“A Fear of the Heavens”

Chris Adamek


- 2 3 9 8 -

STAR TREK

The Final Frontier
__________STARRING__________

Captain Alan Christopher

Lieutenant Bator

Lieutenant Neelar Drayge 

Commander Matthew Harrison

Doctor Sarah Hartman
Lieutenant Kendall Johnson

Commander Erin Keller

Lt. Commander Megan Reinbold

Overseer Talyere Rosat

Commander Lucas Tompkins

“A Fear of the Heavens”

Stardate 75542.4; July 17, 2398

EPISODE

86

EDITED BY 

Peter Bossley

WRITTEN BY 

Chris Adamek


ADDITIONAL CHARACTERS
Angela Christopher

Prologue

 Erin Keller was ready for a break.  After working seventeen consecutive days, her nerves were beginning to fray, her muscles ache, and her mind wander.  Long ago, the days had become an endless chain of monotony, punctuated by blissfully uneventful evenings that seemed to last no longer than the blink of an eye.  But gradually, even the sacrosanct line between day and night blurred…

…and as Erin’s heavy eyelids began to fall uncontrollably, she knew it was time to call it a night.  Or day.  Or whatever it was.

For seventeen days, Erin had been going over the mountain of data collected during the Starlight’s brief, but chaotic visit to the Yaraka Sector.  They still knew very little about Illidan or the ancient Iconian artifact he allegedly sought, and the longer she stared at the data, the less she seemed to glean from it.  She wasn’t getting anywhere, and based upon Kendall’s analysis, neither was he—or anyone else in the science lab, for that matter.  For the time being, Illidan’s secrets would remain his own.

More than ready to proclaim defeat, Erin set aside her padd and melted into her chair—gradually sinking downward until she was in danger of falling to the floor.  She held herself there for a long moment and contently stared into oblivion.  It was definitely relaxing, but… certainly not the most comfortable position to assume.  When the muscles in her neck began to ache, Erin slowly pulled herself to an upright position.  She regarded her padd for a brief moment before catching a glimpse of motion across the table.

“Give up?” asked Alan Christopher, his pleasant voice the diametric opposite of Erin’s mood.  He stood at the opposite side of the sleek circular table in their quarters, hands resting on the back of a grayish chair.

Erin shook her head.  Giving up was never an option.  “I’m just taking a much-deserved break,” she playfully corrected.  “Unlike some people, I actually do work around here!”

That was more than enough to get Alan riled.  “I do plenty of work aboard this fine starship!” he protested.  “I am the pillar of Starfleet, as a matter of fact.  Without me, the entire organization would collapse and galaxy’s descent into chaos would only hasten.”

Erin giggled.  “Alan,” she said lightly, “if you were any more dense, light would bend around you.”

He arched a curious brow.  “You think I’m delusional?”

“The thought has crossed my mind on occasion,” admitted Erin, though she neglected to mention the frequency of those occasions.

“Hmpf.”  Shaking his head in disbelief, Alan wandered over to the replicator, presumably to grab some sort of evening snack.  “Hot chocolate,” he said.  “Two mugs.”

Moments later, Alan returned to the table with two steaming mugs.  Erin happily accepted one of them and then suggested they retreat to a more comfortable setting.  The living room was the obvious choice, and within moments, the two sat beside each other on the sofa nursing their respective mugs.

“I had a weird dream last night,” said Alan into his mug.

“Oh?” asked Erin.  Given Alan’s overactive imagination, she braced herself for some incredibly outlandish tale.

Alan nodded agreeably.  “Yeah,” he said evenly.  “I dreamed that I was going to defrag the Starlight’s computer core.”

She waited a moment for the story to continue, but when it didn’t, Erin found herself sorely disappointed.  “That’s it?” she asked.

He nodded.  “That’s it.”  He took a sip of his hot chocolate.  “Do you think it’s prophetic?  Maybe that temporal stuff had some lasting effects?”

“It’s no prophecy,” Erin quickly assured him.  The last thing Alan needed was to think he was clairvoyant.  “The computer automatically rearranges files so that fragmentation is virtually a nonentity.  The few files that are fragmented…”

A pathetic mew suddenly echoed from the bedroom.  Cleo’s dainty call nearly brought a smile to Erin’s face, but the subsequent groans and growls associated with the dreaded hairball neutralized any smile that Erin might have mustered.  In the darkness of the bedroom, the little cat horked and growled a few moments longer before finally growing silent.

Too silent.

Feeling a pang of concern in her heart, Erin carefully set her mug of hot chocolate on the coffee table and made her way to the bedroom.  “Computer,” she quietly called from the threshold, “lights.”

Warm, ambient light slowly washed away the ghastly dark, revealing everything Erin expected to see in the confines of her bedroom—but with two major exceptions: the bloody hairball, and the tiny, trembling cat curled up on the floor beside it…

Chapter One

Coridan was a dilithium-rich Class-M world in the heart of the Federation.  It was home to more than 190 million people, and housed some impressive Chodak ruins dating back more than three hundred thousand years.  Additionally, the centuries-long civil war that ravaged the planet some time ago created countless historical monuments and museums to peruse.  Really, there was nothing not to like about the planet—but with each hour that passed, Alan Christopher could feel the dread begin to creep into his system.

“I hate ceremonies,” he lamented to Talyere Rosat as they strolled through the myriad corridors of deck eleven.  Christopher intended to stop in the science lab for a quick update on the temporal situation—but if Kendall Johnson was having as much luck as Erin, it wasn’t going to be much of an update.

Talyere, for his part, simply decided to tag along to get some exercise.  “I have perused the Federation database,” said the Overseer, “and the ceremony should not take more than two or three hours.”

Christopher sighed.  Two or three hours too many, as far as he was concerned.  “Why couldn’t we have a little temporal anomaly now?  I swear, those things always come up at the worst possible time.  I mean, you never hear of some boring ceremony being disrupted by a tachyon minefield.” 

Ceremonies were generally something Christopher tried to avoid—and most of the time he was successful.  But by order of Starfleet Command, this ceremony on Coridan was an occasion not to be missed.  Adding insult to injury, this was some sort of religious ceremony—the fine denizens of Coridan were celebrating the birth of Alura, one of their most sacred deities.  And if there was one thing Christopher loathed more than ceremonies, it was religion…  As such, religious ceremonies were perhaps the most evil form of congregation in the known universe.  Alan would have much rather been scrubbing the waste extraction facilities clean—with a toothbrush.  Or just about anything else, for that matter…

The very notion of some divine entity presiding over the entire universe—the universe this entity supposedly created—was absurd.  As far as Christopher was concerned, the universe began with the Big Bang billions of years ago, with no divine intervention required.  It was pure science.

Talyere smiled thinly.  “Perhaps you should look at this ceremony not as a burden, but as an opportunity for enlightenment?  After all, if my memory serves, the reason you are out here exploring the galaxy is to expose yourself to new and wondrous things, is it not?”

“It is,” Christopher begrudgingly admitted.  “But it would have been nice if Starfleet had chosen someone else for this enlightenment.  I’m enlightened enough as it is…”

“Yes, of course,” said Talyere, the skepticism in his voice obvious.

The pair wandered a bit further before finally coming upon the science lab.  Knowing Talyere would probably not follow him inside, Christopher paused at the doorway to allow their conversation a proper conclusion.  “Why don’t we meet in the mess hall around noon for lunch?”

Talyere readily nodded his agreement.  “I have an appointment with Admiral Rhyslin at eleven, but I don’t anticipate that lasting much longer than an hour.  Noon is certainly acceptable.”

Christopher nodded and headed for the lab’s interior.  “I’ll see you at noon, then.”

When it came to cats, hairballs were not an uncommon event.  Over the years, Erin had been witness to many nasty-looking gifts on the floor, but none of them had struck her with fear.  There was just something about last night’s hairball that struck a chord in her heart.  Something wasn’t right with the little fur ball, and until she knew what that something was, Erin knew her weary heart would find no solace.

