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     It’s a Yridian transport ship,” said Commander Francisco Perez.  He carefully studied the tactical overview displayed on the workstation before him before furthering his analysis of the alien ship.  “According to their manifest, they are delivering food and medical supplies to the colony in the Jolan’isar Cluster.”

“On screen.”  Seated calmly in the Gemini’s command chair, Captain Allison Duford approached this situation like any other.  For all intents and purposes, it was a situation like any other.  Even if they were up to no good, one Yridian transport ship posed no threat to the mighty weapons aboard the Gemini.  Still, Duford was cautious, for the cargo aboard her ship was far more important that anything the Yridans were carrying…

Moments later, the Yridian vessel flitted onto the viewscreen—and the tension welling in the pit of Duford’s stomach eased.  The vessel was perhaps the most dilapidated thing she had ever seen—so decrepit-looking, in fact, that it barely constituted a starship.  Its brownish hull was pocked and scorched, and one of its dingy warp nacelles was clearly a cheap replacement for the original, for it wasn’t even of the same design.

“At their current speed, they’ll enter Romulan Space in about an hour,” said Ensign Fritz at the helm.

There was still plenty of time to take action, a fact that kept Duford at ease.  “Are there any other starships in the vicinity?” she asked.

“The Archimedes is in range,” Perez gleaned from sensors, “but they’re presently en route to Outpost 23 with a medical emergency of some sort.”

Duford knew she could easily have the Archimedes diverted to the Neutral Zone in response to the Yridian freighter—and she considered it for a moment—but in her opinion, the medical emergency took precedence over the Yridians.  The Gemini would have to respond.  “Open a channel to the Yridians,” she ordered.

“Yes, ma’am.”  Perez quickly complied with the order, and a moment later, the junky freighter flicked away—replaced by the shriveled face of the Yridian Captain.

Duford promptly rose from her chair to greet the little man.  “This is Captain Allison Duford of the Federation Starship Gemini.”

The Yridian nodded pleasantly.  “Marouk Afeel,” he stated cordially.  “Is there something I can do for you, Captain?”

“There is.”  With her hands resting upon her hips, Duford took a few steps closer to the helm.  “According to the treaty established after the Elorg War, no vessel can enter Romulan territory without first passing through one of the Federation checkpoints along the Neutral Zone.”

If Afeel was concerned about the treaty, he showed no sign of it.  “We passed through the checkpoint at Pelios Station three days ago,” he chirped.

“Pelios Station,” Duford skeptically repeated.  “That’s more than six light years away from here.”

Afeel flashed a faint smile.  “We drove our engines hard,” he explained.  “The denizens of the Jolan’isar Cluster are in desperate need of our assistance… so if you don’t mind, we’ll be on our way.”

“Of course,” Duford replied.  “As soon as we review the records from Pelios Station and confirm your story, you’ll be free to go.”

Concern suddenly flashed across Afeel’s wrinkled face.  “But the denizens of the Jolan’isar Cluster—”

“—can wait,” Duford curtly interjected.  “Given your rather surreptitious route, you’ve already made them wait… another hour won’t make much of a difference.”

“We encountered an ion storm,” Afeel quickly replied.  “We had to adjust our course, otherwise our ship would have sustained massive damage.”

Duford raised a curious eyebrow.  “I’m curious, Captain, what is your definition of massive damage?  Given the status of your vessel, it’s already heavily damaged.”

“Then you can understand our desire to avoid the said ion storm.”  Afeel tapped a few commands into the computer console beside him.  “Now if you’ll excuse us, the Romulans need their medical supplies.”

If the Yridians had been transporting any extralegal cargo, sensors would have detected it by now.  Given the ship’s decrepit state, it was unlikely that they had the power to hide anything from the sensors.  But Duford wasn’t ready to let the Yridians off the hook that easily. She candidly motioned for Perez to mute the conversation, and then turned to him for his opinion.  “Well?”

Perez shook his head.  “I’ve checked the records from Pelios Station,” he said, just as the turbolift doors slid apart.  “The Yridian ship did dock there three days ago—and their cargo manifest seems to check out.”

“What are they carrying?” asked Duford, making every effort to keep business flowing as usual, despite the newfound presence on the bridge.

“Exactly what they stated,” Perez replied, casually glancing at the list.  “They’ve got assorted grains and vegetables, some therazine to help with the recent outbreak of Imolean flu… lectrazine, cordrazine… a few other cortical analeptics… nothing out of the ordinary.  Certainly nothing that justifies detaining their vessel.”

And though she found it hard to believe, Duford was left with the conclusion that the Yridians were probably telling the truth.  “We’re going to have to check astrometric sensors for this ion storm,” she said, but it was her intent to do so later—after her own precious cargo was safe and sound.

Unfortunately for her, that cargo chose the most inopportune moment to speak his mind.  “You said something about therazine?”  The voice belonged to Ghodan Makar—and he was the President of the United Federation of Planets, on his way back to Earth after a summit on Risa.  

Perez quickly looked back to his data.  “Therazine.  Yes.  The Yridians have large quantities of it to help treat the Imolean flu outbreak in the Jolan’isar Cluster.”

Makar was a Trill in his late forties—perhaps fifty, though one would never guess by looking at him.  His dark hair was slicked back over his high forehead—and there was nary a gray hair in sight.  He was fit and trim—literally bustling with energy not usually seen by a politician… which was probably why he was such a popular leader.  Even Duford found herself fond of the man—though perhaps a bit more when she wasn’t directly responsible for his safety.  

Makar crinkled his brow.  “I wasn’t aware of a flu outbreak in the Jolan’isar Cluster,” he stated.

And neither was Duford—but she didn’t generally keep abreast of every last illness sweeping across some remote Romulan colony.  “It must have cropped up over the last few days,” she said.

“Or not at all,” Makar grimly replied.

The tone did not go unnoticed, and Duford immediately came about to face her supreme leader.  “What are you getting at?” she cautiously inquired.

Makar expelled a long, weary sigh.  “There is more than one use for therazine,” he explained.  “And while it is effective cure to the Imolean flu, it can also help counteract the effects of thalaron radiation…”

It took a long moment for the words to sink into Duford’s mind—and once they did, she sincerely wished they hadn’t.  “The only way one can get thalaron radiation is through exposure to a thalaron particle,” she realized.  “And if that is the case…”

“…then the Romulans are developing a dangerous weapon,” Makar grimly finished.
Chapter One

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75205.4: After successfully navigating the network of Drusari gateways, the Starlight has returned to Earth, and is presently undergoing repairs at McKinley Station.  Though we have no way of the ultimate fate of the Drusari Station, one can only assume that it was destroyed after our departure—effectively ending the threat of an invasion.  Even so, I suspect it will be quite a long time before things return to normal…

Alan Christopher stood between Bator and Matthew Harrison at the blackened and charred threshold of an empty holding cell—and as his bright turquoise eyes beheld the sight, there was but one thought that crossed his unsettled mind:  “Very crafty, Xi'Yor…”

Despite the level-ten forcefields and extra security, despite everything Christopher had done to ensure Xi'Yor remain a prisoner of the United Federation of Planets, the holding cell was empty, three security officers were dead, and Overseer Xi'Yor was nowhere to be seen.  At the very least, it was a frustrating occurrence—conversely, at the opposite end of the spectrum, Christopher knew that it had the potential to spell tragedy…  And that worried him.

“We are missing one shuttlecraft,” said Harrison a moment later.  He gently ran his fingers over the defunct console beside the holding cell—and came back with dark black smudges all over his hand.

“Which one?” asked Christopher.

Harrison toiled with the dirt on his fingers for a moment before flicking it to the floor.  “The Newton, I believe.”

Though the loss of one small shuttle was hardly traumatic, Christopher shook his head nonetheless.  “That was my favorite shuttle,” he sarcastically mused.

Bator arched a curious brow.  “Not anymore.”

Christopher chuckled.  “Obviously.”

The Phobian retreated to the workstation a few meters away, and diligently pecked a few commands into its soiled interface.  “According to internal sensors, the Newton was in the shuttle bay up until the end of the battle with the Drusari.  Sensors went down shortly before we entered the gateway—and when they came back online, the Newton was gone.”

