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PROLOGUE

PERSONAL LOG, STARDATE 72838.8:  I don’t know where to begin.  The past few days have been everything from pure bliss to my worst nightmare.  My every dream was fulfilled and subsequently shattered in a heartbeat.  I thought talking to Lieutenant Meyer about it would help, but it hasn’t.  She asks too many questions if you ask me.  Lucas definitely doesn’t want to hear my mindless prattle.  I think he’s heard enough of it over the past two years; I doubt he wants to hear this largest chapter.  And since nobody else comes to mind as willing to hear me out, I’m left with this stupid log entry to present that dreary story called my personal life.  Or what’s left of it.

Then again, maybe this is what I need.  I should map out everything that has happened the past few days, make it a concrete record of what happened—not that I’d want to treasure those moments, as I made a fool of myself most of the time.  I need to do this… to move on with my life?  To… I don’t know why… I just need to do this.

The beginning of this mess can be traced all the way back to stardate 70532, the date I said farewell to my life on the USS Prometheus.  I had been happy on the Prometheus, despite the fact I was only a lowly science officer.  It had been my first ship and I was proud just to be there cataloging samples of Ikridian Ore.  But when push came to shove, I knew that there wasn’t too much room for advancement on the Prometheus.  Yes, I served with distinction, but still after four years of distinction, I was only a Junior-Lieutenant performing the same menial tasks I had been performing when I arrived.

Leaving was difficult.  I tended to procrastinate.  I let several good assignments pass underneath my nose because I waited one too many days to request a transfer.  But finally, after the fourth time, I decided that unless I wanted to catalog Ikridian Ore for the rest of my life, I had to do it—I had to leave.

It turned out to be a good assignment, and after spending four distinctive years in the science lab on the Prometheus, one I was qualified to take.  The position was head of the science department on the USS Starlight.  Technologically, an Akira-class starship was a step down from what I was used to on the Prometheus, but still, it would be my own.  How could I refuse?

And so I tied up the few loose ends I had on the Prometheus—friends were hard to come by; they still are—and made my way to Starbase 74 where the Starlight was docked.

When I arrived, the ship had already been functional for six months, but the need for a senior science officer hadn’t been crucial to the Starlight’s missions up to that point.  I was told they had been on a deep-range tactical assignment, but little else.  The mission was over and its effects had no bearing on myself, so I didn’t bother to concern myself with the details.  I was just excited to be a part of this new crew and for once, have something relatively important to do.

When I materialized on the Starlight’s transporter pad, I was instantly greeted by Captain David Green.  He was an older man, with a full head of graying hair, but he was as fit as anyone I had ever seen.  Standing beside Green was Commander Harrison.  I had spoken with both of them over the subspace on several occasions, but this was my first in the flesh meeting with both of them. 

“Welcome aboard, Lieutenant,” said Greene, offering me his hand.

I was terribly nervous.  On the Prometheus, the Captain rarely spoke to me.  It was a big ship, and I tended to work at night so our paths didn’t cross too often, and when they did, my nerves always got the best of me.  But to my nerves’ chagrin, I couldn’t hide this time.  So I disregarded them, and hoping I didn’t look too stupid, steppe from the platform and took Greene’s hand.  “I’m glad to be here, sir,” I said, regretting it even as the words came out.  It was so stupid and clichéd…

I grinned through my embarrassment, hoping my face wasn’t as red as it felt.  I shook Commander Harrison’s hand, before turning to a third crewmember, manning the transporter controls, whom I had not spoken with.  Greene introduced him as Lucas Tompkins—the chief engineer.  I would be working with him closely on many of our missions, and Greene suggested we get to know one another.  The Captain was, of course, right.  In the three years I’ve served on the Starlight, Lucas and I have consorted on more missions than I can possibly remember.  

The two most senior officers departed soon thereafter, leaving me alone with Tompkins.  I could be comfortable around strangers when in groups with people I did know, but as luck would have it, neither Greene nor Harrison had time to give me the tour of the ship.  So I was left with this total stranger, whom I knew nothing about.  I wanted to apologize in advance for my lack of conversation, but I was too uncomfortable to say even that.  But Tompkins was polite enough to acknowledge my nerves and didn’t force too much awkward conversation.  

“What do you want to see first?” he asked as we exited the transporter room.

“The science lab would be nice,” I said, again regretting how stupid my words were.  I had yet to say something competent.

But Lucas didn’t say a word as to my competency.  Of course, that would be a different story today, but then at the time, we were still fairly strict with protocol.  Telling me that I was stupid was not polite, according to protocol.  

We wandered about the corridors in silence for several minutes.  I wanted so badly to speak, by my nerves prevented it.  Lucas probably thought I was a mute or antisocial—or that I was new and as green as grass.

But finally, we reached the science lab.  As the doors parted, I was immediately impressed.  It wasn’t the Prometheus, but the Starlight’s lab had merit.  To my left was a large testing chamber; to my right was my office, and dead ahead were a series of computer stations, only one of which was occupied.  Upon hearing us enter, the person at the computer stopped her work and turned to face us.