Not wanting to alarm Angela, Erin made arrangements for the little girl to spend the morning playing with her friend, Erika.  It took very little convincing to get Angela to go (she was quite eager to see Erika, actually), and once Angela was situated with her friend, Erin made her way back home to get Cleo.  She found the cat curled up on the sofa, happily licking away at his paws.  She gently scooped the little cat from his nest and carried him to sickbay.

A few minutes later, Erin stood beside Doctor Sarah Hartman at the foot of Cleo’s biobed, simply watching as the little cat resumed his grooming.  Sarah, on the other hand, was far busier with the mess of data flitting about her medical tricorder’s colorful screen.

“Have you noticed any change in his stool?” asked Sarah.  Her voice was utterly neutral, so Erin couldn’t even begin to guess if something was wrong or not.  “Any blood, or discoloration?”

Erin considered the question for a moment.  In general, she tried not to look at the wonders in Cleo’s litter box, but from what she could recall, there hadn’t been any dramatic changes over the past couple of weeks.  “Definitely no blood,” she said.  It was certain she would have seen something like that.  “And if there was any change in… coloration, it was so very subtle that I didn’t notice.”

Sarah provided a calm nod as she input this new information into her tricorder.  Since treating animals was not her forte, Hartman didn’t have the expertise to diagnose Cleo off the top of her head; even so, Erin trusted the good doctor would perform her duties above and beyond the call of duty.

“Well,” Sarah gleaned from the chirping tricorder, “it looks like Cleo might have contracted an infection of some kind.  Based upon my initial tricorder readings and the information you provided, it looks like he’s got livathi flu.”

Erin paused.  “Is that bad?”

Sarah shook her head.  “It’s fairly common, actually.”  She snapped shut her tricorder and ran a gentle hand across the cat’s soft fur.  “You found Cleo in a wooded area, didn’t you?”

Even after three years, Cleo’s rescue from Alarin III was still fresh in Erin’s mind.  “I broke my leg saving him from a lava tube,” she wistfully recalled.  “But it was worth it, I guess.  We’ve been best buds ever since.”

Sarah flashed a thin smile; she probably didn’t care to hear all of the details, and since the two of them were just starting to get their personal problems sorted out, Erin decided it best to leave the story for someone who wanted to hear it.

“Livathi flu is normally contracted after being bitten by a small woodland insect in the livathidae family.  They’re indigenous to several planets in the Beta Quadrant, including GSC-44209.  The sickness can lie dormant for years…  Cleo has probably been infected since you brought him aboard.”

Erin frowned.  “Why didn’t we detect the illness earlier?”

Sarah stroked Cleo’s fur a few more times before the cat finally grew tired of her administrations—with one quick motion, he batted the doctor with his paw and moved to nip her hand with his sharp little teeth—but Sarah quickly withdrew her hand before any harm was done.  “This particular illness is very elusive.  As long as it’s dormant, sensors cannot detect it—however, it can be treated with a few doses of unefrazine.”

The news brought a smile to Erin’s face.  “That is good to hear,” she said, the relief in her voice apparent.  “When can we start?”

“Not just yet,” said Hartman.  “Before we do anything, I want to make absolutely certain that we’re dealing with livathi flu.  I’d like to keep your cat for a couple of hours to run some additional tests.”

Though Erin had wanted to keep Cleo’s stay in sickbay brief, she very quickly realized it was better to be safe than sorry.  And a couple of hours really wasn’t such a long time, anyway.  Besides, there were a lot of things she could be doing during those few hours, and with Angela occupied with her friend, Erin knew there was no better time to indulge herself.  “Very well, then,” said Erin happily.  “I’m probably going to grab a quick bite to eat in the mess hall… and then maybe go down to the holodeck for a little while.  Call me if you need me.”

Sarah nodded agreeably as she moved to perform the next round of scans on Cleo.  “I’ll keep you informed,” she said.  “Enjoy your lunch.”

Because she decided to eat lunch a little early, Erin found the mess hall a far quieter place than she was used to seeing.  The lunchtime rush had yet to commence, and at a glace, Erin counted only six other people in the room with her.  Of those six, she only spoke with one of them frequently—Lucas Tompkins.  She flashed the engineer a pleasant grin as she strolled up to the replicator; he provided a quaint nod in return.

For Erin, lunch was usually little more than a small salad or a sandwich.  But since today was her day off—and since she planned on spending some time in the holodeck—she decided to splurge, and have something a little more substantial: “French bread pizza and a glass of pink lemonade.”

The computer bleeped its acknowledgment, and moments later, Erin’s lunch appeared in the replicator basin amidst a swirl of wispy blue light.  She happily grabbed her plate and wandered over to the seat beside Lucas.  “Hey,” she said, carefully setting her plate on the table.

“Hey, Erin.”  He briefly looked up from his half-eaten sandwich and, at long last, smiled.  “What’s up?”

“Not too much,” she said as she sat.  “I finally take a day off, and Cleo isn’t feeling so hot… so I’ve been worrying about him all morning…”

“Nothing wrong with the little guy, is there?”

Erin shook her head.  “Sarah didn’t seem to think it was anything serious—she’s running some tests just to make sure, but it’s probably just the livathi flu.”

Lucas cringed.  “Heh… That’s a nasty bug,” he proclaimed.  “When I was a kid, the whole family went camping on Livenzi V… the dog got bit by some insect and came down with the livathi flu a few weeks later…”  His voice trailed off before the story could get much further.

“What happened?” asked Erin, eager to know just how the story concluded.

Lucas took another bite of his sandwich and shrugged.  “The dog was all right,” he said quietly, “but it was pretty rough when he was sick.  Sounds sort of stupid, but I was attached to that dog…”

Erin knew just how Lucas felt.  When she saw Cleo trembling in the floor last night, the fear in her heart ran just as deep as it would have if Alan or Angela had been ill.  “Pets are just as much a part of the family as any human,” she said.  “It does sound kinda silly, but… I love Cleo.  I can’t imagine a day without him and his little meows.”

“Well, I’m sure Cleo will be okay,” he assured Erin.  And not wanting to get overly sentimental about his childhood pet—or any pet, for that matter—Lucas dismissed the conversation with a deep sigh.  “So, what are you doing with your day off?”

“I was going to go down to the holodeck after lunch,” said Erin, picking away at her lunch.  “Maybe get in a few rounds of velocity before Angela’s play date comes to an end.  After that, I don’t know what I’m going to do.  Read a book, maybe?  Color with Angela?  I’m sure us girls will think of something to do.”

“Heh…” Lucas took another bite of his sandwich.  “Well, if you get bored, the two of you can swing by engineering and help run a shipwide level-two diagnostic—Commander Harrison doesn’t seem to think the ship is running at peak performance, and he wants to know why.”

Having lived through several level-two diagnostics, Erin had to admit, she wasn’t tempted in the least to give Lucas a hand.  It took a good hour to run the diagnostic, and the better part of a day to sort through all the data it produced.  “I’m sure you and Jayla have everything under control,” she said evenly.  “Besides, if you really need help, I’m quite certain Kendall and Megan would be willing victims… I mean, assistants.”

“Victims…” Lucas expelled a dread-filled sigh.  “That sounds about right.  That damn diagnostic is as close to torture as you could hope to get.”

“Just be glad it’s not a level-one diagnostic,” said Erin.  She took a sip of her pink lemonade and smiled deviously.

Lucas polished off the remainder of his sandwich and hastily pushed himself away from the table.  “Heh… If this was a level-one diagnostic, you would be one the unfortunate slaves to engineering.”  He quickly rose to his feet and brushed the few crumbs from his uniform.  “See you later.”

Erin smiled.  “See you!” she chirped as the engineer departed—and once he was gone, Erin was left to her lunch.  She happily chomped away at her French bread pizza, savoring every last bite.  Within a couple of minutes, her plate was empty—but the chair beside her was not.

“What’s up?” asked Alan as he seated himself.  “Enjoying your day off?”

She took a sip of her blissfully sweet lemonade.  “So far, so good,” she chirped, happy to see Alan at her side.  “Sarah says Cleo probably just has a little bug.  I’m going to pick him up from sickbay this afternoon.”