Christopher was not at all surprised.  “Xi'Yor knew exactly what he was doing.  And now he could be almost anywhere…”

“Where do you think he went?” asked Harrison.

The many logical facets of Christopher’s mind promptly listed a dozen or so places where Xi'Yor might seek refuge.  They were all quite valid, but Christopher easily dismissed him in favor of the curious feeling in his gut:  “Home.”

“Home?” Bator curiously repeated.

Christopher flashed a warm smile.  “Is there an echo in here?”

“No,” Bator crisply replied.  “The acoustics in the brig are terrible.”

“Of course,” said Christopher.   He would have liked to linger on the subject a little longer—and normally he would have—but they had a busy day ahead of them, and echoes didn’t quite fit into the schedule.

“We should begin an investigation,” Harrison interjected before Christopher could expand upon his theory; apparently, they were already running behind schedule.  “However, I am doubtful we will find anything of consequence…”

“Agreed—on both counts,” said Christopher.  His Xi'Yor theory would simply have to wait until later—and as he glanced at the chronometer on the security console, he realized the investigation could also wait.  “We’ll worry about it later—I’m on vacation…”

 After what seemed like endless hours of repairs, Lucas Tompkins was pleased to see main engineering beginning to look like its former self.  Though a thin coat of ash still covered much of the facility, gone were the fallen bulkheads and dysfunctional workstations.  The transwarp manifold was still in shambles, but the warp core was functioning well enough—and as soon as the port nacelle was properly repaired, the Starlight would have free reign over the cosmos once more.  But those repairs were still several days away—and after a very long day, Tompkins was ready to call it a night.

“I’m going to sleep like a baby tonight,” mused the engineer as he brushed the dust from the island workstation in the center of the room.  It was then that he realized that it was barely fifteen hundred hours.  “Heh… if night ever gets here.”

“And here you thought Yelss days were long,” mused Jayla Trinn.  The young Trill stood at the opposite side of the console, her once pristine face smudged with ash and other myriad debris.

“I did some checking,” said Kendall Johnson.  “It looks like the average Yelss day is thirty-four hours long.”

Jayla immediately frowned.  “How did you figure that?”

“Well… it was easy,” said Kendall calmly.  “Once the Yelss ship contacted the Starlight, I was able to establish a link to… to the main computer.  Then it was just a matter of watching the clock.”

“Easy enough,” Jayla chuckled.  “I guess it really has been a long day.”

The weary muscles in Tompkins’ lower back suddenly began to throb with dull pain.  It wasn’t unbearable, but it would certainly hinder any work he might hope to accomplish.  “Why don’t we just call it a day?” he suggested a moment later.  “We’ve just worked our asses off to save the galaxy from destruction.  I think the guys on McKinley Station owe us one.”

Jayla very quickly abandoned the workstation.  “I’m all for that,” she quipped.  “How about a little lunch?”

Now that he thought of it, Tompkins hadn’t eaten anything since his meager breakfast.  “I’m in,” he said.  “And I know this great place in Seattle called The Pit.”

Jayla’s eyes widened.  “The Pit?” she skeptically repeated.

So the name wasn’t the greatest, but Lucas had probably been there a hundred times over the years.  The entertainment was top-notch, and the food wasn’t half bad, either.  “It’s… uh… got some really exotic things on the menu,” he said wryly.  

And Jayla promptly slugged him.  “We’re not going to some sort of exotic bar,” she moaned.

Lucas sighed.  “Then you pick.”  He would just have to visit The Pit later…

The Trill considered her options for a long moment before finally suggesting, “Why don’t we just eat in the mess hall?  I’m too tired to go to the surface right now.”

It wasn’t exactly the fine dining that Tompkins had in mind… but it was better than nothing.  “What the hell…” he said, his gaze turning to Kendall.  “What about you?”

Kendall tapped a few commands into his side of the workstation, but Lucas knew all too well that the entire unit was still offline.  “I think I’m going to sit this one out,” he said.  “I think… I think I’ve still got a little energy left in me.”

Though this meant that Lucas would finally get to spend a little time alone with Jayla, he was still a little disappointed.  Kendall was his best friend after all.  “Well… if you change your mind, you know where to find us…”

Kendall flashed a polite smile, and then delved back into his imaginary work.  “I might stop by a little later,” he lied.

Lucas forced a smile to his face as he patted Kendall on the back.  “See you then,” he said, though he knew that Kendall wouldn’t show.  “Let’s go,” he said to Jayla—and then they left.

The moment the doors slid shut behind Lucas and Jayla, Kendall very quickly abandoned the island workstation and meandered into the office tucked into the front corner of main engineering.  It was one of the few fully functional workstations on the ship—and that was exactly what Kendall needed if he was going to get some answers.

Upon his return from the Yelss ship, Kendall couldn’t help but glance through the Starlight’s logs—just to see what his doppelganger had been up to while he was gone.  At first, Kendall didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.  His quarters seemed to be intact, and none of the log entries depicted anything extraordinary—in fact, with the malfunction of yet another temporal probe, it was all too ordinary.  

But then, something caught Kendall’s eye—after the aforementioned temporal probe finally decided to work, there was an attempt on his clone’s life.  A failed attempt, which indicated to Kendall that is counterpart managed to survive… Interestingly enough, there was no sign another Kendall Johnson anywhere on the Starlight.  Which begged the question: where did he go?  Kendall entered the engineering office intent on finding out.

He quietly seated himself at the curved desk in the middle of the room, and—though he only need one of them—activated the myriad workstations around the desk.  As they flitted to life with the standard LCARS interface, Kendall went to work.

“Computer,” he said, “display all log entries made by Kendall Johnson after stardate… 75060.”

The computer happily bleeped, and a list of a dozen or so log entries subsequently flitted across the screen.  The last entry was dated stardate 75149.0—but as he glanced through its contents, Kendall found it was a bit lacking.  In fact, aside from the stardate, there was nothing there.  Obviously, something was not right…

Three weeks ago, nothing would have pleased Matthew Harrison more than to set foot on the terra firma of planet Earth.  There were few experiences more unpleasant than the hellish depths of the Zukara Segment, and he was as eager as anyone to depart.  But now that the Starlight had returned to the Alpha Quadrant, Harrison was beginning to have second thoughts.

He stood in the middle of a narrow brick pathway that meandered through a sea of shrubs and flowers.  Not more than ten meters ahead, a small grove of oak trees towered into the cerulean sky, casting long shadows upon the myriad buildings that were Starfleet Command.  It was not his first visit to the facility—and certainly was not his last…  But it was a debriefing, and those had the potential to sour anybody’s mood, even after months of desolation.

Still, Harrison knew it was best to get the debriefing over with as quickly as possible, and in an effort to do just that, he made haste to navigate the bricked pathway.  A minute later, he approached the tall doors at the threshold of Starfleet Command.

The inside of the command structure had changed quite a lot since Harrison’s last visit.  It was no longer the claustrophobic closet that he remembered, but a vast and wondrous atrium, complete with a domed roof that allowed gentle rays of sunshine to dance on the Federation emblem carved into obsidian floor.  Harrison very carefully walked across the insignia and toward the desk in the back of the atrium.

The petite young Bajoran sitting at the desk promptly looked up from her computer terminal. “Can I help you?”

Harrison nodded.  “I was summoned by Admiral Grayson,” he said simply.

The Bajoran glanced back at her computer.  “You are… Commander Matthew Harrison?”

“Yes.”

She tapped at few commands into the console.  “The Admiral is expecting you.  His office is on the fourth floor.  You shouldn’t have any trouble finding it.”

“Thank you,” said Harrison with a faint smile.

On that note, the Bajoran directed him to the turbolift behind her.  Harrison promptly stepped inside and stated his destination, and within a few minutes, he sat before Admiral Grayson in an opulent office overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge and San Francisco Bay.

“Commander,” said the Admiral warmly, “I just finished reading your analysis of the Drusari conflict.”  He motioned toward the console beside him.  “You did some good work in the Zukara Segment.  It certainly has my attention, and I’ve heard through the grapevine that I’m not the only impressed by your dealings with the Drusari.  Rumor has it that Admiral Picard has his eye on you.”