And I froze in place.  I couldn’t believe the beauty that now stood before me.  She was a tall and shapely with soft auburn hair pulled back into a neat clasp behind her head.  And though her large brown eyes only grazed mine for a moment, I was rendered absolutely speechless—a condition that was only exacerbated when she flashed her warm smile at us.  She exuded such a sense of warmth and compassion that I could hardly think as she approached.

“Hey Lucas,” she said to my companion in a warm, almost seductive voice. 

He nodded, responding with a far more formal, “Commander.”  Then, as she came to a stop before us, Lucas turned to me.  “This is our new science officer, Kendall Johnson.  Kendall, this is our chief of operations, Erin Keller.”

I wanted to say something profound, but as she smiled at me, my mind was cleared of all rational thought.  I blinked back a fraction of my consciousness, making myself able to return the favor, and hoped the encounter would end at that before I was given a chance to make a fool of myself.

It didn’t.

Erin slowly extended her hand.  At first, I didn’t return the favor.  My palms were sweating like a pack of nervous Bolians, and I was afraid she’d think lowly of me.  But then, I realized she’d think even lower of me if I didn’t shake her hand.

Quickly, and as nonchalantly as possible, I brushed my hand on my hip as it made its way to Erin’s hand.  I managed to wipe away enough of the sweat to make it seem like I just had warm hands, and believed I would leave the encounter looking good in her eyes—that was, until she said my name, “Greetings, Kendall.”

I managed to stammer a brief, “H-ello,” before drifting completely into euphoria.  Hearing my name come from her mouth was practically magical to me.  She said it with such warmth and compassion, like she actually cared about me.  I wanted to say more, but everything inside of me prevented it.  I was so overjoyed by that single moment that anything I could have possibly said would be so cumbersome, it would ruin it.

But even as I basked in that euphoric golden moment, something deep inside of me was still alert.  It was the part of me that would always be alert at times like this—the part reminding me of who I am.

It told me that it was over… 

I scoffed, wondering, How could something be over before it begins?  So I ignored it.  I ignored it for three years.  

But it was right…

ONE

It was morning, stardate 72830 if I recall correctly.  No matter, whatever date it was, it marked the beginning of this current situation.  I’m content to stick with 72830, though.

After enduring a strange dream in which I was chased through the Starlight by a Velociraptor, I found myself unable to return to sleep.  Such dreams frequent my nights often, but I can usually sleep right up until the computer sounds the alarm.  But not today.

I glanced at the chronometer on the table beside my bed.  It read 05:56.  Knowing I’d have to get up soon anyway, I decided to start my day ahead of schedule.  I got up, spent a little extra time in the sonic shower and proceeded to throw on my uniform.  Normally, at that point, I proceed to venture to the conference lounge to chat with Lucas, but seeing how early it was, I doubted anyone would be there.

Instead, I decided to visit the mess hall for breakfast, as I sometimes did when Lucas had taken the day off, or was away on a mission.  Still, it was early, and I wasn’t expecting any company.

Sure enough, the mess hall was dark when I arrived.  “Lights,” I ordered as I stepped inside.  I flinched as the computer complied.  The transition from dark to light was a bit harsh on my retinas, but they quickly adjusted to the full illumination of the mess hall, and I proceeded to the replicator, located in a small alcove on the right-wall.

It had been quite some time since I had eaten breakfast, and didn’t know what to order.  Knowing I wasn’t holding up the line, I stopped and pondered for a moment.  After a few moments, several choices popped into mind, however one was more prominent than the others—probably because it popped up from behind.

“Hot chocolate.”

It was Erin.  I could see her reflection in the replicator’s control surface.  She smiled, and stepped in front of me as the computer carried out her order.  When her beverage was completed, she plucked it from the alcove and stepped aside, apparently waiting for me.

But I was frozen in place.  Breakfast was the last thing on my mind right now, but I had to say something.  “Orange juice,” was the first thing that came to mind.  In retrospect, I wished I had said something else, as orange juice isn’t my favorite beverage.  But within a few moments, the computer had produced a glass of it for me in the replicator basin.  I forced a grin, and plucked it from the alcove.

“You’re up early,” said Erin.  She led me to her table in the middle of the empty room and sat down.  I happily followed.  I couldn’t believe what a stroke of luck this was.  Not only was I alone with Erin, it came as such a surprise, my body wasn’t as frozen as usual.  I thought I might even get off a coherent sentence or two.

“I couldn’t sleep,” I admitted.  I didn’t go into any details, knowing that my digression into dreamland would immediately result in incoherency. 

Thankfully, Erin just nodded.  “Cleo knocked my favorite vase off the desk and shattered it into about fifty thousand pieces.  I just needed to get away for a while.”  She took in a sip of her hot chocolate before adding, “Damn cat.”

I smiled faintly.  “I’m sure you can replicate a new one.”

