still young.”

Christopher considered Harrison’s words for a long moment—and thankfully, a sense of relief seemed to wash across his face.  “What would I do without you?”

“I suspect you would sleep on the sofa a bit more often,” quipped Harrison, though he suspected that in reality, Christopher would probably just solve these crises all on his own.  And feeling certain that enough time had been spend speaking of the current crisis, Harrison promptly turned the conversation to the other crisis.  “We are still investigating the temporal incursion.”

“Any progress?”

Harrison shook his head.  “Very little.  I spoke with Lieutenant Johnson.  He knows nothing about the incursion, nor is he aware of anyone named ‘Meade.’”

“Well, I might have inadvertently stumbled upon a shred of helpful information,” said Christopher.  “After I finished speaking with my mom, I just happened to glance at one of the communiqués from Starfleet.  It would seem they intend to outfit all officers with new uniforms when the new Enterprise launches next year.”

At first, Harrison didn’t see the relevance—but then he thought back to the temporal incursion, and everything suddenly made sense.  “Lieutenant Johnson was still wearing the current uniform…”

Christopher nodded.  “Which means this temporal incursion will take place sometime within the next year or so—probably to escape the new uniforms…  Because they’re ugly.”

Harrison didn’t even want to fathom what strange new outfit he would have to wear next year—but then again, given the Captain’s proclivity for exaggeration, it was likely the new uniforms were quite nice.  He took another quick sip of tea, just as uniforms of another kind came to mind.  “Shall I cancel our voyage to the holodeck this afternoon?  Or do you wish to make absolutely certain that Erin is upset with you?”
“Today is the day we fight Archimonde, isn’t it?”

“Not only that, we must also ensure the Tree of Eternity does not fall,” said Harrison.  “It is an epic chapter in our continuing saga… one that can easily be postponed…”

Christopher bit his lip.  He was clearly torn between Erin and Archimonde—in fact, the battle raging within his body was probably just as epic as the coming duel with the Undead.  But of course, Harrison knew that Archimonde would fall quite easily in Christopher’s mind.

Or so he thought.

A wry grin slowly crept across the Captain’s face.  “It won’t take me all day to prepare a little something for Erin,” he said softly.  “And as long as we rid ourselves of Archimonde in a timely manner…”

“As you wish.”  Harrison knew that Archimonde would not quickly.  But they could certainly try…
Chapter Three

For the first time in several weeks, Sarah Hartman found herself in the midst of a very quiet morning.  There was not a person on the ship in the midst of some medical dilemma, and in the aftermath of the standoff with the Romulans, Hartman welcomed the change.  Usually, she would use the down time to catch up on one of her pet projects, but today she had other things on her mind.

Her logs needed updating, the cortical analeptics needed some serious organization, and just about everything else in sickbay was on the verge of some sort of disarray.  With any luck, Hartman would spend the entire day restoring order to her domain.

But to Hartman’s apparent consternation, her luck was extremely nominal.  Only a few moments into her reorganization of the cortical analeptics, the doors behind her slid open with a hiss.  For a moment, she was tempted to simply ignore the intrusion—but since it was her job to tend to those who visited, she felt compelled to turn around.

Thus, she set aside her hypospray and came about to face Alan Christopher.  “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“With me?”  Christopher took a few steps closer.  “Nothing.  I’m feeling great, actually.”

Hartman sighed.  “Then why are you here?”

“I believe you have a problem.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

Since this barely constituted a conversation, let alone a medical emergency, Hartman slowly returned to her work.  “Would you care to enlighten me?” she asked, gradually sifting through the myriad medicines on the tabletop.

“It would be my pleasure,” said Christopher.  He swiftly plucked a vial of lectrazine from the pile and placed it neatly alongside a similar vial on Hartman’s side of the table.  “Four months ago, the Drusari attacked the Starlight and reduced your quarters to ashes.”

Hartman recalled the incident all too well.  Almost a quarter of the saucer had sustained damage of one kind or another.  “I didn’t lose anything of value,” she assured Christopher.

Christopher shoved another vial of lectrazine to Hartman.  “I know,” he said.  “But I was glancing through the performance evaluations not too long ago, and I couldn’t help but notice that you’ve been putting in a lot of hours down here.”