“Thank you, sir.”  Harrison suddenly felt a twinge of excitement in his stomach.  Being in the watchful eye of Admiral Grayson was honor enough, but getting Picard’s attention was even better.  “Though I must admit, I could not have performed my duties without Captain Christopher and the rest of the Starlight’s crew.”

“Of course,” said Grayson evenly.  “Captain Christopher is a fine officer.  We’re very pleased with at the moment…  But I didn’t call you here to talk about Captain Christopher.”

“I thought not,” said Harrison.

But to Harrison’s chagrin, the Admiral’s face maintained a fairly pleasant demeanor.  Apparently, he really was pleased with the Starlight’s recent actions.  “I’ve been glancing at your record, Commander.  It’s an exemplary one; I was unaware you had been awarded the Christopher Pike Medal of Valor.”

“Yes,” Harrison replied.  “A few weeks after the conclusion of the Elorg War—during my previous visit to Earth.”

The Admiral nodded agreeably, but his face was completely unreadable.  For a moment, he seemed to drift away, his thoughts lost in the data flitting across his computer screen—but just before things began to feel uncomfortable, Grayson turned his eyes back to Harrison.  “I’ll bet you’re wondering why you’re here…”

Harrison immediately straightened his posture, certain that the bulk of the conversation was about to begin.  “For a debriefing, I assume.”

But Grayson shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “We have a mission for you, Commander.”

A mission.  For some reason, Harrison did not like the sound of that.  Traditionally, Starfleet simply dispensed orders via subspace communications—only resorting to face-to-face meetings during the most delicate situations…  Which indicated to Harrison that this was no ordinary mission.    “What sort of mission?” he hesitated.

Grayson tapped a few commands into his computer, and then turned the screen for Harrison to see.  “This is the USS Columbia,” Grayson stated.

Harrison liked what he saw.  The vessel was obviously of a new design, for he had never seen it prior to a few moments ago.  It appeared to be a variation of the Nebula-class starship, only much smaller.  It lacked a stardrive section, and instead had it’s sleek nacelles tucked right underneath the saucer.

“It’s an experimental new Explorer-class starship,” Grayson continued, “designed to embark upon long-range exploratory missions into the depths of the Alpha Quadrant.  It is fully equipped with the most advanced transwarp technology available, temporal shielding… essentially, it’s the most modern vessel in the fleet.”

“Impressive,” said Harrison.

Grayson’s smile widened.  “And it’s yours if you want it… Captain.”

From the moment he set foot in Starfleet Academy, those were the words Matthew Harrison had been longing to hear.  But now that his promotion to Captain was at hand, he knew not if he wanted to accept it, for that would mean leaving behind the Starlight…

Chapter Two

It only took the better part of three months to get there, but Erin Keller was finally on vacation—and as far as she was concerned, it was not a moment too soon.  After seeing so much death and destruction in recent weeks, she was more than ready for a change of pace, and as far as changes of pace went, island hopping throughout the Caribbean was about as different as one could hope for.  Erin’s only regret was her choice in clothing.

“I should have worn shorts,” she mused to Alan as they strolled through a busy open-air marketplace on the tropical island of Barbados.  

Alan rolled his eyes.  “You knew we were coming here,” he sarcastically replied.

“It’s warmer than I expected!” she sheepishly protested.

Alan suddenly paused, and a coy twinkle glimmered in his bright turquoise eyes.  “We can go swimming if you want…”

It was a good idea, but again, Erin found herself hampered by her choice of clothing.  “I’m not wearing my bathing suit!”

The devious grin on Alan’s face widened.  “That didn’t seem to stop the Bolian couple we saw a few minutes ago…”

The very mention of the robust Bolian couple made Erin cringe.  “They needed bathing suits.”  And on that note, she tried with all her might to banish the unpleasant mental image from her mind.  But much to Erin’s chagrin, thoughts of the two Bolians continued to creep into her mind.  She needed some sort of a distraction…

And so, she playfully wrapped her fingers around Alan’s hand, and guided him through the crowded streets.

“Where are we going?” asked Alan as they weaved around tall Bajoran woman and a short, panicked Ferengi holding a craggy little staff.

Erin shrugged.  “I’m not sure,” she admitted.  She just wanted to keep her thoughts from lingering on any one thing.  “Maybe we’ll go shopping.”

Alan’s wide smile briskly evaporated.  “Oh goodie,” he mused—the sarcastic tone in his voice was obvious.  “We come all this way to go shopping…  It’s just what I always wanted!”

Erin smiled.  “Good,” she said, already eyeing up a small stand in the distance adorned with many lavish tapestries.  “I think our quarters need a little more decoration, don’t you?”

“Junk, you mean?”  Alan laughed the sentiment.  “Between the two of us, I think we’ve got enough junk to open our own little store in this place.  Think of it,” he said, gesturing grandly with is free hand, “Alan and Erin’s Junk Stop!”

The name had absolutely no ring to it whatsoever, but Erin nevertheless cracked a smile.  “I think my name should come first.”

Alan shook his head.  “It’s alphabetical…”

“Sure thing, little buddy.”  Erin was almost inclined to further the conversation, but two things kept her silent.  First, it was a stupid conversation to begin with, and second, the little tapestry stand was only a few meters away.

It was a simple wooden establishment, lavishly decorated with brightly colored tapestries.  There were several barrels of fresh fruit—apples, oranges, melons, strawberries—sitting on either side of the stand, and a wide variety of colorful trinkets displayed beneath the stand’s glass countertop.

“Something got your attention?” asked the orange-skinned merchant behind the counter.  Erin immediately recognized him as a Rutanian.

“We’re just browsing,” Alan said before Erin had a chance to speak.

She disapprovingly jerked on his arm.  “But we might want to purchase something,” she quickly added.  “Our home needs a little something, I think.”

The Rutanian’s bright red eyes immediately perked up.  “Well, we just happen to have some of the finest trinkets and tapestries available, all of them at a low, low cost.”

Considering her paycheck, or lack thereof, Erin knew that anything she purchased needed to have a sufficiently small price tag.  While Starfleet provided for all of her essential needs, they didn’t exactly provide for shopping sprees.  Thankfully, she still had a fair amount of latinum saved up from the job she held at a floral shop while she studied at Starfleet Academy.

“These are some of the finest Makari tapestries in the quadrant,” continued the alien.  He carefully removed a bright blue and purple tapestry from beneath the counter, and set it out for Erin to inspect.  “It was hand-stitched by the Makari master himself, back on the Rutanian Homeworld.  You will not find quality like this, anywhere else.”

Erin had to admit, she liked the bright coloring, and as she ran her fingers over its silky smooth surface, her affinity for the cloth increased five-fold.  “I could see this in our quarters,” she said to Alan.

He frowned.  “What is it?” he asked.  “A towel?”

“No!” she scorned, playfully jamming her fist into his shoulder.  “It’s a tapestry, silly!  You hang it on the wall!”

Alan shrugged.  “It looks like a towel to me.”

Since Alan’s opinion was obviously worthless, Erin decided she would have to make the decorative decisions herself—but before she had a chance to think about purchasing the tapestry, a glimmer of light sparkled on one of the trinkets beneath the glass counter.  Erin’s eyes were immediately drawn to the little crystal.  “What is that?” she asked, pointing.

The Rutanian’s eyes glanced down at the bauble.  “A simple trinket,” he said dismissively.  “It was given to me by some Talarian mercenaries a couple of months ago.  They say they found it at some archaeological dig site…  But it’s worthless.”

Worthless or not, Erin liked the way it glimmered in the sunlight.  She might not have any practical use for it, but she knew could always have it made into a ring or something.  “I’ll take it,” she said.  “And the tapestry.”

The Rutanian smiled as he removed the trinket from the case.  “How does… seventy strips of gold-pressed latinum sound?”

Erin raised a skeptical eyebrow.  “A bit high.”

“Fifty?”

Erin shook her head.  “Fifteen,” she countered, knowing that that particular offer was way too low.