“I could, but that’s not the point, Kendall,” she said, but her face was totally devoid of a smile.  “It was a gift from my parents.  They gave it to me when I was fifteen.  We were on Bajor, and I had found the prettiest field of Ti’vhalan Orchids in the Rakantha Province.  I wanted so badly to bring some of them back to the Gorkon, but I couldn’t find anything to keep them in.  My parents looked all over Bajor to find something worthy of their beauty, and on the last day, we ran into a Vedek near the banks of the Holana River.  He was selling vases, of all things, asking for only a small donation to a Bajoran Orphanage in return.  Unfortunately, my parents only had a few strips of latinum.  They had been saving it for a special dinner that night, but they bought me that vase instead. 

“It meant so much to me, and every day since then, I’ve kept Ti’vhalan Orchids in that vase to remind me of where it came from.  But now… there won’t be any more orchids.”

I knew it would be a good time to say something warm and meaningful, but I couldn’t think of anything.  I smiled and tried my best to looking genuinely concerned over her loss, but in all reality, I had no idea of the depth of emotion she was conveying to me.  I had no similar experiences in my life to relate with and as a result, had no basis for comparison.  

I forced myself to take a sip of my orange juice.  The insipid, acidic taste it left on my tongue was enough to stifle my mood into something somber enough to match Erin’s.  “I’m sorry,” I managed to say, stopping myself before I went on some sort of a dreadful tangent that would bore her to death.

Erin seemed to appreciate my efforts.  She smiled, and took in a sip of her beverage before pulling herself closer to the table.  I didn’t know how to take her actions.  It was either one of two things.  She was either pulling herself closer to the table to be nearer to me, or she was getting closer to her hot chocolate.  I didn’t care to speculate much beyond that, mostly because I knew I would over-analyze.

“So tell me about your dream.”

Her words exploded into our brief silence.  I knew her nod earlier was too simple a dismissal, and in comparison to the touching story Erin had just relayed, I knew how stupid my being chased by a dinosaur would sound.  “I’d rather not,” I stammered. I immediately regretted it, knowing that it would bring Erin to the conclusion that it was about her.

“Oh, come on,” she pressed.

I could always lie, I thought to myself.  I just needed to stall long enough to either think up a reasonable dream, or recall one that wasn’t so stupid.  But with Erin’s delicate brown eyes locked with mine, my mind turned into mush, and fabricate an intricate lie was the last thing I could have possibly done.

And that was the moment when my nerves surfaced.  Faced with this awkward situation, my heart fluttered, and my most annoying vice surfaced.  My body was ready to up and leave.  My heart wasn’t but then again, my heart was not in control of my legs.

I rose from the table, noticing for the first time that the two of us were no longer alone.  In fact, a considerable number of people had arrived, though nobody that normally associated with either Erin or myself.  And as I looked around, I knew that I could still redeem the conversation.  I could go and get some pancakes or something.  I could visit waste extraction, and then come back.  Of course, I didn’t.

“I’d better get going,” I murmured, kicking myself for saying it.  That was the last thing I wanted to say, but the first thing that came to my lips.

Erin didn’t object.  She just gazed at me with her pleasant looks, and provided me with a parting smile.  “Farewell,” she said.

The word haunted me for several moments, seeming to echo throughout my mind.  I wanted now more than ever, to sit back down at that table and tell Erin Keller that I was madly in love with her.  But as fate would have it, when I looked back at her, I could see Drayge and Meyer approaching us.

Knowing that now was not the time, my nerves suddenly lessened, and I found myself able to breathe again.  “Bye,” I said to her before the others approached.  And with that, I turned on my heel and made a swift departure through the doors opposite Drayge and Meyer, not once looking back.

I proceeded directly for the conference lounge, knowing Lucas would be there by now.  With each step, I grew more invigorated.  I had been alone with Erin, had a relatively intelligent conversation, and came out of it alive.  Of course, I was at the time, oblivious to the fact that it had barely lasted five minutes, and that Erin had done most of the talking… but as I entered the turbolift, that conversation had me on such a high that I didn’t think it could possibly be toppled.  I was on top of the world, had an uncanny spring in my step, and for the first time in a long while, a light-hearted fuzzy feeling in my heart.  It was a good feeling.

When I stormed into the conference lounge, my eyes instantly fell upon Captain Christopher and Commander Harrison congregated with Talyere at the head of the table.  The Captain nodded politely at me, and quickly delved back into his conversation.  The Captain’s brief lapse from the conversation brought away Talyere’s attention as well.  The Elorg afforded a quick glance away from the discussion, only long enough to see me, cringe, and quickly delve back into it.

Talyere wasn’t too fond of me.  He thought I was driven purely by emotions, and that was reckless and unpredictable.  In all reality, I was so cautious and predictable that it made me reckless—because I was afraid to take risks, I often looked for other avenues to solve my problems… which were often longer, more difficult, and in the end, reckless.  It got me nothing but negative feelings from Talyere.  Conversely, I didn’t like him either; primarily because of the way he treated me.

So I ignored our brief encounter, and turned my attention to Lucas.  Thankfully, he had arrived, and was sitting at his customary seat near the center of the table.  I stormed into my chair across from him, beaming from ear to ear, and told of my incredible morning, of course, leaving out the details about my relative silence.