Though he had tried valiantly to be nonchalant about Cleo’s little episode, Erin knew that Alan harbored just as many concerns as she did about the little cat.  Only now, after the crisis had passed, did he acknowledge those fears.  “That’s good,” he said, the relief in his voice obvious.  “So… you girls got anything planned for this afternoon?”

Erin shook her head.  She had given the afternoon a fair amount of consideration, but had yet to come up with any concrete plans.  “I’m sure Angela will think of something,” she said.  The girl always seemed to have some sort of fun activity in mind.

“Well, we should be in orbit of Coridan sometime this evening,” said Alan.  “That stupid ceremony isn’t until tomorrow, so we could go explore New Coridan later on…”

That sounded like fun.  New Coridan was the largest city on the entire planet, and was undoubtedly filled with dozens of shops and other interesting goodies.  “I am definitely up for that,” said Erin evenly.  She took another sip of her lemonade—and then realized that Alan didn’t have a thing in front of him. “Aren’t you eating?”

“I’m waiting for Talyere,” he explained.  “He’s going to meet me here once he’s through chatting pleasantly with Admiral Rhyslin.  It would seem the situation in Elorg space continues to deteriorate.”

“I don’t doubt it,” said Erin.  With the Cerebrate Zalsar slain less than a day after his installation, things were undoubtedly descending into chaos.  “It’s probably only a matter of time before all hell breaks loose.  Again.”

Alan flashed a faint smile.  “Well,” he said evenly, “then we should enjoy the calm while it lasts…”

Chapter Two

Years ago, Erin Keller was an expert velocity player.  She was an agile, unstoppable force on the court—an entity able to return even the wildest serves with incredible ease.

That was years ago.

After five rounds on the velocity court today, Erin Keller was hardly tired.  She could have gone another five rounds, as a matter of fact.  But much to her chagrin, she was hardly the unstoppable force that she had once been.  Her computer-generated opponent swiftly defeated her in two sets, and when Flora Sanders came in for a little exercise, Erin found that she had a fair amount of difficulty dispatching the transporter chief.

In retrospect, Erin realized there were two distinct reasons for her difficulties: first, she hadn’t played in quite some time; her skills had waned with time.  And time—that was the second reason.  A few weeks ago it was her eyesight, today it was her speed and agility…  Despite the fact she denied it with every molecule in her body, Erin was getting older.  Before long, she would be the older woman depicted in her vision weeks ago…

But not today.

And on that note, Erin headed up to sickbay to rescue Cleo from Doctor Hartman’s administrations—but given the little cat’s temperamental attitude, the situation might very well have been reversed.  The sentiment put a pleasant spring in Erin’s step, and a warm smile upon her face.

Sickbay was a little bit busier that Erin was used to seeing.  Both of the biobeds on the right side of the room were occupied, and there were more than a couple of nurses milling about.  Cleo was nowhere to be seen, but given his small size, Erin knew he wouldn’t be easy to spot right off the bat.  So instead of hunting for the little guy, Erin decided to go straight to the source.  She nodded politely at the nearest nurse, and then marched over to Sarah’s office.

The doctor was seated at her desk, absorbed in whatever data was flitting across her computer screen.  Still, she was alert enough to see Erin standing at the doorway.  “I’ve been expecting you,” said Hartman evenly.

“I got a little caught up in my velocity,” Erin explained.  She hadn’t exactly intended to play five matches, but when Flora arrived, she just couldn’t give up…  Human opponents were always far more fun to challenge.

Sarah nodded her understanding.  “Have a seat,” she said, motioning for Erin to sit in either of the two chairs in front of the desk.

Erin glanced at the chairs.  They were standard Starfleet issue—gray and ergonomically correct, but not exactly aesthetically pleasing as far as she was concerned.  Then again, this wasn’t Erin’s office, so her opinion didn’t really matter.  And without any preamble, she seated herself across from the doctor.  “So, what’s up?  How’s Cleo?”

And in that instant, Sarah’s neutral façade began to crack.  For the first time in ages, Erin could look at the doctor’s face and see a bit of warmth, perhaps even compassion.  “Erin,” she said quietly, “I ran the tests…”

Erin suddenly felt queasy, and the knot in the pit of her stomach began to tighten.  Some sixth sense told her that the coming news would not be good.  “And?”

“And…” The normally blunt doctor suddenly paused, as if searching her mind for the words she needed.  “Erin,” she sighed, after a long moment, “there isn’t an easy way to put this…”

Erin’s heart skipped a beat and her stomach began to roil nervously.  “What’s wrong?” she asked, briefly glancing back at sickbay in hopes of glimpsing her little cat.

No sign of him.

“Erin,” Sarah continued, her soft voice little more than a whisper floating through the solemn air. “Cleo has something called Entei’s Syndrome.  It’s a potent illness similar to livathi flu, but with no cure… and no effective treatment…”

Tears began to well in Erin’s eyes.  She tried to fight them off, but the thought of losing her sweet little Cleo was so unbearable that nothing could be done to stop the deluge.  Within seconds, streams of salty tears trickled down Erin’s face.  She tried to say… something to Sarah, but the words couldn’t get past the raw lump in her throat.

Sensing that Erin was more in need of a friend than a doctor at the moment, Sarah rose from her chair and took the seat beside Erin.  “I am so sorry,” she whispered.  “I wish there was something I could do…”

Erin brushed aside her tears, but the effort didn’t help; they were quickly replaced by a second wave of sadness.  “Can… can I see him?”

“Yes, of course,” said Sarah.  She briefly placed a sympathetic hand upon Erin’s petite shoulder, and then vanished into sickbay…

Erin stopped dead in her tracks.  “There,” she whispered, pointing at a small flowering bush some three meters up ahead.  “I saw something move near that bush.”

Alan stopped and peered down at the lone flowering bush.  “You might be right,” he whispered back.

Erin crept up alongside him.  In her mind, she could see the faintest outline of a small, furry wild animal crouched up toward the center of the bush’s trunk.  It seemed to be dark in color, barely visible in the bush’s shadows.

She took a few steps closer to confirm her suspicions.  They proved to be right, and the small animal they had been following had finally come to a stop right where she had suspected.  Slowly, Erin took another step forward—but no more.

The tiny animal hastily scurried into the open and bared its tiny teeth at Erin in a cacophony of insolent hisses.  The sight, obviously meant to frighten Erin, actually had the exact opposite affect as she saw the animal for what it really was.  “Aww! A kitten!” she squeaked sympathetically as the little cat arched its back and approached her.   She turned to Alan.  “It’s so cute!”

It appeared to be several weeks old, comparable to a Tabby cat on earth—striped with varying shades of a chocolate brown and sporting the curious “M” above its eyes.  Its large green eyes glittered in the sunlight as it continued to warn Erin and Alan away from its domicile.

“Where’s your family, little cat?” asked Alan as he came up alongside Erin.

It did not reply.

“He’s not too talkative,” mused Erin.

Using the slowest, most cautious maneuvers she could perform, Erin slowly approached the tiny ball of fluff.  “I’m not going to hurt you,” she assured him.

…And the fuzzy cat expelled a pathetic little meow as Erin scooped him into her arms.  Holding him tight, she planted a few loving kisses atop his head… and then she cried.  “Oh… Cleo!  Why did this have to happen to you?”

He squirmed a little bit, but sensing his owner’s distress, Cleo made no effort to escape.  Instead, he turned his little pink nose to Erin and nuzzled her teary cheek.  He was so very small and sweet… so delicate… he didn’t deserve to die…

“Life is so unfair!” Erin whispered into his fuzzy head.

And though he was unable to comprehend Erin’s words, some small part of Cleo was nevertheless able to comprehend their meaning.  He meowed yet again, made himself comfortable in Erin’s arms, and started to purr.