“I always put in a lot of hours,” Hartman replied.  “That shouldn’t come as much of a surprise to you.”

“It didn’t,” Christopher assured her.  “But you’ve been putting in so many hours that it raised a few red flags in my mind.  So… I did a little digging and—lo and behold—you never bothered to request new quarters after the Starlight was repaired.”

“I made the request,” Hartman immediately clarified—and that was the truth.  Not long after the Starlight left McKinley Station, she wrote a nice little note stating her desire for new quarters.  “I just never gave it to you…  It’s probably sitting in my office somewhere.”

Christopher grabbed another vial of lectrazine, but this time, instead of adding it to the pile, he clasped it in his hand and started to fiddle with it.  “So you’ve been living in sickbay since the middle of January?”

“That sounds about right,” said Hartman with a nod.  She pulled a few more vials of lectrazine from the pile and set them aside—but Christopher’s ominous glare kept her from doing much of anything else.  “Do you have a problem?”

He shook his head.  “As I said, you are the one with the problem,” he said, carefully placing the lectrazine into the appropriate pile.  “You can’t live in sickbay, Sarah…  I mean, when was your last day off?”

Hartman immediately started to respond, but the moment her lips parted, she realized that she was at a loss for words—and that momentary lapse was all that Christopher needed to conclude his little inquisition.

“You can’t remember,” he said accusingly.  “That alone means that it’s been far too long since you’ve been away from here.”

“Alan, this is ridiculous!” Hartman hissed.

He nodded his agreement.  “It is, isn’t it?  Why should I have to force my chief medical officer to take some time off?”

The threat—and it was definitely a threat—prompted Hartman’s eyes to narrow.  “You wouldn’t dare…”

Christopher easily met her gaze.  “I hate to do it, Sarah… but you have left me with no other choice.  I’m going to have to relieve you of duty until you take some time off!”

Even before Christopher finished speaking, Hartman’s angry fist slammed into the table.  She clenched her jaw and turned her most evil glare upon the Captain—if her eyes had been phasers, he would have been vaporized.  “You can’t do this!” she angrily replied.  “I have work to do!”

“And one of your nurses will be more than happy to do it for you,” Christopher replied.

His voice was so utterly calm that it seemed to fuel the fire burning within Hartman’s soul—and at that moment, she wanted nothing more than to take her angry, clenched fist and repeatedly jam it into Christopher’s pretty little face…  It took almost all of her self-restraint to keep that from happening—a Herculean effort on her behalf.  “There is no way in hell that I am going to—”

In one very swift—and very bold—maneuver, Christopher reached out and plucked the communicator from Hartman’s chest.  “Sarah,” he said, “we’ve been friends for a very long time… maybe not the best of friends… or even moderately close friends… but we have been friends.  Have I ever steered you wrong?”

“Yes,” said Hartman without hesitation.  Off the top of her head, she could easily recount a dozen instances where Alan Christopher’s stupidity resulted in unpleasantness—and if she were to recount all of them, Hartman suspected she would need a few days off…

Given the look upon his face, Christopher had a similar realization.  He shook his head and quickly assured her, “This isn’t one of those times.”

Hartman, however, was barely reassured.  Still, the prospect of sleeping in an actual bed at night was an appealing one—and perhaps reason enough to take off a day or two.  She reluctantly threw her arms up into the air and finally relented.  “Fine,” she said.  “Get me some damn quarters.”

Christopher smiled.  “Actually, I think Erin would be more than happy to help you ‘get some damn quarters.’  She’ll even help you move in.”

“I can do it myself,” Hartman insisted.  Erin Keller was far too cheerful for her liking.

But Christopher shook his head.  “Today is Erin’s birthday,” he said conspiratorially, as if she were in sickbay with them.  “And it would be wonderful if you could keep her distracted this afternoon…”

Hartman caught the drift, even though she wished she hadn’t.  “When do you want her un-distracted?”

“About 1900 hours,” Christopher quickly replied.  “Now… I believe you’re dismissed.”