The Rutanian knew it, as well.  “Thirty strips of gold-pressed latinum,” he said.  “That is my final offer.”

Erin’s had immediately reached into her pocket in search of the latinum.  “We have a deal!” she chirped.

Simultaneously, Alan’s communicator chirped.  “Grayson to Christopher,” came a muffled voice from within Alan’s pocket.

He quickly pulled the communicator from his pocket and tapped its shiny surface.  “Christopher here.”

“Captain,” said Grayson evenly, “sorry to interrupt your vacation, but you’re needed at Starfleet Command.  It shouldn’t take long.”

Erin immediately cast Alan a disgruntled glare.  She really wanted to spend some time with him… but she knew that he had little choice but to go.

He sighed.  “I’m on my way…”

“Very well,” said Grayson.  “See you soon.”

Erin quickly sorted through her latinum one more time, and once certain she had the right amount, she handed it to the waiting Rutanian.  “There you are, good sir.”

The Rutanian smiled as she counted his money.  “Thank you,” he said.  Once satisfied with the payment, he quickly folded the tapestry and placed it and the crystal into a small bag.  “I hope to see you again soon.”

Erin flashed him a pleasant smile as she took the bag, and then turned back to Alan.  “I’ll take this back to the ship,” she said, the disappointment in her voice apparent.  “The next time we go on vacation, it’s going to be someplace far, far away from the Federation…”

Alan wrapped his arm around her petite body.  “Agreed,” he said.  “How about you take that stuff back to the ship?  Once I’m through at Starfleet Command we’ll go out to dinner.”

The mention of a romantic meal always brightened Erin’s day, and the dark clouds brewing over her head quickly vanished.  “Very well then.  I’ll see you in a little bit.”  She quickly pecked Alan on the cheek, and then went on her merry way…

Five minutes later, Alan Christopher stood at the foot of the sleek black desk in Admiral Grayson’s office.  The Admiral stood at the large window behind his desk, simply observing the view of San Francisco. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Grayson stated, still gazing out the window.  “I know you’re on vacation…”

Christopher found his thoughts drifting back to the wondrous shopping spree in the streets Barbados, and suddenly, being summoned to Starfleet Command didn’t seem like such a bad thing.  “Don’t worry about it,” Christopher assured the Admiral.  “We weren’t doing anything interesting.”

“Good.”  Grayson lingered at the window a moment longer before casting his concerned gaze upon Christopher.  “We may have a situation developing.”

Given the serious tone in Grayson’s voice, Christopher immediately tensed.  “There’s always something going on,” he muttered.  “What is it this time?”

“The Romulans,” said Grayson as he sat.

And that was news to Christopher.  Billions of Romulans were killed when the Elorg launched an all-out assault on Romulus in the closing days of the war.  So severe was the assault that the planet was rendered uninhabitable.  Additionally, every last Romulan ship and shipyard was destroyed, either by the Breen or the Elorg.  The Romulan Empire was essentially dead.  Yet somehow, they have managed to rise from the ashes.  

“Have they managed to rebuild… something?” asked Christopher, unable to fathom what kind of threat they posed.

“Worse,” said Grayson.  “The USS Gemini recently intercepted a Yridian transport ship headed for the Jolan’isar Cluster with a shipment of therazine.”

“Therazine?” Christopher repeated.  “I’m not familiar with it.”

“And you have no reason to be,” Grayson continued.  “It’s a relatively new drug used to treat the Imolean flu.  However, it can also be used to counteract the effects of exposure to thalaron radiation…”

While Imolean flu and therazine still meant very little to him, Christopher was very much aware of thalaron radiation—and the dangers that came with it.  It ranked amongst the lethal particles in the universe; even a microscopic amount was able to swiftly eliminate entire populations in the blink of an eye.  As a result, almost every civilization in the Alpha and Beta Quadrants banned the usage of thalaron particles.

“Apparently the Romulans have forgotten about the Treaty of Bassen,” Christopher grumbled.

Grayson nodded indolently.  “Perhaps…” he said, unwilling to jump to any hasty conclusions.  “We don’t have any solid evidence to back this theory.” 

“Has there been an outbreak of Imolean flu in the Jolan’isar Cluster?” asked Christopher.

“No,” Grayson replied, rubbing his weary temples.  “But that doesn’t mean the Romulans are developing thalaron-based weapons.”

“It means they’re prepared in case the Imolean flu strikes,” Christopher very quickly deduced.  Still, he knew these developments could not be so easily dismissed—and given his presence in the room, he suspected the Starlight would have a part in seeking the truth.  “What are my orders?”

“To enjoy the remainder of your vacation,” said Grayson, obviously pleased to move the conversation in a different direction.  “The Starlight won’t be fully operational for another few weeks.”

“And then?”

The Admiral shifted uneasily in his chair.  “That depends on the Romulans,” he replied.  “I’ll keep you posted.”

“Regrettably,” interjected another voice, “the Romulans don’t have a very good track record when it comes to situations like this.”

The new voice sounded vaguely familiar to Christopher, though he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.  He assumed it was just one of the many admirals in the building—but when he turned around, Christopher quickly realized how wrong he was.  The speaker was far more important than an admiral; it was Ghodan Makar.

At seeing the President, Admiral Grayson quickly rose from his seat, smiling widely.  “Mr. President,” he said warmly, “I wasn’t aware you were back.”

Makar readily approached the desk to shake the Admiral’s hand.  “I just got back a couple of hours ago,” he said. 

“And how was the summit?”

Makar flashed a quaint smile.  “Informative,” he said.  “Unfortunately, the Romulans seem to have diverted my attention.”

“At the moment, it doesn’t appear to be a major crisis,” assured Grayson.

Makar readily nodded his agreement.  “And it’s not going to become one,” he insisted.  “For the past two hundred years, the Romulan situation has been nothing more than a game of cat-and-mouse—and I’m starting to grow tired of that game.  We have been patient with them, we have tried to forge peaceful relations time and again—and of course, they’re receptive, but only as long as it’s to their benefit.  We are through playing that game.  This time, if Starfleet discovers the Romulans are up to no good, we’re going to stop them…”

Though it wasn’t quite up to the high standards of The Pit, Lucas Tompkins had no qualms about his lunch in the Starlight’s mess hall.  The plateful of steak and potatoes he ordered from the replicator did wonders for both his appetite and his mood, and as he downed the last few sips of his synthale, he was almost able to forget how terrible the food on the Yelss vessel truly was.

“Heh… I don’t think I’ll ever complain about the food here again,” he mused, carelessly sloshing about the remaining dribbles of ale in the bottom of his glass.  “Sometimes you just don’t realize how good you’ve got it until it’s gone.”

Jayla glanced up from her half-eaten salad, and the look upon her face was a curious one.  “Tell me about it,” she flatly replied.

Lucas furrowed his brow.  “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked as he pushed aside his empty plate.

She frowned, and Lucas immediately suspected that he should have known what that meant.  The ale must have clouded his mind.  “I was kind of hoping that we might be able to talk over a nice semi-romantic dinner.”

“Well… we’re talking now,” Lucas replied, though the romance part was obviously lacking.  Of course, he had been under the impression that this was a quick lunch, not a semi-romantic evening.  “And if you want a little romance, we can always go back to my quarters…”

Jayla’s frown deepened as she shoved her plate aside.  “No!” she quietly hissed, so not to draw any attention to herself.  “I thought maybe we could have an intelligent conversation for once—maybe sort through our emotions and define our relationship!”

Admittedly, the last thing Lucas wanted to do was sort through his emotions, but his better judgment dictated he keep that particular thought to himself.  It was probably better to say something supportive, that way Jayla didn’t make some sort of scene—but the moment Lucas parted his lips to speak, a sonorous belch erupted from the depths of his stomach.  “Damn, that was a good one!”

But before he realized just how stupid those words were, Jayla shoved herself away from the table and left in a fit of rage.  