Sarah gently wrapped her arm around Erin’s shoulder.  “You can take him home, if you’d like.  I don’t really see any reason to keep him here…”

Erin nodded.  “Thank you, Sarah,” she said between sniffles.  There was so much more she wanted to say, but her racing mind couldn’t even begin to express those thoughts.  For Erin, the only thing that really mattered now was Cleo…

It had started as the most ordinary day… A day blind to the tumult that preceded it and oblivious to the chaos ahead…  But even ordinary days must come full circle—and one way or another, something is bound to happen.  Alan Christopher had been hoping for something small, like a temporal anomaly to draw the Starlight away from Coridan.  But this ordinary day had something else in mind…

“I can’t believe it,” he mumbled.  He sat beside Erin on the sofa in their quarters, simply awed by the shocking news.  If he felt anything, he wasn’t sure what it was; he couldn’t seem to make any sense of the emotions rampaging throughout his mind.  It was just such a complete and total shock…

A deeply troubled Erin rested her weary head upon Alan’s shoulder.  “Neither can I,” she said, her sullen voice barely a whisper.  “Why the hell does the universe have to be so cruel?  I mean, what did Cleo do to deserve this?”

Alan shook his head.  “I don’t know,” he said—and as he considered Erin’s words, thoughts of their current mission slowly began to creep into his mind.  They were en route to Coridan to partake in a religious ceremony and appeal to the gods.

…And there sat Cleo, curled up on the floor in the middle of the room.  An innocent little cat, dying…

“What gods?” asked Alan under his breath.  “If the universe is truly run by some sort of almighty being, why doesn’t he do something?”

Erin shook her head.  “I don’t know…  I’ve heard that God works in mysterious ways.”

Alan shook his head.  “What kind of God allows little animals to die like this?”

“A mysterious one, I guess.”  Though her tears had long ago dried, Erin’s heart still felt like it had gone dark.  She didn’t expect it to brighten any time soon…

But suddenly, the sound of little footsteps on the floor brought Cleo from his slumber.  His bright green eyes flitted open, and his ears darted around until they pinpointed the source of the noise—it was coming from behind, and the little cat quickly readied himself for whatever was coming.

In one swift motion, Angela swooped down upon the cat like some sort of hawk—and though Cleo meowed and grumbled at the sudden barrage of attention, he made no effort to escape the little girl’s hands.  Instead, he submitted to her chaos, gently rubbing his whiskers along her arm as she stroked his soft fur.

Within moments, any sign of displeasure was erased.  Cleo had long forgotten his initial disgruntlement, and happily sprawled out on the floor, welcoming Angela’s continued rubs and scratches.

“Kitty is happy!” she proclaimed as Cleo’s purr-motor started to rumble.  Equally pleased with the development, Angela started to make her own little purring noises.

And for one fleeting moment, Erin thought she sensed a ray of hope shining in her otherwise dark heart.  She smiled, and allowed herself to pretend that, for now, everything was okay…

Caught up in the excitement of the purring, Angela ultimately went into cat-mode herself, and happily started to flop and roll around on the floor alongside the little cat.  “Come pet me, Mommy!” she happily called.  “I’m a kitty, just like Cleo!  Meow!!”

Allowing her fantasy to continue, Erin slowly abandoned Alan’s side and crawled down to the floor beside Angela.  “You sure are a silly cat!” she said, gently running her fingers through Angela’s mess of blonde hair.  

Angela giggled, and turned to face Cleo.  The cat was still sprawled out on his back, eagerly waiting for additional attention—which Angela was more than happy to provide.  She wrapped her arms around his fuzzy little body and gave him a gentle kiss on the top of his head.  “I love you, Kitty!”

And with that proclamation, Cleo reached his limit.  He meowed at Angela, wiggled his way to freedom, and then darted under the table near the replicator.  Angela started to follow, but Erin grabbed her arm before she could wander too far.

“I think it’s time for bed,” Erin told the little girl.

Angela immediately frowned.  “I’m not tired!”  She tried to escape Erin’s grasp, but unlike Cleo, constant wiggling did her little good.

For her part, Erin was too drained—both physically and emotionally—to argue with the girl.  Tonight, Angela would get her way.  “You can stay up a little later,” said Erin softly.  “But when I tell you it’s time for bed, you’d better be ready!”

Angela only nodded, and the moment she was released from Erin’s grasp, the girl darted for her bedroom to continue her day.  She was quiet for only a moment before her little mock-meows began to emanate from her room.

“What are we going to tell her?” Erin whispered as she returned to the couch.

Alan shook his head.  He had given that question a fair amount of thought in recent hours, but had yet to come to any sort of definitive conclusion.  Angela absolutely adored Cleo, and Alan was well aware that she was going to take his death very badly no matter what they told her.  But like it or not, they were going to have to tell her something.  “We should definitely tell her the truth,” said Alan.  That was the obvious start to any conversation about Cleo’s fate, but after that, he wasn’t so certain where to take it.

 Erin’s bleary eyes widened.  “You think so?”

“She’s a smart girl,” Alan reminded.  “She’s going to know that Cleo is gone, and sooner or later, she’s going to start asking some difficult questions…  But I don’t know how we should explain it to her.  We can’t just tell her that her favorite kitty is going to rot and decay…”

“I’m sure we’ll think of something,” said Erin, though she didn’t sound very sure of herself.

Alan knew the feeling.  “Maybe we should sleep on it?” he suggested.

  Erin gently wrapped her arm around Alan’s shoulders and squeezed him tight. “And with any luck, we’ll wake up from this bad dream and live happily ever after.”

It was a nice sentiment—but Alan had already pinched himself a couple of times, just to make absolutely certain this wasn’t some sort of nightmare.  But much to his chagrin, it was as close to real life as one could hope to get…

* * *

The hours passed, and though Alan was tired, he could not bring himself to sleep.  Whenever he closed his eyes, even for a moment, Cleo’s fuzzy little face would appear in his mind’s eye… demanding love and attention… and perhaps a treat and a scratch behind the ears.  That was all the little cat ever wanted, and now Alan was kicking himself for not listening to Cleo more often.

Would it have been too difficult to take a moment just to sit with the cat?  Talk to him and tell him how great he was?

Probably not… And while Alan tried his best to give Cleo attention over the years, he suddenly wished that he had done more—that he had given Cleo that extra treat… took the extra moment to hear his meows.

But soon, it would be too late.  There would be no more midnight meowing.  No more demands for treats and attention.  

And it was all so sudden!

Alan had expected terrible things to happen in the coming months, but this was not one of them.  He was prepared for some epic battle or anything else the universe might throw at him… but not this.

And now he was lost.  He didn’t know what to do… what to feel… what to say…  He just didn’t know anything anymore…  If the universe was so cruel a place as to rob a little cat of its happy little life, then there were no longer any certainties left…

Suddenly, the cushion beside him jostled, just a hair.  For a moment, there was nothing, but then, Alan felt four little paws hop onto his lap.

A faint smile immediately fell upon Alan’s face.  “Hey there,” he whispered, gently stroking Cleo’s soft fur.

The little cat plopped down on Alan’s lap—but only for a moment.  He promptly rose, turned around in a circle, and then plopped again… this time, to stay.  Both Cleo and Alan made themselves comfortable, and together, they whiled away this dark and stormy night…

The next morning, Cleo was gone…

Chapter Three

“…and Starfleet Intelligence has noticed increased activity along the Tholian border.  In the last three weeks, Tholian border patrols have increased twenty percent.  The cause for this buildup is unknown, but it may be little more than a reaction to the situation in Elorg space.”

Though Talyere Rosat found Commander Harrison’s report interesting, he also found it to be slightly flawed.  “My people have little interest in Tholian territory,” said Talyere evenly.  “If they are returning to the old ways, they will undoubtedly focus their efforts on re-conquering the Kilka Sector, and adjacent regions of space.”

“What if they’ve changed their tactics?” asked Harrison.  “The Kilka Sector is hundreds of light years from Kalidar, and given their limited resources, it makes much more sense to concentrate on something closer to home—such as Tholian and Cardassian interests.”