Lieutenant Bator smiled at his console, undeniably pleased with his handiwork.  In just under two hours, he single-handedly managed to rework the Aztec’s complicated shield grid to incorporate—what he hoped—would be a revolutionary tactical advantage.  If all went well, the shields would not be neutralized by the Celendi Nebula, giving any vessel with the modifications a considerable edge in battle.

And with the modifications finally completed to his satisfaction, Bator deemed the Aztec fit to leave the shuttle bay.  “Neelar,” he called a moment later, “we can leave at any time.”

The Bolian phlegmatically glanced up from the helm controls.  “I was ready to go about an hour ago,” he bemoaned.  “These shields had better be impressive.”

“They are,” Bator proudly insisted.  “Starfleet may even wish to deem the new modifications ‘Bator shielding’ in my honor.”

Drayge chuckled.  “You’ve been hanging around Captain Christopher too much,” he said, casually tapping their course and heading into the computer.

In retrospect, Bator had to concede that his words were reminiscent of something Captain Christopher might say—but with one considerable difference:  “The Captain would be satisfied if there was a soup named after him.  I have set my expectations much higher.”

“If you say so.”  Drayge tapped a few more commands into his console before the computer provided a pleasant chirp.  “The bridge has given us clearance to depart… Preflight sequences are check… We are ready to go.”

“Good,” said Megan Reinbold, apparently waking up from some sort of light nap.  “Bring the engines online, clear all moorings, and prepare for departure.” 

Drayge was swift to comply with the order.  Within moments, the magnetic moorings released the Aztec from their grasp.  The craft hovered in the shuttle bay for only a moment before effortlessly gliding toward the exit; it crossed through the forcefield with an electric zap, and then headed away from the Starlight with due haste.  The expansive Celendi Nebula loomed dead ahead…

“Wow,” said Reinbold quietly.  “It’s beautiful!”

During his tenure in Starfleet, Bator had been witness to countless nebulas—all of them described as awe-inspiring or beautiful… or some other delightful adjective.  Though he himself was rarely impressed by the phenomena, curiosity always demanded he see them.  And so, Bator’s eyes slowly crept away from his shield grid (that was true beauty), and toward the nebula hanging before the Aztec.

Unseen sparks of energy darted through the expansive nebula, illuminating the green and orange gases in eerie patterns before flickering into oblivion.  It was indeed visually stunning, but as Bator glanced back at his sensors, he quickly realized the awe was only superficial.  “The nebula is composed primarily of hydrogen and dilithium hydroxyls,” he said.  “Technically, this is an unremarkable phenomenon.”

Reinbold huffed at the sentiment.  “Thanks for that ray of sunshine,” she mused.

“It was a simple observation.”

“Here is another simple observation,” Kendall Johnson quietly interjected.  He slowly tapped a short sequence of commands into the computer and then motioned toward the monitor behind beside him.  “The probe is ready to launch.  And… as requested by Lieutenant Bator, it has been outfitted with one small phaser bank that can be used to test the new shields.”

Bator smiled.  While he was certain the scientific data they collected would be both invaluable and infinitely interesting, it didn’t really concern him.  But, the tactical data gathered during this voyage would benefit not only Bator, but every last individual in the Federation.  Now all he had to do was wait for the science to conclude…

* * *

Erin Keller had to admit, she was more than a little surprised to hear from Sarah Hartman.  In fact, so rare was the occasion that Erin could not even recall the last time Hartman had contacted her.  Erin immediately assumed that it was time for her yearly physical or something, but before she had a chance to think about it too much, the good Doctor broached the subject Erin least expected to hear: Sarah wanted help settling in to her new quarters.

Naturally, Erin was more than happy to oblige.  Though she was eager to see the data from the Celendi Nebula, this opportunity to hang out with Sarah was one that she simply could not pass up.  Admittedly, the two of them were not the best of friends—in fact, the last time they had a serious conversation, Erin was left with the distinct impression that Sarah wanted nothing to do with her…

Perhaps she changed her mind?

There was only one way to find out.

After strolling through deck four’s myriad corridors, Erin finally came upon Hartman’s quarters.  She tapped the chime beside the door, and was granted entry a scant moment later.  The doors parted to a room that was utterly devoid of… well, everything.