Lucas was always tolerant about listening to my encounters with Erin.  He either had nerves of steel, or was just blocking me out and was very good at pretending to listen to me.  Since I almost always said the same thing, his response was always the same dull grunts and moans, hence I could never tell—until now.

But I think my over exuberance may have given him an unfair advantage in this case, as I spoke with so much more passion and excitement than usual.  I actually had hope of doing it.  “I think I can tell her,” I concluded.

Lucas just nodded, as usual.  “We’ve been through this a thousand times, Kendall,” he reminded.

I, of all people, didn’t need the reminder.  “But it’s different this time,” I told him.  “I feel like I could tell her.”

“Just like you did on stardate… 71126?” he said, squinting as he recalled the stardate.  I think he was just making up the date, because I couldn’t recall anything of consequence then, but it wasn’t the date that mattered.  It was the fact that we’ve had this conversation before, and would undoubtedly have it again, until I finally did something.

But as luck would have it, Lucas was spared my mindless drivel.  Somehow, I had managed to kill all of the time before the meeting in the euphoria of that encounter, and now, I suddenly noticed Erin and the others filing into the conference lounge.  Drayge, Bator, Hartman, Meyer…  The Captain’s conversation with Harrison and Talyere quickly dissolved, and the meeting began.

Christopher picked up the padd before him, and gleaned some of the data from its screen before turning to the crew.  He glanced at everyone, but for some reason, his gaze hung on me longer than anyone else.  I shrugged it off as coincidence, and just waited for the Captain to speak.

“About an hour ago, sensors picked up a distress call,” he said, again, looking in my direction.  I gulped, and started to get nervous.  Surely it had nothing to do with me, I was being hunted by Velociraptor… 

“It emanated from a ship about 2.8 light years from our current position,” continued Harrison.  “Inside the verteron radiation zone,” he added after a moment.

“At maximum warp, we can be there in under three hours,” said Drayge.

I watched Erin shift uncomfortably in her chair. “Alan, at transwarp, we can be there in under ten minutes!”

I frowned.  Using the transwarp drive inside the verteron radiation zone was not a smart thing to do—it was such a volatile area of space, there was always a chance that we could find ourselves thoroughly decimated by the collapse of our conduit.  Or worse.  I didn’t like to think about those realities, though.

Still, I was bothered by another thing.  If this call came in over an hour ago, why were we just responding to it?  We could already be a third of the way there if we’d started moving earlier.  Maybe the Captain was intending to go to transwarp.  Maybe another ship responded.  I couldn’t know.  But I soon found out.

“The culprit of this incursion is a small Breen scout ship,” said Harrison.  “The modifications to their warp core have been quashed, and they’ve found themselves quite stranded…”

Now I knew why the Captain had been gazing at me earlier.  The Breen had captured me earlier this year, and tried using me as bait for their new legion Jem’Hadar, specifically designed to destroy humanity.  Consequently, I wasn’t very fond of them.  Then of course, there was the fact that even after decades of contact, we know absolutely nothing about the Breen.

Now I was the one shifting uncomfortably in my chair.  I knew the chance of me being captured by the Breen again was minimal, but the incident gave me nightmares for weeks.  A nightmare that would have been worthy of telling Erin, no doubt.  If only I’d thought of that earlier…

The Captain suddenly straightened his shoulders, making him look uncharacteristically formal.  “We are proceeding with a bit of caution here,” he said.  “Because of our encounter with the Nakarri last month, we know the Breen will attempt to flee if we approach.   That will destabilize their warp core, and their fine little ship will be reduced to a fine little debris field—and I highly doubt capturing a debris field is going to be of much help.  We need to find a way to capture this ship in tact—that way we can see what they’re doing out here.”

“It could be any number of things,” said Harrison.  “Venturing to the Sineron Cluster to gather yridium bicantizine… proposing an alliance with the Romulans…”

“…Delivering cookies to grandma,” added Christopher dryly.  “We just don’t know.”

I saw the Breen in action when I was on their ship.  I know first hand how badly they wanted those new Jem’Hadar.  They were definitely here to visit the Sineron Cluster—or to at least scout it out.  It was too dangerous to risk another mission (obviously, since we had already found them).  So I rationalized they were here to meet with the Romulans, who would undoubtedly be receptive to any sort of alliance that could hurt the Federation, especially after the events at Aurillac VII.

Romulus was dead, and it was our fault.  An alliance with the Breen would definitely benefit the Romulans.  And it would give the Breen easy access to the Sineron Cluster.  That had to be what was happening.  Of course, I didn’t say anything.  My reasoning was pure speculation, and half of the time, I was wrong in the first place, so I would remain mute until someone else brought up the point. 

Suddenly, I saw Captain Christopher gazing at me again.  He must have known I was on to something, but was kind enough not to put me on the spot.  I hated that.  I would turn red, and spit out a half-answer that included just enough data for Lucas to catch on, and complete my statement, sounding far more lucid than I.

“I want some ideas by lunch,” said Christopher.  “Not during lunch.  I hate being disturbed.  Before lunch.  Before.  Not during.  Not after.  Not when I’m flossing after lunch.  Before, as in… before lunch.  Am I clear?”