Talyere knew Ra’thenn.  The new Cerebrate was definitely of the old school, and if he were truly in charge of his facilities, then he would concentrate his efforts on the Kilka Sector.  Thus, a completely new set of problems came to light.  “This might indicate that Ra’thenn is little more than a puppet, and that someone else is controlling the Elorg Bloc from within the shadows of Kalidar…”

“Let’s remember, the Tholians are a xenophobic people,” chimed in Megan Reinbold.  “This buildup really could be little more than a reaction to the Elorg political situation.”

“We shall definitely have to wait and see,” said Harrison.  He wasn’t about to jump to any conclusions—not without further evidence.

However, Captain Christopher almost always seemed to have a theory of one sort or another—many times these theories were outlandish or just plain bizarre, but he always had one.  Today, however, Talyere noted the good Captain seemed relatively distant.  Without a doubt, his body was present, but his mind was apparently lost in thought millions of light years away.

“Captain?” called Talyere quietly, hoping it would be sufficient to bring Christopher back to the realm of the conscious.

He blinked.  “What?”

“Any thoughts?” asked Harrison, eager render aide to Talyere’s cause.

And without a moment’s thought, Christopher shook his head.  “No,” he stated quietly.  He bristled in his seat for a moment before his mind began to drift once more.

Hoping that he wasn’t the only one concerned by the Captain’s odd behavior, Talyere turned his gaze to Harrison.  The Commander was equally perplexed, but forged ahead with the meeting nonetheless.

“The ceremony on Coridan is at 1300 hours,” Harrison softly continued.  “Dress is formal, but—”

Christopher’s dulled voice suddenly sliced into the conversation.  “Matthew,” he said quietly, “I’d like you to take my place in that ceremony.”

Obviously confused, Harrison quickly reiterated their orders.  “Starfleet Command was quite clear, Captain.  They wished you to attend the ceremony…”

The Captain shook his head.  “I won’t be going.”

“Captain, I mu—”

Christopher slammed an angry fist into the obsidian tabletop.  “Damn it, Matthew!” he shouted.  “Just do it!”  And on that livid note, he left…

Sensing something was not right with the Captain, Matthew Harrison immediately sprung from his chair and followed Christopher across the bridge, and into his ready room.  The Captain made no efforts to stop Harrison, but he was far from the accommodating friend that Matthew had come to know over the past four years.

For a brief moment, Matthew’s exotic imagination suspected Christopher might have been taken over by some sort of non-corporeal entity.  It was truly a ridiculous notion, but now that the thought crossed his mind, Matthew couldn’t just dismiss it…

But instead of beating around the bush, Matthew decided to take the direct approach.  He calmly seated himself in the chair across from Alan, and spoke his mind.  “You seem upset.”

That much was obvious.  In fact, it was probably a bit of an understatement, but it was enough to get the conversation moving in the right direction—or so he thought.

“I am,” admitted Alan.  His attention was focused almost entirely on the data flitting across his computer screen, and apparently, it was rather important.  Matthew attempted to peer over to see what held Alan’s attention, but from his poor perspective, he was unable to make out any of the text.

No matter.  The computer was likely little more than a diversion.  Something else was undoubtedly on the Captain’s mind, and he was using the computer to avoid it.  “Would you care to extrapolate?” asked Matthew.  “Or shall I guess?”

“It’s nothing,” insisted the Captain.  He tapped a few commands into his console and then shook his head, as if upset by the results.  “In fact, it’s stupid…”

Matthew raised a skeptical brow.  “In the four years I have known you, Alan, never have you resorted to cursing at me.  Whatever this…‘stupid’ thing is, I do believe it is quite bothersome to you.”

Finally, Alan’s eyes glanced up from the computer screen.  “Sorry about that,” he said.  “I’ve got a lot on my mind, and I don’t really know what to do about it…  The stress must be getting to me.”

“Then perhaps you should take the day off?” Matthew suggested.  He still had absolutely no idea what was giving rise to such stress, but if it was as bad as Alan made it seem, then a day off was certainly in order.

But Alan shook his head, dismissing the idea without so much as a second thought.  “I need to keep occupied,” he explained.  “Milling about in my quarters will only make things worse.”

Matthew paused for a moment to consider Alan’s words.  There was a solemn sincerity in his voice that simply did not sit well with the Commander.  “Is something wrong?”

Alan carefully deactivated his computer terminal and pulled in a deep lungful of air as he gathered his thoughts.  This allegedly ‘stupid’ situation seemed to be anything but—and for the first time, Matthew could see the pain welling in Alan’s eternally vibrant eyes.  Something was very, very wrong…

“Cleo died last night,” said Alan softly.

The words came as quite a shock to Matthew.  “I am… I am terribly sorry,” he stammered, practically stumbling over the words.  The last time he checked, Cleo was a perfectly healthy little cat.  “I had no idea things were not going well for him…”

Alan shook his head.  “Neither did we,” he softly replied.  “Apparently this disease lies dormant for years—and once it comes alive, it doesn’t waste any time.”

“Well…” Matthew knew that now was an excellent moment to say something both profound and sentimental, but the shock of the news left his mind in such a scattered state that he could barely form a coherent thought, let along a profound one.  “If there is anything I can do…”

“It’s okay, Matthew.”  He smiled faintly.  “At the moment, I don’t even know what I should do, so I can’t really expect you to do anything…”

“Are you certain you don’t need the day off?  Now that you have explained, I have no qualms about taking your place at the ceremony on Coridan.  I will explain the situation to Starfleet myself if I must…”

“They won’t understand,” Alan softly replied.  “Cleo was a cat… that’s not exactly a good excuse to—”

Matthew immediately raised a dismissive hand.  “It is not an excuse,” he stated.  “Cleo’s death is an extremely valid reason to take leave of your duties.  It matters not that he was a cat—he was a valued member of your family, and you must set aside some time to mourn his passing.  That is hardly a stupid situation…”

Alan stopped, and finally took a moment to consider Matthew’s proposal—and it didn’t take him long to reach a decision.  “Maybe I will take a couple of days off,” he said.  “Erin and I have a lot of emotions to sort through, and I guess it would be better to actually deal with them than sit around in my office and mope.”

Harrison flashed a sympathetic smile.  “Take as much time as you need.”  He drew himself closer to the Captain.  “And remember, if you are in need of anything, do not hesitate to ask me… I am your friend, Alan, and I am here for you.”

Though his heart still ached, Alan managed to flash a smile through the pain.  “Thanks Matthew,” he warmly replied.  “That means a lot to me.”

In return, Matthew simply smiled, and left the Captain to his thoughts…

When she first envisioned her break a couple of days ago, Erin saw little more than a few days of blissful rest and relaxation.  Unfortunately for her, fate interpreted the break as something far more depressing—and subsequently chose to shake the foundations of her world, effectively shattering the tranquility that had finally come after so many devastating losses.  Fate, clearly, was not in a very good mood…

In the past, Erin tended to believe in fate.  She liked to think that there was some sort of magical force constantly driving the universe to its destiny, and she had faith that no matter what happened, good or bad, that everything happened for a reason.  If so, that would seem to indicate that, from the moment he set foot into this universe, little Cleo was fated to fade into the shadows before his time…

And that was not a fate that Erin could accept.

So was the universe little more than an assemblage of random chaotic events?  A string of instances that never looked beyond a single moment in time?  It had to be, because Cleo certainly didn’t do anything that warranted such a sudden death…  Fate couldn’t have been that cruel…

Or could it?

Erin expelled a long, weary sigh.  She had been contemplating fate and destiny for most of the morning and it was finally beginning to make her head spin.  At this point, she didn’t know what she thought anymore; the only certainty was that further contemplation would only serve to complicate things.  She really needed to clear her mind and take a break.  A real break…

Thus, she rose from the sofa, wandered over to the replicator, and ordered herself a mug of hot chocolate.  As it faded into the replicator basin, Erin could feel her lips curve upward ever so slightly…  Today wasn’t going to be a great day, but there was no reason for it to be a terrible one.

Erin carefully plucked her hot chocolate from the replicator basin and set it upon the adjacent table—but before she had a chance to sit, the chair wiggled and a little blonde head popped up out of nowhere.  “Hi, Mommy!”