Sarah stood at the window, quietly peering into the Celendi Nebula.  “Good of you to come,” she said sternly, not bothering to turn around.

Erin stepped inside, and the doors hissed shut behind her—and so sparse were Sarah’s quarters, that simple hiss actually echoed throughout the room.  Obviously, they had a lot of work to do.  “I like what you’ve done with the place,” Erin quipped.  “It’s… very Spartan.”

If Sarah was amused by the comment, she didn’t bother to indicate that with a laugh.  Or even a smile.  She simply stood, peering into the nebula.  “This was Alan’s idea,” she said, sounding almost bitter.  “Your husband can be a very annoying man sometimes.”

“Most of the time,” Erin quickly corrected.  She gradually approached the window to see what particles of dust had earned so much of Sarah’s attention.  “Anything interesting out there?”

Sarah shook her head.  “No.”

Despite the invitation, Erin was not exactly feeling overly welcome.  She hesitated for a moment and then said, “Look, if this is a bad time or something, I can come back later…”

But Sarah shook her head.  “You can’t leave,” she bluntly replied.  It was more like an order than anything else.  “Alan wants me to keep you distracted while he plans something for your birthday.”

“Hopefully not a surprise party,” Erin mused.

“I doubt it.”

Erin frowned.  She had approached this little meeting hoping to make some sort of amends with Sarah, but it was quite clear that no such thing was going to happen.  In fact, it seemed that very little was going to happen.  “Well… do you at least want to look at some furnishings?  A bed, perhaps?”

“Not in particular.”

“Then what do you want?”  The tone of her voice was a bit harsher than she anticipated, but Sarah’s obstinate attitude was beginning to grow tiresome, even to Erin.

Sarah did not reply.  She simply peered out into the nebula, as if Erin hadn’t even spoken—and Erin took that silence as her cue to leave.  She shrugged, and slowly retraced her steps to the exit, but the nanosecond the doors slid apart, Sarah broke her silence.

“Wait!” she called.

Erin stopped dead in her tracks.  “Yes?”

“Tell Alan that this was a stupid idea, and that he can take my—”

“Sarah.”  Erin’s one-word interjection was brimming with both frustration and anger, but it was hardly enough to silence the Doctor.

“—he can take my communicator and shove it where the sun doesn’t shine!”

It took quite a lot to get Erin Keller angry.  But as Sarah’s incredibly dumb words registered in Erin’s mind, she was more than angry.  She was furious.  “I can’t believe you,” she seethed.  “It is quite possible that you are the rudest, most obstinate person I’ve ever met!”

Sarah laughed.  “And you are so damn happy all the time it makes me stick to my stomach.  I can hardly stand to be in the same room with you.”

“Well,” said Erin, “I can fix that problem.”

And on that sour note, she left…

Chapter Four

Yellowing blades of wild, untamed grass danced in the bitter breeze, occasionally spitting up a few golden leaves that had fluttered to the ground from the branch of a distant oak.  Soon, the ground would be blanketed with leaves, for the winter months drew nearer with each passing moment—but for the time being, the tall, gnarly oaks were content to keep their golden foliage.  

High overhead, a flock of chipper sparrows soared beneath a roiling deck of ashen gray clouds.  Widely scattered drops of icy rain had already begun to pelt the ground, and as another gust of nippy wind rushed across the plain, Erin Keller was certain a heavier downpour was imminent.

But she didn’t care.

So flustered was she in the aftermath of her encounter with Sarah Hartman, that the only thing she cared about was the Undead warrior standing before her.  It was a hideous, demonic fiend—an armored skeleton with a tattered sword in one hand and a rickety shield in the other.  Its yellowed bones creaked when it walked, and at first, Erin mistook this as a sign of weakness—but when the warrior easily deflected her first parry, she instantly knew the façade was a misleading one.

But unwilling to waste time thinking her way through this battle, Erin quickly trudged the lumpy terrain and tried again, hastily swinging her shiny blade at the skeleton with a fury she didn’t know she possessed.  Her sword struck the skeleton’s shield—but instead of being deflected, the blade cut right into the surface, easily slicing the shoddy armor in half.