“Confused is more like it,” grumbled Hartman.  “Why the hell did I come to this meeting in the first place?  I could have been—”

“Picking your nose in sick bay,” interrupted Christopher.  “Or some other fun task.”

The Doctor had no answer.  I was tempted to laugh, but I didn’t want to get on her bad side.  But the banter did help to ease my nerves.

The rest of the meeting went without incident.  Talyere discussed the situation with the Elorg.  There was some odd movement inside the Alteran Expanse, but nothing he saw as threatening.  There was some discussion on that topic, but because it heavily involved Talyere, I shied away from it.  He would only shoot down anything I had to say, so why bother?

After that, Captain Christopher concluded the meeting, and dismissed us.  I purposely hung around as the crowd cleared, hoping Erin would do the same.  I would use it as my opportunity to tell her how I feel.  I felt confident that I could do it.

But as she rose from her chair, Erin simply straightened her uniform, flashed me a pleasant smile, and walked out onto the bridge with Neelar.  My heart crumpled.

“Gee Erin, I love you,” I mumbled once the doors hissed shut behind her.

TWO

I always like to enter into a conversation with full knowledge of where it’s heading.  I like to play out the scene in my mind, have every possible contingency planned for, that way I don’t make a fool of myself.  Of course, it never works that way.  There’s always some fly in the ointment, and my master plan is shattered.  The conversation wanders out of my possible contingencies, and I’m left in an uncomfortable position.

This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen.  The thought crosses my mind so often, it should be carved on my tombstone.  And in the moments after Erin’s departure from the conference lounge, they were the exact words floating through my mind.

It should have been a magical moment, as depicted in my mind.  After she flashed that smile, Erin should have recalled our earlier conversation, and decided to stick around and chat with me a little more—perhaps even pick at me for details about my dream.  Now that I had one worthy of her, I would share it, we would laugh, and eventually, I would casually tell her how much I enjoy being around her… and that we should get together tonight.

Of course, she had been locked in conversation with Drayge and hardly noticed me.  I was crushed, as expected, but for some reason, I wasn’t as devastated as usual.  I didn’t feel that void in the bottom of my heart; I didn’t hear the voice in the back of my mind telling me it was over.  I just tingled, and knew that I had to try again.  That fateful moment wasn’t meant to be.

So I gathered my thoughts, pushed in my chair, and proceeded to the science lab to begin tossing around a few ideas to capture the Breen ship.  Somehow, I knew it wasn’t going to be the most productive morning, but I was confident that I could come up with something.  And if not, the Captain was very understanding…

It was a good thing, too, because as I sat down at my desk, the only thing on my mind was Erin.  I could usually suppress or ignore my fleeting emotions, but not any more.  The encounter we had earlier that morning had brought everything to the surface, and I knew that there would be no rest until I had settled upon some sort of conclusion.

Still, I tapped away at the controls for a few moments.  At least I tried to do my work.  I gazed at pictures of Breen ships, schematics of the Sineron Cluster, the Jem’Hadar… Of course, I didn’t absorb any of the data in a useful manor.  It was just ‘pretty’ or ‘neat’ or something of the sort, and somehow, I don’t think the Captain was looking for ‘pretty’ or ‘neat’ ideas—unless they would work.  I knew these foul ideas running through my head would not, so I diverted all my attention to the one thing I wanted to think about—Erin.

Just thinking about her made me feel alone, like a part of myself was missing.  I needed her kindred spirits there to ease my pain, to set my heart free of its burden.  Clearly, I would be impossible for me to get any work done.  I pushed myself away from my desk, and stepped out into the primary nexus of the lab, where all of the actual work was taking place.

Satisfied that my people could live without my presence, I turned on my heel and marched out into the corridor, heading directly for the turbolift that would deposit me on deck four, section thirteen, room twenty-six… better known as Rachael Meyer’s office.

For the most part, the crew of the Starlight was not one plagued with psychological problems.  Hence, there was rarely a wait to get into Lieutenant Meyer’s office.  In fact, most of the time, I was able to walk in and find the counselor hard at work on some task Doctor Hartman had given her from sick bay.  And given the fact I was probably Meyer’s most frequent visitor, I tended to have a higher priority when I visited.

Today was no different.  When she beckoned me in after ringing the chime, I was greeted by a room devoid of anyone but ourselves.  

“Hello, Kendall,” she said warmly.

I smiled, and took my usual seat on the sofa beside her chair.  When I helped her replicate her furniture, little did I know that I would be spending so much time in it.  In retrospect, I’m glad I insisted she get the best Starfleet had to offer—it was very inviting, soft furniture.  I don’t know if I could have sat here for so many hours on anything less.

I quickly made myself comfortable, and gathered my thoughts into a coherent sequence of events.  Rachael was pretty good at keeping my crises in tact, and so I would need to compose a lengthy sequence, but as a formality, I liked to let her know my most recent ones before delving into the situation at hand.