In an instant, the pain wrapped around her heart seemed to ease, and Erin finally managed to produce genuine smile.  “Hi, Angela!” she chirped, mustering as much enthusiasm as possible.

It took the little girl a couple of moments to get herself situated in the chair, but once she was comfortable, she dropped a few blank pieces of paper and a handful crayons on the table and started to draw.  “Wanna color with me, Mommy?”

Since she had long ago exhausted her contemplative train of thought, Erin summarily decided that a bit of creativity might actually be a bit of fun—and on this dark day, fun was certainly in order.  She promptly seated herself beside Angela, grabbed a piece of paper, and just doodled random lines and swirls across the page.

Meanwhile, Angela took her artwork far more seriously.  Though the end result was often little more than doodles and swirls, she always put a lot of effort into each and every line.  She tried her best to make a masterpiece, and this time Erin was definitely seeing the beginnings of one.  “I’m drawing Kitty!” she explained, happily shading a large, lopsided circle in bright shades of yellow and green.

Angela was still oblivious to Cleo’s absence.  It would probably take a few more hours for her to realize he was gone, but when that time came, Erin knew that the little girl’s life would be changed forever…

“What are you drawing, Mommy?”

Erin glanced down at her page.  Given the myriad scribbles, it was hard to classify her artwork as anything, but Angela was not about to accept such a bleak answer.  “I’m drawing… Uncle Lucas,” she lied—and Angela immediately dropped her crayon to inspect Erin’s drawing.

She promptly shook her head.  “That’s not Uncle Lucas!  That’s Daddy!” she proclaimed, grabbing the crayon from Erin’s left hand to make a few minor adjustments.

…And as if fate had suddenly spoken, the doors parted and Alan came strolling into the room.

Erin smiled as their eyes crossed paths.  “Hey,” she said softly.

“Hi!”  Alan swiftly circled the table and seated himself across from Angela.  “What are you girls doing?”

Angela finally set aside her crayon immediately put Erin’s drawing on display.  “Mommy said this was Uncle Lucas!”  She giggled at the sentiment.  “I though that was cuckoo, Daddy!”

Alan furrowed his brow.  “That’s me!” he said, as if the myriad lines on the page were something much more than vague doodles.

“That’s what I said!” exclaimed Angela, throwing her exasperated little arms up into the air.  

With her drawing skills in question, Erin suddenly found her paper and crayon privileges revoked in favor of Alan.  In one quick motion, Angela grabbed Erin’s crayons and rolled them across the table to her daddy, along with a new sheet of blank paper.

“Do I get to draw something?” asked Alan as the goods skittered to a stop about halfway across the table.

Angela nodded.  “Show Mommy what Uncle Lucas looks like,” she instructed, diligently searching through her collection of crayons.  When the color she desired was nowhere to be found, Angela slinked beneath the table and scurried off to her bedroom in search of the remainder of her crayons.

Alan chuckled as he peered down at his portrait.  “You know, this looks nothing like Lucas,” he said flatly.  “I don’t know what you were thinking…”

Erin sighed.  “I’ve been thinking so very much this morning that I do believe that my brain cells are exhausted!

Alan nodded knowingly.  “I’ve done a little thinking myself,” he admitted.  “And Matthew convinced me to take the rest of the day off to do some more…”  He paused, and drew a few tentative lines on his paper.  “So, what do you want to do?”

Erin had wasted enough time thinking this morning.  And in the wake of… well, everything, the next step was a logical one.  “I want to live a little,” she said.

Chapter Four

With a great verdant flash, the Starlight streaked out of transwarp and gracefully slowed to assume a standard orbit above Coridan.  It was a majestic world with dark blue oceans and pale greens fields, shrouded by layers of wispy ashen clouds.  In the east, the sun’s golden rays gradually gave way to night, but the countless large cities under the veil of darkness still managed to illuminate the shore.

* * *

There was nothing like a crisp autumn day to invigorate the senses.  Strolling through a quiet wooded area just outside New Coridan, Erin Keller felt utterly at ease.  The calm, gentle breeze seemed to carry away the worries held within her troubled heart, and the golden sunlight warmed her uncertain soul…

The towering oaks soared high into the deep cerulean sky, their crimson leaves and rickety branches casting long shadows upon the tall blades of yellowing grass.  Peeking through the mess of untamed grass, small clusters of pale amber flowers peppered the rolling plain, the last remnants of the long summer months.  Soon, they would succumb to the depths of the chilly winter, gracelessly withering away… but not today… Today, they would sway in the gentle breeze, soaking upon the ambient sunlight, oblivious to their pending fate.  

Fate…

Like it or not, fate seemed to be threaded throughout Erin’s life—for even when she tried her best to escape its zealous wrath, it did its best to make itself known, if only in the smallest, most inane manifestation.  “Perhaps there is no escaping fate,” she quietly mused, kicking up a few browning leaves as she traversed the rolling plain.

To Erin’s left walked Alan, and riding atop his shoulders was little Angela, whose bright blue eyes seemed to be taking in every last detail of their forested journey.  It was not often the little girl left the ship, and whenever she did, it was always an awesome thing for her to experience.

Alan chuckled.  “So you’re back on speaking terms with fate?  That didn’t take long…”

Erin shook her head.  “I didn’t say we were speaking,” she quickly corrected.  “I was simply stating fact.”

“Ahh.”  Alan started to say something more, but Angela’s with hands slowly creeping over his eyes, he wisely chose to concentrate less on conversation and more on navigation.  “Angela… Daddy would like to see where he’s going!”

“I can still see!” chirped the girl.

He grinned.  “Well then… where are we going?”

Angela shrugged.  “I don’t know!”  She tightened her grip on Alan’s eyes as she contemplated the situation a bit further.  “I want to see a giraffe!”

Erin couldn’t help but giggle.  “You’re so silly!” she said.  “There aren’t any giraffes here!”

“Why not?”

“They don’t live here,” explained Alan.  “Giraffes life far, far away.”

“Can we go there?”

Alan shook his head, and the effort managed to loosen Angela’s death grip just enough for him to see through the cracks in her fingers.  “Not today,” he said.  “Today we have stay on Coridan.”

“Why?”

“Because we have lots of work to do on Coridan,” continued Alan. 

“Oh.”  The explanation was hardly an adequate explanation of the ceremony, but it was more than enough to satisfy Angela’s curiosity.  And with this line of questioning exhausted, she simply decided to sit back and enjoy the ride.

The trio walked, crossing over bumpy hills, below crimson treetops, and through grassy knolls, forging a path through the woods until finally, hours later, the woods came to an end, and they stood at the edge of a massive cleft in the earth.  It looked as if a great hand had reached from the sky and scooped away the rolling plains, leaving in its wake an immense forested valley filled with chirping birds, singing crickets, and the constant chorus of other buzzing insects…

On the far side of the valley, the golden rays of the setting sun stretched beyond the thin veil of violet clouds and into the depths of night, where the twinkling stars had already begun to gather…  It was an incredibly beautiful sight, and Erin knew there was no better way to conclude their day than to sit and watch the sunset.

But while Erin started to seat herself on the edge of a large rock jutting out of the landscape, she glimpsed Alan still walking along the edge of the precipice with Angela.  Not wanting to get left behind, Erin quickly abandoned her rock and retraced Alan’s wayward steps.  “Hey,” she called out, “don’t you think we’ve gone far enough for one day?”

Alan paused for a moment.  “I don’t know,” he said.  “I could probably go another few kilometers.”

Erin knew that she could very easily go another dozen kilometers herself.  The walk thus far had been an incredible journey, and she very much wanted to see more of the wonders Coridan had to offer.  But with the sun gradually slipping below the rocky horizon, Erin was content to simply watch the sunset and call it a night.  “It is getting late,” she reminded, just in case Alan hadn’t noticed.

He sighed.  “Just one more kilometer…”

Erin shook her head.  She was done walking.  In fact, somewhere along the way to this perfect sunset, she began to make amends with the universe.  “You can’t just walk away from the pain…”

“I’m not,” said Alan, shaking his head.  “I’m just getting in some exercise.”