For a split-second, Lucas considered going after her, but he knew that would only result in some sort of long, drawn-out discussion about emotions and relationships.  And since he wanted to avoid that conversation like the plague Tompkins dismissed her departure with an indolent shrug, and then wandered back to the replicator for a second helping…

Chapter Three

When she stood contemplating whether or not to purchase the elegant blue and violet tapestry, Erin Keller had a fairly good idea where she wanted to hang it.  In her mind’s eye, she could see it draped over the otherwise drab wall in the bedroom—and it looked quite nice.  But the moment she returned to the ship, Erin realized that her mind’s eye was not the most accurate thing in the universe.  She had forgotten all about the wall-mounted console beside the bed—and though she probably wouldn’t miss it if it were hidden behind the tapestry, Alan would undoubtedly balk about it.

Thus, Erin set out to find another place for the tapestry.  For a short while, she considered hanging it beside the replicator—but the last thing she wanted was something to spill or splatter on her new tapestry, so that was almost immediately out of the question.

Her next choice was behind Alan’s desk.  He already had some sort of ancient Ka’Tulan painting on display in that wall space, but as far as Erin was concerned, the painting was ugly.  It was allegedly a landscape, but even after looking at the thing for years, Erin could see little more than a few jagged brown lines over a blue background.  And if Erin couldn’t see anything, she highly doubted Alan could.  Thus, she promptly removed the picture and set it on his desk—but before she had a chance to place her tapestry, the door chimed.

Erin paused, and looked to the door just a scant meter to her right.  “Come in,” she pleasantly chirped.

The doors quietly slid apart, and much to Erin’s surprise, Jayla Trinn stepped inside.  “I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

Since a visit from Jayla was about the last thing she expected, Erin very quickly folded her tapestry and tossed to atop Alan’s ugly panting.  “No, of course not!” she warmly replied.  “Come on in!  I was just doing a little redecorating.”

Jayla’s curious eyes immediately darted to the colorful tapestry.  “It’s unique,” she hesitantly mused, gently running her fingers over its silky surface.

Erin smirked.  “Alan hates it.”

Jayla’s head bobbed indolently.  “I can’t say that I blame him,” she said quietly.  “What is it?  A towel?”

Erin only half-chuckled.  The joke wasn’t very funny the first time around, and it certainly wasn’t funny the second.  “Did he put you up to this?” she asked a moment later.

A haze of confusion briefly washed over Jayla’s face.  “Who?  The Captain?  No…  I haven’t seen him since this morning.”

“Are you sure about that?” asked Erin.  The entire situation had ‘Alan’ written all over it.

But Jayla only shook her head in confusion.  “I’m quite positive,” she said evenly.

Though Erin wasn’t entirely convinced that the towel references were mere coincidence, she nevertheless decided to let the whole thing fall by the wayside.  Just in case this was some sort of big joke, she didn’t want to completely fall for it.  “So what’s up?”

The confusion welling in Jayla’s face only deepened.  She expelled a long, weary sigh, and then plopped down in one of the chairs at the kitchen table.  “Lucas,” she muttered beneath her breath.  “He’s confusing the hell out of me…”

Her interest piqued, Erin very quickly took the seat at Jayla’s side.  “What’s the matter?” she inquired.

Jayla shook her head.  “I love him,” she said, almost sounding embarrassed by the admission.

Erin arched a curious brow.  “There’s nothing wrong with that,” she said.  “Everyone falls in love at one time or another…

“Yeah,” said Jayla evenly, “but Lucas is the biggest idiot in the galaxy.  I’ve tried to form some sort of meaningful relationship with him over the years, but he doesn’t really seem to want that.”

“Then what does he want?” asked Erin, though she already had a fairly good idea what the answer would be.

Jayla sighed.  “He wants some action in the bedroom,” she grumbled wearily.

“Have you tried talking about it?”

“Yeah,” said Jayla, nodding.

“And what did he say?” asked Erin.

“He belched.”  Jayla’s shoulders sank a bit as she recounted the incident.  “It probably made the entire ship vibrate…”

And suddenly, Erin understood Jayla’s frustration.  There were times when Alan could be a little dense, though thankfully he never managed to match Lucas’s level of stupidity.  Hopefully, he never would.  “Men are quite often an alien species of their own,” Erin mused.  “And a stupid one, at that.”

For the first time since the conversation started, Jayla actually cracked a faint smile.  “So what should I do?  How do I deal with a species of eternally stupid men?”

“I’ll let you know when I have the answer,” Erin chuckled in response.  “Sometimes getting Alan to sit down and discuss something serious is more difficult than taming a Vikarian razorback.  He’ll use every excuse in the book to get out of it—and I can guarantee you that Lucas will do the exact same thing.  But if he really, truly cares about you, Jayla, then he’ll come around to his senses and talk to you.”

“So you think I should try talking to him again?”

Erin nodded.  “I don’t see why not,” she said.

“And what if he doesn’t come around to his senses?” Jayla cautiously inquired.  It was obvious that she knew the answer, but Erin suspected she was simply looking for confirmation.

And Erin obliged.  “If he won’t talk, then I guess he doesn’t really care about you,” she grimly stated.  “You’d might as well forget about him.”

Jayla bobbed her head.  “That’s what I was afraid of.”  But instead of sounding utterly concerned, Jayla suddenly seemed distracted.  

Erin very quickly followed the Trill’s gaze to the small crystal sitting on the opposite side of the table.  “Pretty, isn’t it?”

Again, Jayla nodded, though the action was so very minute that it barely registered as movement.  “Where did you get it?” she demanded.

“On the surface,” said Erin.  “Why?”

An utterly cryptic gaze slowly spread across Jayla’s face.  “Don’t you recognize it?”

“Should I?”  Erin immediately glanced back at the little crystal, but despite her best efforts, she recognized it only as the little trinket she purchased from the Rutanian.

Jayla calmly closed her eyes in recollection.  “It had to be about two years ago,” she said slowly.  “You found a crystal exactly like that one on the surface of Ka’Tula Prime!”

Suddenly, something in the back of Erin’s mind clicked, and all the memories came flooding back to her.  “The Dark Star crashed,” Erin readily recalled. “Alan and I were stranded in the Farhelian Mountains, and I found a little crystal just sitting in the grass.  I think I gave it to Rachael…”

“And Rachael gave it to me,” Jayla continued.  She carefully plucked the little crystal from the tabletop.  “This is no simple rock.  It’s a key to an Iconian Gateway…”

Although ‘normal’ was a relative term aboard the Starlight, Talyere Rosat nonetheless felt life aboard the starship was beginning to approach that status.  Indeed, the ash and debris accrued during the past few weeks was essentially nonexistent, and crew morale was on a definite upswing.  And while these were both positive developments, there was still a third development… one that pleased Talyere far more than the others.

There was a pleasant air about Lieutenant Bator as he converged upon Talyere’s position just outside the astrometrics lab on deck seven.  Talyere immediately suspected the news he was about to hear was positive, but he maintained a neutral face, just in case Bator’s presence was simply a kind social visit.  “It is good to see you,” said Talyere, slowing his quick pace so Bator could catch up.

The Phobian nodded.  “Likewise,” he said.  “We have not spoken very much since your return.”

That much was true.  Save a few kind pleasantries, the two had uttered nary a word to each other in recent days.  “It has been quite hectic,” Talyere admitted.  “But I suspect we should be able to rectify the error now that the conflict with the Drusari has passed.”

“The Starlight will not be leaving Earth for another few weeks,” Bator said.  “Hectic will soon be the last thing on our minds.”

“A pleasant change of pace,” Talyere mused.  After his adventure—for lack of a better term—with Xi'Yor, Talyere was more than ready for a break in the action.  But of course, with Xi'Yor’s whereabouts unknown, there was always the distinct possibility that another adventure could creep up at any given moment, a notion that got Talyere’s mind thinking on an entirely different wavelength.  “How goes your investigation?”

“Slow,” Bator grumbled as they approached a three-way junction in the corridor.  Talyere started to turn right, but Bator motioned for him to keep going straight.  “The Overseer did an excellent job covering his tracks.”

“That much is to be expected,” said Talyere.  “I don’t mean to slight your abilities, but I am doubtful that your investigation will turn up anything.”

Bator was hardly offended.  “The Captain and Commander Harrison reached the same conclusion,” he said.  “But just in case Xi'Yor did falter…”

Talyere smirked.  “He did not.”