Like Lucas, she listened intently as I told her about my exciting encounter with Erin this morning, and how good it made me feel on the inside.  I must have run it through my mind a thousand times, and each time I got a kick out of it.  My heart fluttered, my stomach twisted, and in the end, I came away with a nostalgic feeling that put a warm smile on my face.  It was like a page from a fairy tale coming true…up until the point when she walked out of the conference room with Neelar.

 Rachael smiled.  “She couldn’t have known, Kendall.  Erin didn’t read your script.”

The counselor had a good point.  “It would have been nice,” I mused.  “Of course, in the scheme of galactic events, nothing goes according to my plan.  In fact, I think the galaxy goes out of its way to ruin my plan.”

“No it doesn’t,” assured Meyer.  “You just have to remember the galaxy doesn’t revolve around you.  If you want to be noticed, you have to do something to get that attention.”

Of course, attention was the one thing I didn’t like to bring upon myself, and I’ve gone out of my way to get attention using ulterior means, in which I could get my attention in a more passive manor.  I quickly discovered that it was impossible.  All of my passive actions resulted in, not surprisingly, nothing.

But by some stroke of luck, I had gotten Erin’s attention this morning with our conversation.  “How could I possible catch her attention again?”   I knew that it wouldn’t take much to rekindle those feelings inside of her… all I had to do was … something.

“Approach her.”

Meyer’s answer was so simple and straight foreword.  But I hated the very idea.  “What if I sent her a romantic note?”

Meyer nodded.  “Trust me, Kendall, if you want to get her attention, set aside your fears, walk up to her, and tell her that you want to take her to dinner.  It’ll definitely get her attention, and knowing Erin, she just might say, ‘yes.’”

“And what if she doesn’t?”  My pessimistic side tended to surface quite often, in many areas of my life, but this was one area in which my pessimism was extreme.  Erin was such a ray of sunshine, I had a hard time believing someone like me had anything to offer, and most of the time, I often wondered why I even bothered… Of course, a single moment, like this morning, had the ability to change everything—but that fear of rejection would still be there.

Rachael smiled at me.  “The worst she could say is, ‘no.’  And if she does, give yourself a pat on the back for your effort, dust off your dignity, and walk away.  It’s as simple as that.”

Everything made so much sense here, in the comforts of Rachael’s office.  In theory, I could see myself doing just what she suggested.  I could reach for the brightest stars and catch my wildest dreams.  I could do anything.

But the moment I stepped into the cold, hard reality of deck four, I knew those securities would take leave of me, and I would be left an empty shell… scared and alone…

“I can’t do it.”

Rachael frowned, her eyes growing wide with concern.  “Why not?”

I shrugged.  “I just can’t.”

“Can’t is a word used far too often.  It’s not that you can’t do this Kendall, it’s because you’re afraid to take a risk.  But what you don’t realize is that the biggest risk is not taking one at all.  Erin might say, ‘no.’  Then again, there’s a very good possibility that she could say, ‘yes.’  But as long as you’re sitting here, there’s no risk, and there’s no answer; you’re just letting her slip through your fingers.”

“If you’re trying to make me feel better, you’re not doing a very good job,” I moaned.

“I’m not the one that will make you feel better,” replied Meyer.  “Just try.  That’s all you have to do.  Then, win or lose, you’ll make yourself feel better knowing that you did everything in your power to win Erin’s heart.”

The counselor had a very good point, one I could not refute, but I didn’t feel any better about telling Erin how I felt.  I needed a hypospray of courage, or something similar.  It was too bad no such thing existed; it would have made my life so much easier.

“I know I have to do this,” I said evenly, before realizing, “And I think I can.”  I smiled, suddenly reminded The Little Engine That Could.  Ironically, the train and myself had similar predicaments (lack of confidence, that is).  And if a train could overcome its greatest fears, why not me?

Things were beginning to look up.  I still wasn’t very optimistic about a favorable answer, but at the very least, I was ready to accept the unfavorable.  “What would I do without you?” I asked Meyer.

She smiled.  “Nothing,” she said, and rightfully so.  Without the counselor’s aid, I would have most likely retained my silence with Erin for all eternity.

I glanced at the chronometer on Meyer’s computer, and saw that the time was nearing lunch.  Recalling the Captain’s distinct request for all ideas being submitted before lunch, I knew I had to act fast.  I estimated that with the help of my staff and barring any unforeseen pitfalls, we would meet the deadline with time to spare (that was also assuming my fleeting emotions stayed in check).  But I wasn’t too worried.  Lucas was bound to have a brilliant plan of his own.

“Thank you, Counselor,” I said as I rose from the sofa.

“You’re welcome,” she replied.  Then she took a few steps closer to me and added a heartfelt, “Good luck.”

The first leg of my trip back to the science lab was uneventful.  I made my way to the turbolift without encountering a single crewmember, endured the entire turbolift ride without a single supplemental stop, and emerged to see yet another empty corridor.  For a brief moment, I wondered if the crew had abandoned ship…  They didn’t of course, because neither Rachael nor myself heard an alarm.

I had started tossing around a few ideas amidst this solitude.  At first, none of them seemed like they were worthy of mentioning to the Captain, but as I wandered through the corridors, I finally stumbled upon a brilliant plan.  Breen ships are partially organic—if we could somehow render the organic parts neutral, the rest of the ship would be dysfunctional.