In theory, his excuse was a valid one, but for some reason, Erin couldn’t bring herself to believe it.  “You can’t fool me, Alan.  I know you.  And while you might eventually be able to convince the others that this is no big deal to you, you’ll never, ever, get me to believe it.  You loved Cleo just as much as I did!”

“I know,” said Alan quietly.  He scooped Angela (who was already half asleep) from the ground and slowly retreated to Erin’s side.  “I just… I don’t deal with death very well.  I remember when Rachael died a few years ago—I practically lost it… I went off on some blood lusted hunt for Xi'Yor and got captured by the Elorg—I was insane.  And then when I thought that you was dead earlier this year, we went out and pulverized the Drusari…”

Erin understood Alan’s dilemma—it was a situation that stretched back into the ages, and would undoubtedly continue far into the future.  “Somebody hurt you, so in return, you decided to hurt them back,” she quaintly summarized.  “But unfortunately for you, in this instance, there isn’t anyone for you to punish…”

“That’s how I deal with things,” said Alan softly.  “I like to take action; if there’s a problem, I like to fix it…  If there’s a mystery, I want to see it solved.”

Erin arched a curious brow.  “You hate mysteries…”

“I know,” said Alan.  “But still, if there is a mystery, I still want it solved…”

Erin smiled.  At least he still had his sense of humor.  “How do you intend we solve this mystery?” she asked, slowly retreating to her rock with hopes of catching at least some of the magnificent sunset.

Alan, with Angela in his arms, promptly followed her.  “I could punish your friend, fate.”  He glanced up at the starry firmament above.  “You’re in big trouble up there!”

And while that was certainly a proactive idea, Erin nevertheless suspected it would do little good.  “Not too long ago,” she said, “I remember saying that life was not fair.  I said that it was wrong for Cleo to have been taken away from us so soon…  At the time, I thought that fate was playing a cruel joke upon us, but now I’m not so sure.”

Alan looked on with apparent disinterest.  “Oh?”

“Yeah,” said Erin, her thoughts starting to flow a bit more freely.  The crisp autumn day—which was rapidly turning into a crisp autumn eve, seemed to have liberated her mind of its sorrowful haze.  The pain was still there… but it didn’t exactly consume her.  “I started thinking—what if life was fair?  Then that would mean all the bad things that happen to us happen because we are deserving of them.  And since nobody is deserving of pain and suffering… there must be a reason for Cleo’s death.”

And Alan’s half-hearted gaze returned to the stars.  “Let me guess?  Fate?”

The sarcasm in his voice was obvious, but Erin didn’t let that deter her.  “Why not?” she asked.  “Why can’t we believe in something like fate?  Or even heaven?  Just because we’re scientists, that doesn’t mean we can’t believe in something beyond the realm of science…”

Alan shook his head.  “You’re starting to sound like Talyere… and his chi-goehs.  He seemed to think this whole trip to Coridan was an incredible opportunity for enlightenment.”

“And what if he was right?” asked Erin.

Even if Talyere had been right, Alan was clearly not about to accept it.  “You know I don’t go for all that religious stuff, Erin…”  

“And I’m not asking you to become a Tabran monk,” said Erin.  “But… how else can we explain things to Angela?  How else are we going to come to accept Cleo’s death?  I mean, you can walk the rest of the night, but the pain is still going to be there…

“Think about it, Alan… You and I both know what’s going to happen to Cleo, and it’s not pretty.  But what if a part of him lives on—not only in our hearts—but also in some great, idyllic firmament in the starry skies above us?  I don’t know about you, but sounds a lot more comforting than decomposition…”

Alan was still struggling with the very notion of such things—science, after all, had been the pillar of his beliefs for as long as he could remember—but at least he seemed to be wrapping his mind around the concept.  “Ka’Tulans never really had any use for idyllic firmaments,” he mused.  “We don’t decompose when we die, we just… phase back into our non-corporeal state.  It is generally assumed that our molecules rejoin our ancestors and live happily ever after.  It’s a nice, scientific way of looking at the universe, and one that we have embraced for a very, very long time…

“But ever since my people made contact with the Federation, there has been increasing curiosity about what happens to other species when they die.  It didn’t take us long to figure out decomposition—after all, most animals on Ka’Tula Prime decompose—but that whole heaven/hell thing just seemed ridiculous.  And Erin, your ideas about fate and all that…  Sometimes it blows my mind.”

Erin giggled.  “You are often quite easy to confuse, little buddy.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

Alan shifted on his part of the rock, making certain he did not disturb the sleepy beauty in his arms; she didn’t even flinch.  “So… what if there is a heaven?  Does that mean Cleo is up there right now, zooming around on some fluffy little cloud?”

“He could be,” said Erin with a shrug.  “I don’t know, really…  I guess he could be doing just about anything, just like always.”  In his life, Cleo pretty much did whatever he wanted—and he almost always got away with it.  “I remember the time he ran away,” Erin wistfully recalled.  It was during the Garidian attack last year—somehow, the little cat managed to escape during the battle.  “I spent hours pillaging through the rubble on deck seven to find him…”

“…and he turned up all on his own a couple hours later,” finished Alan, laughing at the memory.  “I loved how he always slept on my side of the bed.  In the beginning, he’d sleep down by my feet—I’d still have plenty of room to myself… But these last few months, I swear, he was taking up half of the bed—and combined with you, I was better off sleeping on the floor!”

“You loved it, and you know it,” said Erin warmly… though she did have to admit, she tended to drift from her side of the bed on occasion.

Suddenly, the very last rays of golden sunlight slipped below the darkening horizon.  Faint hues of pink and purple still streaked across the evening sky, but with each moment that passed, the night drew closer.

Pleased that she was able to witness some of the beautiful sunset, Erin expelled a satisfied sigh.  “You ready to head back home?” she asked, her eyes still fixed on the horizon.  “Or do you need to walk a little bit further?”

Alan considered the proposition for a long moment.  “You know, I could probably walk another fifty kilometers.  Easily.  In fact, I could go most of the night without breaking a sweat.  But… it is getting late, and I don’t really want to keep Angela out.  And I don’t really want to risk running into the kind denizens of this forest.”  He paused.  “Have you ever heard of a chula?”

Erin shook her head.  “I can’t say that I have.”

“Well,” said Alan softly, “you thought the lynax on Ka’Tula VII’s only moon was bad?  I have heard stories about this chula thing that will make you soil your pants.”

“And you know this, how?”

“I heard to story.”

“So you, the Captain of the Starlight, soiled your pants?”  Erin couldn’t help but to laugh.

But Alan was quick to refute the statement.  “I said it would make you, soil your pants.  Not me… I just heard the story.  Flora Sanders grew up on Coridan, you know;  she explained this whole chula thing to me while I was waiting for you in the transporter room earlier today—which, I might add, was quite a considerable wait.”

Erin’s eyes narrowed to slits, and she gently jabbed Alan in the shoulder.  “I was getting Angela ready,” she playfully hissed.

Alan grinned.  “You know, if we had a son, it would have taken you half the time to get him ready.”

“Are you saying that you want a son?” 

But Alan wasn’t about to touch that question with a ten-meter pole.  “I was simply saying that… if we had a son, then the amount of time needed would have been dramatically reduced.  You know, it was a basic, if/then scenario.”  He bumbled a few more senseless words before finally deciding to be quiet.  “You know,” he said softly, “to finally answer your original question, yes, I am ready to head back home…”

Erin rose from her rock.  “Good,” she said, tapping her communicator.  “Keller to Starlight—three to beam up.”

“Acknowledged, Commander,” came the voice of some transporter tech a few moments later.  Erin didn’t recognize the voice—but then again, she didn’t often get down to the transporter room this late at night.

Slowly, a gentle swirl of azure light swept around her petite body, and her long day of reflection and contemplation drew to a close.  Tomorrow would be to real test, however.  Tomorrow, Angela’s world would be forever changed…

But that was tomorrow.

Chapter Five

Alan Christopher smiled as his bright turquoise eyes fell upon young Angela’s latest masterpiece.  Though the little girl was able to create rudimentary versions of almost anything, by far, her most favorite subject was Cleo.  And not surprisingly, Alan held in his hands yet another portrait of the cat.