Seeing his defenses were useless, the skeleton hastily threw the broken shield to the ground.  It cartwheeled across the lumpy terrain for only a moment before falling into the untamed grass, leaving the skeleton ripe for conquest—but free of its cumbersome shield, the skeleton suddenly took on life.

The skeleton quickly lunged its crappy little shield at Erin.  She easily dodged the attack with some fancy footwork, but at the cost of her balance.  She awkwardly stumbled over the uneven terrain before tripping over the gnarly root of a nearby oak.  The broke the fall with her free hand, but the moment she struck the ground, Erin could feel heavy raindrops pelting her back.  A tendril of lighting suddenly arced through the roiling clouds, followed closely by a rumble of thunder…

The skeleton shrieked wildly, and Erin could ear his creaky bones on the move.  Not ready to call it quits, she quickly rolled onto her side and scrambled back to her feet.  The skeleton was less than a meter away, and very eager to continue the fight.  Without so much as a second thought, the ghastly wraith raised its sword and… froze.

Everything froze.

The frigid raindrops hung motionless in the air, the wind-swept blades of dying grass were locked into their ‘swept’ position, and the once roiling clouds were now ominously still.

Erin sighed.  She was probably infringing on someone’s holodeck time—the fury instilled by Sarah Hartman kept blinded her to that possibility prior to her entry.  But oddly enough, the hologrid never returned, and Erin’s frozen battlefield was preserved in its entirety.  Curious, she stared to call for the exit—but to her surprise, it appeared even before the order left her lips.

The doors opened with a mechanical symphony, and… not so surprisingly, Matthew stepped inside, followed closely by Alan.  Erin smiled, and threw her sword to the ground.  “Sorry,” she called, but if they were upset, they didn’t show it.

“I take it things didn’t go very will with Sarah?” asked Alan as he crossed the battlefield with Matthew.

Thinking back to the earlier conversation with the Doctor, Erin quickly deemed the sentiment an understatement.  “It went as badly as one could imagine,” she somberly admitted.  “I’m quite certain that Sarah doesn’t like me very much.”

“Not like you?” asked Matthew.  “Impossible!”

The irony was, Matthew himself once shared Sarah’s opinion.  Only he had the sense to change his mind.  “Well, I hope you guys don’t mind my little intrusion.  I just needed to vent some of my anger in a healthy manner, and that little fellow”—she motioned to the still-attacking skeleton—“performed quite well.”

“You can join us if you want,” Alan said a moment later.  “You can think of it as part of your birthday present.  Not everyone gets to face the dreaded and evil Archimonde in battle.”

Erin promptly closed the distance between herself and Alan.  “Thanks,” she said quietly, “but I do believe I will let the two of you have your fun—assuming that there is a nice quiet, romantic dinner in my future…”

Alan’s smile widened.  “And here I thought that Neelar was the prophetic one…”

Finally beginning to shed some of her pent-up anger, Erin was actually able to match Alan’s smile.  “You were wrong, little buddy,” she chirped.  “Just make sure you’re done slaying the demon before dinner, because I have a fairly good idea what will happen if you don’t…”

“And it likely involves the sofa,” Matthew promptly added.

Alan promptly hefted his bulky claymore.  “Then we had best get started,” he said, gracefully slicing the air with the blade.  “Archimonde must die…”

Nearly three hours had passed, and much as Neelar Drayge had predicted, they were almost through charting the inner portions of the Celendi Nebula.  Kendall Johnson was both relieved and troubled by the mission’s pending conclusion.  He was glad that they had successfully managed to traverse the nebula without incident, but much to his chagrin, the constant stream of data flowing into the computer kept him fairly busy.

He had been hoping to have at least a couple of minutes to talk with Megan in private, but the possibility seemed to grow less and less likely with each minute that passed—and ultimately, Kendall resigned to the fact that the conversation would simply have to wait.

But then, he was given an odd stroke of luck…

The computer suddenly chirped.  Kendall immediately recognized the pleasant tone as an incoming transmission, and sure enough, Bator confirmed the suspicion a scant moment later.  

“Commander Tompkins is hailing us,” said the Phobian.  He tapped a few commands into the computer, and moments later, the chief engineer’s image flitted onto the small viewscreen between Neelar and Megan.