It was a long shot; nobody had been able to do this in the past, but I was feeling lucky today.  Enthralled, I picked up my space and whipped around the next corner, ready to burst into the lab and start expanding upon my theory.

But as I quickly came around the corner, buried in my thoughts, the only thing I burst into was a fellow crewmember.  “Sorry!” I quickly called out, staring at my feet.  I knew I was beat red.  “I didn’t see you.”

Moments later, I felt a hand patting me on the shoulder.  I knew the crew was friendly—but not that friendly.  So when I looked up, I knew it could only be one person.  “Erin…”

“It’s okay, little buddy,” she said warmly.  “Just promise me you’ll open up your eyes from now on.”

“I promise.”  I was frozen in place.  Even those two tiny words were a strain on my brain.  Every bit of confidence that I had acquired during my chat with Rachael was slipping away, and I could feel Erin draining away with it.  I knew I had to act before it was gone.

Thankfully, Erin didn’t seem to be in any hurry to leave.  She just stood there and cast her warm smile upon my face.  Because of my frame of mind, I wasn’t sure if this was some sort of temporal distortion on my behalf—and Erin’s smile was her usual brief flash, or if she was actually standing there smiling.

Frankly, I would never know, but either way, the moment wouldn’t last forever, so I quickly drew in what little courage I had left, and used it to rekindle the conversation.  “So… where were you headed?”

“The turbolift,” she crisply replied, gesturing toward the corridor that I had just emerged from.  “I was visiting the astrophysics lab.”

“I see.”  I hung on the words for as long as possible, desperately trying to find a way to turn this conversation into something a bit more personable.  “I’m on my way back to the science lab,” I said instead.

Erin nodded awkwardly.  “I’ll probably see you there later,” she said.  There was another awkward pause in the conversation.  “Well, I guess I should get back to the bridge.”

I nodded.  “I should probably be getting back to the science lab.”  Seeing that the conversation was quickly coming for a close, I began to tense up as I realized I hadn’t resolved my issue.  Quickly, I added, “I just wish we had more time…”

Erin smiled politely.  “I know what you mean.”

Of course in all reality, she didn’t have the slightest idea what I meant.  She thought I was speaking of time to find a way to capture the Breen ship.  Unfortunately, I was referring to time together.  I just didn’t come out that way, and if I went to clarify myself, it I knew I would provide the stupidest answer in the known universe.

So I pulled in a lungful of air, getting Erin’s pleasant scent right along with it.  Invigorated, I expelled my nerves into the darkest corners of my mind, and spoke my heart,  “Erin, are you doing anything tonight?”

Time froze.  The corridors melted out of existence, leaving nothing but Erin in the world around me.  The words that I had wanted to say for so long had finally reached the surface, had floated from my mouth like magic, and now, my pulse pounding, I stood in the pure, utter silence of the corridor, and waited for a response.

Erin’s gaze was a blank one.  Her eyelids fluttered a few times as the words crashed into her mind like a thousand raindrops hitting the ocean… being absorbed into the whole.

The silence was deafening.  There were no words between us for what seemed like an eternity.  But my patience with Erin was infinite.  I would wait out this silence for a thousand eternities if I had to.  I had come this far; there was no turning back.  I just looked into her deep brown eyes and smiled.

Then, there was a spark.  She smiled back at me, and whatever walls there were between us, shattered.  “Oh, that’s so sweet!” she exclaimed.  “I’ll see you at… nineteen hundred hours?”

“Absolutely!” The grin that burst upon my face had to have been one of epic proportions.  Primitive alien cultures might have recognized it as a new star in their midnight skies.  The joy I felt inside of my body seemed to bolster.  I was beaming with it, feeling that there was nothing in this galaxy that I couldn’t do…

I thought I could… I thought I could… I thought I could…

THREE

Nineteen hundred hours seemed like an eternity away.  Never in my life had I wanted time to pick up its steady pace more than I did at this very moment.   One of my biggest dreams was coming true—and I had to pinch myself on several occasions just to make sure that it wasn’t a dream.  When I was satisfied that it was not, I reported to the science lab, and brimming with all of this energy, set out to work on the Breen situation.

My mind wasn’t exactly focused on the situation at hand, but it was no longer cluttered with all of the reservations I had about speaking with Erin.  For once, I could get some real work done without wondering if I had said something stupid at our last encounter, for I knew I hadn’t.

And work was exactly what I did.  I knew that to render the organic parts of a Breen ship inoperable, we would need to come at them with something totally unorthodox, something the Breen weren’t prepared for… some sort of biological agent.  But as I reviewed the Federation database, I quickly found that the Breen had made their vessels immune to such agents.  We could fire biological warheads at the Breen all day, and nothing would happen.

Developing some sort of a new agent was a good possibility, but that would take time that we didn’t have.  I brooded over my console for several moments before deciding that perhaps my idea was best saved for a more long-term project… when it hit me.

Dexahetaren gas.  