“You’re very good at drawing, Angela,” he commended.  “I wish I could draw as good as you…”

The kind comments pleased Angela considerably, and she excitedly climbed onto the sofa to further explain her masterpiece.  Crawling onto Alan’s lap, she very quickly pointed out the little green blobs toward the bottom of the page.  “Those are Cleo’s cookies,” she explained.  “But I can’t eat them because Mommy said so.”

A wry grin suddenly fell upon Alan’s face.  He had also mentioned to Angela—numerous times—that she should refrain from eating Cleo’s food, but apparently, the message didn’t sink in until Erin had uttered it.  Ultimately, Alan supposed he should just be grateful that Angela chose to comply with the edict.

The two of them talked about the picture for quite some time, and all the while Alan found himself wondering just how he might broach the subject of Cleo’s death.  Angela was such a happy, bubbly little girl, and the very thought of breaking her heart was unthinkable…

But the moment Erin stepped out of the bedroom—fresh and clean after a pleasant shower—all of Alan’s worries were torn asunder.  It was Angela who started the dreaded conversation.

“Mommy,” she quietly called, “where is Kitty?”

Erin’s eyes immediately locked with Alan’s—and though no words were spoken, the sullen gaze in her pale brown eyes spoke volumes: It was time… and there was no turning back.  

Alan was still uncertain about fate and heaven and everything he had discussed with Erin last night.  He still didn’t know what he believed and it would definitely take some time to sort through it all—but he felt confident that he believed in something.  He just hoped he could convey that confidence in the coming moments.

“Angela,” said Erin as she seated herself beside the little girl, “Cleo is gone…”

 “Where did he go?”  Angela’s voice was still quite chipper.  She clearly understood that her favorite kitty was gone—but she obviously expected he would be back to play with her soon.

Alan’s heart sank, and he soon found himself closing his eyes to fight back tears.  “Cleo is very far away,” he said softly.  “He went to heaven…”

“When is he coming back?” she asked.  This time, her sweet little voice was laced with concern, and there was fear brewing in her bright blue eyes.  She was beginning to sense that something was wrong…

And in that instant, time seemed to slow to a crawl, and the pain that was so distant amidst the placid woods on Coridan suddenly seemed to blossom.  Hoping to soften the blow as much as humanly possible, Erin drew herself nearer, and ran her fingers through Angela’s mess of blonde hair.  “Angela,” she said softly, her warm, compassionate voice already beginning to crack, “Cleo isn’t going to be coming back…”

And the eternally cheerful smile upon Angela’s face was suddenly erased.  Her busy little mind hastily put together the myriad pieces of the puzzle—and the painful tears that subsequently fell from her eyes were almost painful to behold.  “Was he mad at me?” she quietly squeaked between heartbroken sniffles.

“No, of course not!” said Erin, gently casting aside Angela’s tears with her thumb.  “Cleo loved you very much.”

“Then why did he go away?” she inquired, desperate for answers.

Alan planted a gentle kiss upon Angela’s head.  “Cleo didn’t want to go away, sweetie…  But he was very sick…”

“Why… why didn’t you make him better?”

“We tried to make him better,” Erin gently explained.  She wanted to say more—to do something to comfort the tormented little girl—but the words were lost upon her frantic mind.  “We tried…”

With tears welling in Erin’s sad eyes, Alan knew that the remainder of this painful conversation fell squarely upon his shoulders.  He had no idea what he was going to say, but he knew he had to say something.  “Cleo is in a happy place now…”

Angela paused for a moment as she searched her memory for the word.  “Heaven?”

“That’s the place,” Alan confirmed.  And though it wasn’t his favorite term, he didn’t have anything better to call this magical realm—and given his distressed mental state, Alan knew he probably wouldn’t be able to spontaneously create anything better.  “It’s a big happy place filled with big puffy clouds and rainbows and… all sorts of things.  And you know what?”

Angela shook her head.  “What?”

“From his cloud, Cleo can look down whenever he wants, and he can see you!” said Alan, forcing the words over the raw lump in his throat.  “So… whenever you get lonely, you can just look up—and even if you can’t see a cloud in the sky—you know that Cleo is watching you.  He’s always there…”

Alan didn’t know what else to say—but for the moment, that didn’t seem to matter.  In fact, every petty conflict brewing throughout the tumultuous galaxy suddenly seemed utterly insignificant.  The only thing that truly seemed to matter was a gentle place called home…

* * *

Hours later, Alan Christopher found himself standing at the back of Alura’s Cathedral.   The ceremony celebrating the cathedral’s namesake had reached its glorious conclusion many hours ago, and as he set foot into the ancient and illustrious house of worship, he had to admit, he did not regret his absence.  In fact, the simple act of setting foot into the cathedral somehow felt wrong—but slowly, very slowly, the pieces began to fall into place.

“Enlightenment,” came Talyere’s crisp and pleasant voice, “would appear to be at hand.”  The Overseer stood in the large apse at the far end of the cathedral, and his voice echoed wildly throughout.

Christopher forced a smile to his face.  “To an extent,” he admitted, gradually approaching Talyere.  “I have learned quite a lot about myself… and my beliefs… and my life in general over the past few days.  And though I don’t think I’ll be appealing to the chi-goehs any time soon, I think my scientific mind has worked through its fear of the heavens—it turns out, I was actually afraid of bran muffins.”

Talyere smiled, but as usual, chose not to linger on Christopher’s humor.  “If you have come to seek out the clerics, I am certain they are available for consultation.  They would be delighted to speak with you.”

“I don’t doubt it,” said Christopher.  “But I’m just here on a little unofficial business.  I don’t plan on staying long…”

“Very well,” said Talyere.  He started to make his way toward the exit, but paused before he could depart.  “Should you ever change your mind, I would be happy to introduce you to the clerics.  Their views on life are very informative—if not a bit longwinded.”

“Oh?” asked Christopher, now perhaps a bit curious.

Talyere readily nodded.  “They have managed to write countless volumes on a variety of subjects, and while it all very valid material—and highly suggested reading material—I can quite easily sum up everything I have learned about life in three simple words: it goes on…”

And on that note, Talyere nodded politely, turned on his heel, and left Alan Christopher to his thoughts.

Christopher stood about halfway between the exit and the apse in the back of the cathedral.  Though he was tempted to make a run for it while the clerics were not present, something drove him to the altar tucked away in the distant apse.  Very slowly, he strolled past the sleek wooden pews, climbed the short flight of steps before the candle-strewn altar, and pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket.

The paper was folded in quarters, and as Christopher restored the page to its normal size, a messy hand-drawn picture of Cleo sprawled out before him.  He smiled, and gently set the piece of paper on the altar.  “I’ll miss you,” he whispered to the cat before making a discreet exit.

Outside the towering cathedral, yet another crisp autumn day was in progress.  The gentle rays of golden sunshine shined down from the azure skies, brightly illuminating the myriad buildings lining the wide cobblestone streets.  Gold-leafed trees, dancing in the cool, sweet-scented breeze, lined the center of the street, providing much needed shade from the strong rays of the afternoon sun.

On the sidewalk, traveling merchants had set up their shops, selling anything from fruits and vegetables to rare gems and even plasma relays.  Children frolicked in the open streets as the adults meandered from one shop to another, trading their goods to acquire something of value or interest.

Deviating from his usual brisk pace, Alan Christopher leisurely treaded the bricked path away from the cathedral, and into the sprawling marketplace.  In the distance, he could see tall spires and immense skyscrapers climbing high into the atmosphere—that was the heart of New Coridan, and though some part of him was eager to see what mysteries awaited down the road, he was in no hurry to get there.

For a moment, the bright sunlight seemed to flicker, and the marketplace was briefly consumed by shadow.  The event lasted but a moment, and nobody gave it a second thought—except Alan.  Curious, he turned his bright teal eyes skyward, and searched the azure skies for the source of the occlusion.  And there, floating gently overhead was a single puffy, white cloud.

Alan smiled, and went on his way.
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