“Hey, how’s everything going out there?” asked Tompkins pleasantly.

“Actually, we are just about done,” Neelar crisply reported.  “We’ll have the final data in about two minutes.  Then all we have to do is test Bator’s new shield configuration.”

“I do not anticipate any difficulties,” said Bator promptly.  “We should be back aboard the Starlight in less than an hour.”

“Heh… Well, take your time,” Tompkins jested.  “It’s been dullsville over here.  I thought about running a level one diagnostic just so I’d have something to do.”  And that spoke volumes, considering just how dreadful level one diagnostics tended to be.

“Very well,” said Bator.  “We’ll test the shields twice.”

Tompkins promptly nodded his consent.  “Starlight out.”

Kendall peered over his sensors, simply watching the last of the data trickle in.  After three hours, it wasn’t exactly interesting to watch, but he took some solace in the fact that it was the end of the data.  “The probe has nearly completed its survey of the nebula,” he announced.  “It should be ready to begin phase two in about a minute.”

Bator grinned.  “Shields up,” he said, his voice suddenly reacquiring the spark of life that evaporated the moment the mission began.  “I have programmed the probe to fire a three-second phaser burst directly into our starboard ventral shielding.  We should experience some turbulence, but little else.”

“The probe will enter firing range in forty-seven seconds,” Neelar gleaned from the helm.  He paused for a moment, and then turned back to Bator.  “This is a low-yield phaser burst, isn’t it?”

“Of course.”

“Good.”

Seeing that his presence was no longer needed, Kendall Johnson politely excused himself and wandered into the aft section of the cockpit—making deliberate and prolonged eye contact with Megan as he did so.  With any luck, she would take the hint and follow him.

“Forty seconds,” said Neelar.

Megan politely flashed a smile back at Kendall, and then started to turn back to her console.  Not wanting that to happen, Kendall promptly decided to be a bit more overt: he motioned for her to join him—and that proved to be a hint she could take.

She gradually made her way around Bator’s console and strolled to the after part of the cockpit.  “You called?”

Kendall nodded his head.  “We… we need to talk.”

“About what?”

“Lucas,” said Kendall softly.

Megan arched a curious brow.  “Why?”

Kendall’s mind immediately flashed back to the encounter with Lucas earlier in the day—well, the parts of the encounter that he could remember.  “He’s getting some… ideas about… us… I guess.”

Megan’s eyes widened.  “And?”

“And…” Kendall hung on the word for an extraordinary amount of time.  He had hoped that Megan would pick up on his concerns immediately, but apparently they needed a bit more explanation.  “He thinks we were… well… you know…”

“No,” said Megan softly.  “I don’t know…”

Kendall clenched his fists in frustration.  He knew that whatever he had to say needed to be said quickly, for his racing mind was quickly running out of coherent thoughts.  “He thinks we… did something last night…”

“We did,” said Megan with a chuckle.  The two of them had spent much of the night simply talking; it was utterly harmless—and contrary to Lucas’s opinion.  “And I think you just need to relax… and forget about Lucas.  What he thinks doesn’t really matter, now does it?”

The decking beneath Kendall’s feet suddenly started to vibrate a bit.  Since it was exactly the sensation he was expecting during Bator’s little trial, he ignored the rumbling and instead tried to focus on his conversation with Megan.  “I guess that…”

The rumbling suddenly returned, and Kendall’s already nervous voiced faded into oblivion.  He quickly closed his eyes, and instinct demanded he grab onto something—and moments later, that action was justified.  The Aztec suddenly exploded into a sea of chaos.  The deck jolted wildly beneath Kendall’s feet, throwing both him and Megan to the ground amidst a rain of sparks and debris—just as a rampant phaser beam sliced through the hull.

The blur of orange light streaked across the cockpit at unthinkable speeds before blowing a considerable whole into the ceiling and dissipating…  And when Kendall finally opened his eyes, he saw stars.  

Literally.

The probe’s little phaser beam managed to drill a whole straight through the Aztec’s hull, leaving a considerable gap in the ceiling.

“Bator.”  Megan slowly picked the shrapnel from her soiled uniform and flicked it onto the deck.  “It looks like your new shield configuration needs a little work…”

“Obviously…” said the Phobian, clearly humbled by the incident.