“Then I’m wasting my time,” Bator mused.  “Where do you think he went?”

That much was obvious—at least to Talyere.  “If I know Xi'Yor, he intends to keep a low profile while he prepares to make his next move.  He has undoubtedly returned to some remote area of Elorg space… and he will remain there, in seclusion, until the time is right for him to strike.”

“What will he do?”

While Xi'Yor’s immediate plans were quite apparent to Talyere, everything else was a complete and total mystery.  To know Xi'Yor was to think like him—and while Talyere could do that to an extent, he lacked the malevolent streak that tainted Xi'Yor’s soul; he could not even begin to fathom the Overseer’s plans.  “I do not know,” he admitted.  “But I can assure you, it will probably be unpleasant for all of us…”

Bator nodded his grim agreement—but the moment passed soon enough, and the Phobian was quick to steer the conversation back into pleasant territory.  “The repair crews have finished sealing the hull breaches,” he said.  “If you would like, you may return to your quarters.”

Upon returning to the Starlight, Talyere was dismayed to discover that his quarters were completely obliterated during the first Drusari attack.  Since then, he had been forced to occupy some much smaller quarters on deck eleven.  In fact, it may have been a storage locker… “This is certainly a pleasing development,” said Talyere, his voice hinting at excitement.  

“I thought you would be pleased,” said Bator evenly.  “Unfortunately, the vast majority of your belongings were destroyed during the attack.”

Talyere raised a dismissive hand.  “It is of little consequence,” he calmly replied.  “I have my health, and in the end, that is all that truly matters.  My belongings can be replaced… I cannot.”

Even after hours of browsing through the Starlight’s database, Kendall Johnson was no closer to solving the mystery of his clone’s disappearance.  It was like he vanished without a trace, and nobody seemed to notice.  That, in itself, was a rather distinct possibility, for there were times when Kendall certainly felt invisible.  But, of course, that was merely a feeling; he knew that he was never truly invisible.  And so, feeling his investigation could go no further, Kendall abandoned the engineering office and returned to his home away from home—the science lab.

With the Starlight docked at McKinley Station, there was no need to staff the science lab.  Aside from a small repair crew working on the test chamber, the lab was completely empty.  Kendall essentially had free reign over the lab’s resources—and now that he knew the investigation into his doppelganger’s disappearance would require more than a little discreet snooping, those resources were a definite must.

Of primary interest was the final log entry.  Though Johnson was not overly diligent in keeping his logs—personal or otherwise—he did what he thought was necessary.  If he didn’t have anything to report, he wouldn’t bother with an entry.  Thus, the blank final entry raised all sorts of red flags.

Back in main engineering, Kendall had run a few simple scans of the log, just to check for tampering.  They didn’t show anything out of the ordinary, and he hadn’t bothered to explore any further.  But since every other avenue of investigation resulted in a complete and total dead end, Kendall decided to place the tampering theory under a bit more scrutiny.

“Computer,” he said, approaching one of the circular workstations in the center of the lab, “access log entries made by Kendall Johnson.”

“Acknowledged,” said the computer.  Almost immediately, the familiar list of log entries flitted across Johnson’s workstation.

“Access the log from stardate 75149.0,” he said, “and run a level-one parity trace scan.  Report any anomalous findings.”

The computer promptly bleeped its acknowledgment, and then went to work.  By Kendall’s estimate, the entire process would take three or four minutes—more if the computer wasn’t running at optimal efficiency, less if the file had no aberrations.  But since the computer had yet to spit out an ‘all clear,’ Johnson suspected that results were pending…

…But the doors suddenly swished apart.  Johnson was so utterly unprepared for the intrusion that he nearly leapt out of his skin.  His thundering heart pounded with such fury that he could hear it echo his racing mind.  For what seemed like an eternity, he simply stood, staring at the parting doors—but then he realized his scan was in progress.  Not wanting the data to become public knowledge, he scrambled to hide it behind a standard sensor sweep of the Sol System, and then nervously turned his attention back to his new guests—Erin Keller and Jayla Trinn.

“Hey there, little buddy,” said Erin pleasantly as she approached his position.  “Glad you’re here.”

Jayla nodded her agreement.  “We could use your help.”

Though his thoughts were still wildly out of order, Kendall was fairly certain they just asked for his help.  He opened his mouth to offer some sort of assistance, but much to his chagrin, no words came out—and not wanting to suddenly blurt something utterly stupid, Kendall quickly decided that silence was golden.

Erin promptly pulled a tiny crystal from her pocket, and gently placed it on the workstation before Kendall.  It looked vaguely familiar to him, but given the whirlwind state of his mind, he couldn’t exactly place where he had seen it before.  Thankfully, Erin was more than happy to provide that data.  “I just bought this little guy from a Rutanian merchant,” she happily explained.  “Officially, it’s a cheapo trinket…”

“But unofficially,” Jayla continued, “it could be some sort of Iconian artifact.”

Erin nodded.  “I found a crystal similar to this one on the surface of Ka’Tula Prime about two years ago.  We’d like to do a little comparison if you don’t mind.”

Now that the initial shock of the intrusion had begun to wane, order was slowly returning to Kendall’s mind.  Though he still had little more than a vague recollection of the first crystal’s discovery, he was far more familiar with its current resting spot.  “We have it stored over there,” he replied, pointing to the small row of storage units in the corner of the lab.

Confident that neither Erin nor Jayla would mess around with his sensor scan, Kendall maneuvered his way over to the storage unit.  According to the computer, the crystal was stored in the third cabinet.   Kendall leisurely tapped his security code into the keypad beside the unit, and then stepped aside as the forcefield zapped out of existence.

Erin flashed him a pleasant smile.  “Thanks,” she chirped—but the smile on her face promptly evaporated as Jayla opened the little storage unit.  “What the hell?”

It was a far cry from the response Kendall had anticipated—but as he peered inside the storage unit, he certainly understood Erin’s concern.  “It’s empty…”

Chapter Four

As she peered into the empty storage unit, Erin Keller immediately suspected that Kendall had opened the wrong one.  Obviously, he had the same thought, because it took him less than a nanosecond to open the other four storage units—but much like the first one, they were all completely empty.

“Where did it go?” Kendall wondered as he stared into the empty boxes.

Erin shrugged.  “I have no clue,” she admitted.  “Maybe these things just disappear?”

“I doubt that,” Jayla interjected.  She tapped a few commands into the workstation, and brought up a series of small files.  “According to these files, nobody has even touched this storage unit since stardate 73631,” she gleaned from the screen.

“Whose security codes were used?” Kendall inquired.

Jayla glanced back at the computer.  “Mine,” she said.  “The Captain and I had just returned from Antha’nuel.  I put the crystal in storage for safe keeping.”

“Safe being a relative term,” Erin mused.  “Are you sure you put it in there?”

Jayla promptly rolled her eyes at Erin.  “One-hundred percent certain,” she insisted.  “Of course, we’ve had our fair share of power failures and alien invasions over the past few years… it’s possible that somebody got into the lab during a crisis and swiped it.”

“The Garidians had an excellent opportunity last year,” Erin said, recalling their brief, but brutal takeover of the ship.  “Of course, if we didn’t know what to make of the crystal, I very much doubt they would…”

“What about an undercover Starfleet operative?” Kendall quietly suggested a moment later.

“That’s also a possibility,” Erin conceded, matching Kendall’s hushed tone.  Off-hand, she could recall two major instances where unknown entities changed the Starlight’s computer files to hide a Federation secret.  “I suggest we keep the existence of our second little crystal a secret for the time being.”

“Good idea,” said Jayla.  She cleared the computer screen before her and then turned her attention back to Erin.  “You should probably just keep it in your quarters.  From now on, as far as we’re concerned, it’s just a trinket you bought from the Rutanians.”

As he stormed out of the transporter room, there was but one thought on Alan Christopher’s mind: Erin is going to kill me.  What started as an innocuous little meeting with Admiral Grayson had slowly grown into a serious—and drawn out—conversation with the President about the state of galactic affairs.  And if Ghodan Makar was to be believed, the galaxy was in a sad state.  And now that Alan’s scheduled dinner with Erin was severely delayed, he knew that his own personal galaxy was on the same path.  Thus, Alan hurried to the nearest turbolift and made his way home—only to find Erin had already left.