Chapter Five

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75331.4:  The Starlight’s mission to the Celendi Nebula has concluded, and though the upgrades to the Aztec’s shielding failed miserably, the invaluable scientific data we collected during the mission easily made the venture a success.  We have resumed our course to Ka’Tula Prime, and if all goes well, should arrive early next week.
The faint sound of footsteps suddenly shattered Alan Christopher’s concentration—not that he had invested much thought into that particular log entry.  In the aftermath of the confrontation with Archimonde, there was but one thing that consumed Alan’s mind: dinner.  And as Erin approached Alan’s position at the desk in the corner of the room, he knew the time had come.

Erin had peeled off most of her uniform.  Though she still wore her pants, gone were the coat and much-maligned yellow shirt; instead, she donned a striking red tank top that very easily made Alan’s heart flutter.  “Hey there,” she said, flashing him an enigmatic smile.

“Erin,” he said, still slightly awed by her incredible appearance.  “You look exquisite, as usual.”

Erin grinned sheepishly.  “Thank you,” she chirped.  “You don’t look half bad yourself…”

“As usual,” said Alan evenly.  He abandoned his desk and gently wrapped his arms around Erin’s petite body.  “Admittedly, I haven’t given dinner a lot of thought.  Between Archimonde and Bator’s little experiment with the Aztec’s shields, my mind has been elsewhere.”

Erin giggled.  “Megan told me about the Aztec.  I guess Bator is going to have to go back to the drawing board… At least nobody got hurt.”

“Bator’s ego took quite a beating, though,” said Alan.  But he didn’t particularly care to dwell upon Bator or the Aztec.  This was supposed to be Erin’s special night, after all.  “So what do we want for dinner?”

Erin shrugged.  “I don’t know…”

Normally, Alan would have provided a few succulent suggestions of his own, but not today.  “It’s your birthday,” he pleasantly reminded.  “You have to decide.”

Erin contemplated dinner for a moment longer before a spark of enlightenment glimmered in her eyes.  “Very well then,” she said.  “Let’s try some Ka’Tulan food.  You haven’t introduced me to anything from your little planet for quite some time…”

“That’s mainly because it will kill you,” said Alan.  “Otherwise, I would be more than happy to share my world’s unique cuisine with you.”

“Well, then think of something that won’t kill me,” she insisted.  “You’ve done it before!”

A plethora of possibilities gradually popped into mind.  None of them were particularly unique to Alan, but he suspected that Erin would enjoy them—but then again, locked in her embrace, Alan wasn’t particularly inclined to wander over to the replicator.  “You know, we could always bypass dinner and stroll on over to the bedroom…”

It was merely a suggestion, and one that Erin didn’t immediately object to—but to Alan’s chagrin, she didn’t embrace it, either.  “Maybe later,” she replied enigmatically.  “But first, I do believe that I was promised dinner!”

“A nice romantic one,” Alan recalled.  He planted a gentle kiss on Erin’s cheek and then freed himself from her grasp.  “So… how does ja’kala tora sound?”

“Very interesting.  What is it?”

“It’s a unique little dish,” said Alan as he approached the replicator.  “We’ll enjoy a multitude of Ka’tulan vegetables and rice, served with a sweet-yet-tangy ja’kala sauce and a loaf of hot tora bread.”

Erin smiled.  “Sounds good.”

“Good?!”  Christopher tapped a few commands into the replicator.  “Erin, this is going to be the best meal you had in thirty-seven years!”

“Oh really?”

“Sure,” said Alan.  He briefly perused the replicator database for the meal in question; since it was not something he ate with much frequency, it was buried in some nearly-forgotten directory, but his vigilance paid off, and within a couple of moments, the file was found.  Christopher smiled, and instructed the computer to make the meal.

And as dinner swirled into existence, the smell immediately caught Alan off guard.  It was different than he remembered—definitely a sweeter, more pleasant scent than the one engrained in his memory.  It was a rather pleasant surprise, and as he seated himself with Erin at the dinner table, Alan couldn’t help but think that it was a fairly decent way to end a fairly decent day…
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