“I am so dead,” he grumbled beneath his breath as he observed their empty quarters.  For long moment, he considered replicating flowers or some other romantic object to help cool Erin’s undoubtedly foul mood.  But since they were in orbit of Earth, Alan knew that replicated flowers—or replicated anything, for that matter—would only add insult to the injury.

He knew would have to go back to the surface, and hand-pick a bunch of flowers… or something, if he wanted to avoid sleeping on the sofa for the rest of his life.  Much to his chagrin, Alan was hardly an Earth-expert.  Aside from San Francisco and the surrounding area, he knew next to nothing about the planet.  If there was some really great place to get flowers, he didn’t know where to find it—and as fate would have it, he wouldn’t have the chance to go and get them, anyway.

The door suddenly chimed—and given Alan’s close proximity to the threshold, promptly opened with a quiet hiss.  Alan swiftly turned on his heel to greet his new guest—and was surprised to see Matthew Harrison standing before.

“Captain,” he said evenly.

Christopher shook his head.  “Alan,” he corrected.  “I’m on vacation.  You’re in command of the ship.  Not me.”

The faintest inklings of a smile crept across Matthew’s face.  “Alan,” he reluctantly appended.  “Do you have a moment?”

Alan briefly glanced back into his quarters one last time, just to make absolutely certain that Erin was gone.  “I’m guessing I have a lot of moments,” he mused.  “My brief meeting with Admiral Grayson wound up killing most of the afternoon.  Erin is undoubtedly… perturbed…”

“Debriefing?” asked Matthew as he stepped inside.

Alan had suspected something similar when he set out for San Francisco—but of course, it was anything but.  “It was more like a standard briefing,” he said.  “My vacation is but a few hours old, and new orders are already on the horizon.”

“There is no rest of the weary,” Matthew replied.  He casually strolled around Alan’s desk and glanced curiously at Erin’s new tapestry.  “A towel?”

Alan shook his head.  “It’s a wall covering of some sort,” he explained.  “Allegedly, it’s going to look really good in here.”

“Of course.”  The tone in Matthew’s voice was incredibly neutral, but Alan suspected his first officer was simply being polite.  “So what are our new orders?”

Though his meeting with Admiral Grayson seemed to have ‘confidential’ written all over it, Alan trusted Matthew enough to divulge the information.  “The Romulans may be developing thalaron-based weaponry,” he whispered.  “It’s only a rumor at the moment, but even a rumor about thalaron is worthy of our attention.  Even the President is concerned…”

“Indeed,” said Matthew, concern blotting out the neutrality his voice boasted only moments ago.  “Let us hope nothing comes of it.  If we must continually chase rumors, we’ll be playing right into Overseer Xi'Yor’s hand…”

Alan hadn’t thought of that.  Given all the excitement with the Romulans, Xi'Yor suddenly seemed like a distant problem—but in all reality, he was just as much a threat.  And then, of course, there were the Garidians—who had been far more hostile than both the Elorg and Romulans in recent months.  “It’s probably just a rumor,” Alan reaffirmed, more for his own benefit than Matthew’s.  “So, what brings you to my humble abode?  I’m guessing it probably wasn’t to chat about the Romulans.”

Matthew shook his head.  “It was not,” he admitted.  He haphazardly fidgeted with Erin’s ugly tapestry—obviously troubled by the conversation that was to come.  “I also had a meeting with Admiral Grayson.”

Alan already disliked the conversation’s direction.  Matthew was not usually one to fidget.  He spoke his mind, and that was that.  “I take it the Admiral wasn’t debriefing you, either…”

“No.”

“Romulans?” asked Alan, though he already knew that wasn’t the case.

Again, Matthew shook his head.  He tossed aside his handful of purple fabric, and slowly closed the distance between himself and Alan.  “I have been selected to command the USS Columbia,” he slowly stated.

The revelation was like a dagger to Alan’s heart.  Over the years, he had come to know Matthew as one of his closest friends—and the very thought of Matthew’s departure struck sadness into Alan’s heart.  He rapidly searched his soul for something to say—but the words simply did not come.  It was one of the few times in Alan Christopher’s life that he found himself too dumbstruck to speak.

“I intend to accept the offer,” Matthew slowly continued.

The words only seemed to exacerbate the situation, and the silence that subsequently crept into the room was almost deafening.  If a dust mote suddenly landed on the other side of the room, it probably would have been heard…

“Well…” said Alan in a last-ditch effort to break both the silence and his numbed-mind.  But to his chagrin, he didn’t have anything to follow up with.  A “congratulations” probably would have been nice, but words were still beyond his grasp.

Matthew nodded indolently as he pulled in an awkward lungful of air.  “Well,” he repeated.  “The Columbia is slated to be an exploratory vessel.”

“Exploration is always fun,” Alan immediately replied.

“I did not accept the posting for fun,” Matthew interjected—but before Alan had a chance to object, a faint smile crossed Matthew’s face.  “However, if I have learned anything from you over the past four years, it is… that fun is a necessity.”

A stupid grin immediately fell upon Alan’s face.  “I’m glad someone was listening,” he said.

Matthew nodded.  “I only hope I can be half as good a commanding officer as you…”

“You won’t,” Alan promptly replied.  “You’ll be better…”

Chapter Five

At the sound of footsteps, Ghodan Makar promptly looked up from his computer terminal, and into the darkness before him.  Night had apparently fallen upon his opulent Paris office many hours ago—but so captivated was Makar by his work, that he had not noticed the change until now.  “Computer,” he called.  “Lights.”

With a faint whine, the darkness receded until Admiral William Grayson’s shadowy figure became visible less than a few meters away.  He held a padd in his hand and concern in his face.  “I just received the latest report from our intelligence operatives in the Jolani’isar Cluster,” Grayson reported, gently placing the padd on Makar’s desk.

The Trill glanced at the padd for a moment, but was far more content to simply hear Grayson recite the data verbally.  “I’m listening,” he said.

Grayson seemed to hesitate for a moment.  “There is no sign of the Imolean flu,” he admitted.  “In fact, there has not been a reported case in more than six years.”

“But the Romulans continue to stockpile therazine,” Makar swiftly continued.

“Another shipment was recently seized along the Garidian border,” Grayson grimly added.  “It was headed for the Romulan colony on Melinas II.”

“Melinas II,” said Makar under his breath.  The name sounded utterly familiar, but he couldn’t quite place his finger on the reason.  “Is there any strategic value to Melinas II?”

“Very little,” said Grayson, shaking his head.  “It’s located in the heart of Romulan territory.  Prior to the destruction of Romulus, it wasn’t even considered habitable.”

“The Romulans have obviously adapted,” said Makar as the first inklings of a recollection floated back to his mind.  “I wonder why…  There are plenty of other habitable planets scattered throughout the remains of the empire.  Why bother to settle on a fetid rock like Melinas II?”

The Admiral shrugged.  “I do not know…”

“Then I shall enlighten you,” said Makar, his smooth voice echoing throughout the cavernous chamber.  “Dilithium…  Because their starships are powered by a energetic singularity, the myriad worlds of the Romulan Empire are still rich with dilithium…”

 “And,” Grayson slowly realized, “after centuries of exploitation, the myriad worlds of the Federation are not.”

Makar nodded.  “Rebuilding the fleet after the Elorg War has been quite a challenge, has it not?  Dilithium is becoming so scarce that we must venture hundreds of light years from Federation space to find new deposits.  It is putting a strain on our resources.  But… just on the other side of the Neutral Zone, there are enough resources to keep the Federation going for hundreds of years.”

Grayson frowned.  “What are you suggesting?”

Realizing that his plotting was probably a bit too radical for even his own liking, Makar quickly raised his hands to dismiss the notion.  “Nothing at all,” he said.  “Nothing at all…  You are dismissed.”

Grayson nodded politely, turned on his heel and left Makar to his thoughts.  Which, after a few moments of peaceful calm, slowly turned back to the insidious plotting…

Kendall Johnson was ready for bed.  After spending several hours working with Erin and Jayla on their precious little crystal, his creative juices were effectively drained—right along with the desire to continue his little investigation.  Not that it mattered.  The parity trace scan showed nothing out of the ordinary, giving Kendall yet another dead end.  And so, sleep was definitely in order.  He would begin anew tomorrow with a crisp, refreshed mind.

Or so he thought.

The moment he stepped into his quarters, Johnson knew something was not right.  At a glance, everything seemed to be just the way he left it a few hours ago, but some sixth sense told him that something was just plain wrong!  And for the life of him, he couldn’t ignore it.

Very slowly, he stepped into his quarters, constantly on the lookout for something—anything—out of place.  But there was nothing wrong.  “It’s just my imagination,” he mused to himself.

But to his apparent horror, he got a response!

“It’s not your imagination,” came Megan Reinbold’s voice from behind.

For the second time today, Kendall found his heart beating wildly with fear.  “You could have made a little more noise!” he hissed, desperately trying to compose himself.

Megan smiled faintly.  “Sorry about that,” she said.  “I probably should have mentioned that I was breaking into your quarters…”

“Yeah,” said Kendall, nodding wildly.  “That would have been a good idea!”

“Of course, it wouldn’t have been a surprise if I had told you,” she continued.

“I don’t like surprises,” Kendall insisted.

“I know.”  Megan grabbed his arm and led him to the sofa in the corner by the window.  “You like science.”

Kendall glanced at the grayish sofa for a long moment before realizing that Megan probably wanted him to sit.  He complied with the unspoken order, and promptly asked, “What’s… what’s this all about?”

“You,” said Megan as she sat.  “You accessed the log entry.”

And Kendall immediately knew which one she spoke of:  “The blank one.”

Megan nodded.  “That’s the one.”

Though he was slightly concerned that Megan had accessed his logs in the first place, he was more concerned by the fact that she seemed to know more about them than he did.  “What do you know about it?”

Megan’s sad eyes spoke volumes by themselves, but Kendall suspected that only began to scratch the surface.  “I know everything that you want to know,” she said softly.  “And I’m going to tell you.”

Suddenly, Kendall was uncertain if he even wanted to hear it.  Given the cheerless look on Megan’s face, the end of his cloned counterpart was not a happy one—and Kendall’s mind was already filled with countless sad stories.  Why add another one?

And then again, why not?

Megan slowly reached for Kendall’s hand.  He resisted at first—physical contact always seemed to make him uncomfortable—but since Megan seemed quite intent on the interaction, Kendall ultimately decided to oblige her.  Besides, it couldn’t do any harm.

“Your clone is dead.”  Megan’s words, though rather blunt, were tempered with a soothing sense of humanity.  

Kendall was not at all shocked by the revelation.  From the very beginning of his investigation, he worked under the assumption that his doppelganger had indeed perished.  But there were still many unanswered questions that he had been unable to make assumptions about.  “How did it happen?”

This time, Megan hesitated.  “I had your log entries altered so that you wouldn’t find out about this when you were alone.  My better judgment told me that it would be best if you didn’t find out at all… but you deserve to know: your clone took his own life.”

And in that instant, Kendall’s entire world froze.  He had seriously contemplated such things in the past, but never was he able to act on them.  His subconscious desire to live was always holding him back.  But now he knew that he could go all the way… and it frightened him.  Hopefully, it frightened him enough to ensure that it never happened again.

“Why… why did you tell this to me?” he asked a long moment later.  He wasn’t exactly upset—his mind was entrenched with too much confusion to be upset.  It was simply curiosity rearing its head.

Megan flashed a candid smile.  “You would have found out eventually,” she said.  “In a few more days, you would have found the recursive algorithms necessary to restore the missing data in that final log entry, and the end result would have been the same.  I just thought it would be better if you heard it from me…”

And she was probably right.

Or maybe she wasn’t.

Kendall wasn’t sure.  He wasn’t sure about anything anymore—and he suspected it would be a very long time before things could even begin to make sense again…

Every relationship deserved a second chance.  Over the years, Jayla Trinn was quite certain that she had given her relationship with Lucas Tompkins more than just one second chance.  By her rough estimate, they were probably somewhere around seven or eight.  But when she seated herself at the small circular table in her quarters several hours ago, Jayla knew that this was it. 

After pondering the mysterious disappearance of the Iconian crystal from the science lab for several hours, Jayla finally decided to call it quits.  It was obvious the crystal wasn’t just going to float back to the Starlight, and there was no way in hell that she was going to sit around and wait for it to turn magically appear.  Thus, she invited Lucas to her quarters with the intention of discussing their relationship with him—in depth.

Much to her surprise, Lucas responded somewhat favorably to the offer, indicating that he would swing by “later on tonight” to help sort things out.  But, according to the chronometer, it was now much later on, and Lucas was nowhere to be found.

At first, Jayla allowed herself to believe that he would come.  He was just delayed by a broken EPS conduit or something similar.  It was extremely wishful thinking on her behalf, but the embers of hope burning in the bottom of her breaking heart demanded that she hold out as long as possible.

But now, several hours into her silent vigil, Jayla knew he was not coming.  In fact, according to the computer, he wasn’t even on the ship.  Jayla didn’t care to speculate where Lucas might have ventured to down on the surface—but she suspected that he was not in search of some extravagant gift.  He was probably at that damn bar… The Pit, or whatever he called it.  And he could stay there, for all Jayla cared, because she was done waiting.

She was done with Lucas Tompkins.

And with that somber realization, Jayla quietly pushed herself away from the table, slipped into some more comfortable clothing, and then went to bed…

“So… you’re not mad at me?” Alan Christopher just wanted to make absolutely certain that his ears were not betraying him.  After spending the vast majority of the evening in morbid fear of Erin’s supposed wrath, Alan was incredibly surprised to hear her apologize for missing dinner upon her return.

Erin playfully poked her head into the bathroom, where Alan was preparing himself for a long night’s slumber (or not, given Erin’s mood).  “No,” she insisted.  “I’m not mad at you.”

That was the fourth time she insisted that she was not mad, and Alan was almost ready to believe it.  “Are you sure?” he asked one last time, just to make absolutely certain beyond a shadow of a doubt.  “There aren’t going to be any last-minute mind changes or anything?”

Her smile turned wry.  “Well, if you don’t stop asking me, I just might change my mind,” she said.  “But otherwise, no!!”

  “Good.”  Alan ran his hands under the faucet, and a spout of warm water promptly poured into the sink.  He quickly wet his face and hands for a last minute cleaning, and then grabbed the silky towel from the hook beside the sink.  As he patted his face dry, Alan very quickly realized that he held no ordinary towel.  “I was under the impression that this was a tapestry,” he said, holding the towel in question up for Erin to see.

A mischievous glare blossomed within her brown eyes.  “I must have put it there by accident,” she grumbled—but Alan knew the truth. 

“You couldn’t find anywhere else to put it!” he said with a victorious laugh.  “Well, I’ve just got four things to say about that:  I.  Told.  You.  So.”

Erin promptly shook her head.  “You did not!  You didn’t say anything while I was down there wasting my money!”

Alan draped the newfound towel over the back of his neck.  “I’m sorry, I must have dreamt my objections,” he quipped.  “I was half asleep down there.”

“So I guess that means you’re too tired to do anything else tonight,” Erin said, her warm voice ripe with seduction.  “I guess we’ll just have to go to sleep!  Bye!”

As Erin left the bathroom, Alan quickly followed in her footsteps.  “Now, I didn’t say that,” he protested.  “I just meant that shopping was boring beyond belief.”

But Erin would hear none of it.  She paused just long enough to plant a kiss on Alan’s lips, and then marched back into the bedroom.  “Good-night,” she chirped.

And as he watched Erin crawl into bed, Alan suddenly realized that, for the first time in a long time, life aboard the Starlight seemed like it was back to normal—if only for a fleeting moment.  The winds of change were brewing on the horizon, harbingers of the storm that was to come.  But for the time being, it all seemed so far away.  Alan was more than content to let it stay that way, and simply enjoy the calm before the storm.
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