There was nothing about it in the Federation database, but I recalled hearing Commander Harrison talking about it at an earlier briefing.  It was a chemical agent used by the Nakarri to exterminate the Elorg.  We, of course, had no way of producing it, but I knew somebody who did.  The only problem was, Talyere Rosat was my worst nightmare.

I reminded myself that I had to set aside my petty differences with Talyere, and approach him, for his beloved Tome of Na’zar undoubtedly had the formula for this gas.  He would resist.  I could hear it already, but hopefully, I could reason with the Elorg…

“Enter.”

That was Talyere’s response after I rang the chime on his door.  It sounded almost pleasant, something I rarely heard when in Talyere’s presence.  The doors parted, allowing me to comply with Talyere’s order.

Immediately, I was greeted with a swarm of butterflies in my stomach and a lump in my throat.  I swallowed it, and stepped into Talyere’s dimmed quarters.

“Who is it?” he inquired.

I didn’t answer, and simply waited for the Elorg to show himself, which he did a few moments later.  Not surprisingly, upon seeing me, whatever pleasant feelings he had immediately dissolved.  “Can I be of assistance?” he snapped.

“I was…” I was having trouble speaking, for one thing.  The words hardly made it to my throat before dying off.  As they did, I could see Talyere’s opinion of me sinking like a rock in water.  Still, I pressed on, “I was… wondering if you knew anything about dexahetaren gas.”

His vibrant orange eyes widened.  “Dexahetaren gas?” He pondered it for a very brief moment—or pretended to ponder, I wasn’t sure.  Either way, his response was swift and to the point, “No.  Good day.”  He stepped over to the computer controls on his desk, tapped a few keys, and opened the doors for me.

I didn’t move.  “Could you… at least consult The Tome of Na’zar?”

“I would rather not,” he assured me.  “Unless you are scheduling my termination, you have no use for such data.”

I very much wanted to tell Talyere that I was planning to kill him, but refrained.  I wasn’t that confident of myself—yet.  But I was still feeling lucky.  “You don’t even know why I want it!  How can you deny me access?”

“For the reason that it is classified.”

The tension between us was only thickening.  Our words weren’t quite as harsh as they had been when the Koth abducted us, but then again, this situation wasn’t as intense.  Still, the animosity was there.  But Talyere had a point.  If they were classified Elorg documents, I had no right to go accessing them.

Slowly, I made an approach for the doors.  At first, Talyere locked his stoic gaze upon my face, but as he realized that I was retreating, I could see his front begin to crack into a smile.  He didn’t exactly come out and gloat, but I could definitely see his pleasure in watching me run away yet again.

I wouldn’t give him that pleasure.  I locked my most icy glare into his fiery orange eyes, and though I didn’t say it, I sincerely hoped that it conveyed my thoughts, I’ll be back…
I remained in the doorway for a few moments, hoping my evil gaze would linger in Talyere’s mind and trouble him for the days to come.  It was wishful thinking on my part, but I do what I can.  Talyere seemed unfazed by my gaze, and simply watched as I came about and retreated to the corridor.

Once the doors hissed shut behind me, I dropped whatever fronts I had raised, and expelled an exasperated sigh.  Talyere wasn’t intimidated by me.  He probably was getting a good laugh out of my actions.  That made me mad.  He thought I was a very fearful person, and even when I was attempting to break that mold, he couldn’t take me seriously.  I couldn’t help but wonder how low I ranked on his totem pole now?  Below it, maybe?

What made things worse, it was time to meet with the Captain, and my data was incomplete.  I needed that data on dexahetaren gas, but clearly, I wouldn’t be getting it.  The effects on my report wouldn’t be overly detrimental, but I knew it would degrade the overall quality I was aspiring for.

“…Talyere…” I clenched my teeth and uttered his name like a curse word several times on my way back to the science lab.  Once there, I quickly gathered my data at the main computer, transferred it to a padd, and made my way to deck one.

I wasn’t sure where to meet the Captain, so I figured the best way to find out was to simply go to the bridge.  Commander Harrison would point me in the right direction, and I’d be on my way—if I could get past Erin without tripping over my tongue.

Immediately upon entering the bridge, my head craned over toward the operations station to my left.  Erin should have been there, but the station was instead being manned by Lieutenant Commander Sachi.  She didn’t even see my surprised glance, so pressed foreword without incident, until I came to the railing behind the Captain’s chair.  That, too, was vacant, but my eyes quickly fell upon Commander Harrison in the seat beside Christopher’s. 

He rose and turned to me.  “Ah, Lieutenant Johnson,” he said.  “The Captain is waiting for you in his ready room.”

Much as I had suspected.  Erin and Lucas were probably already there.  I nodded to Commander Harrison and proceeded over to the ready room doors, rang the chime, and entered upon hearing the Captain’s call.

Inside, the Captain was seated behind his desk gazing at his computer screen; Lucas was sitting in the chair directly across from him; Erin sat perched on the edge of the desk.  She was staring at the data on the Captain’s screen when I entered, and quickly, her gaze shifted to me.

“Hey, Kendall,” she called out.

“Hello,” I replied.  “Did I miss anything?”

“Not a damn thing,” said Lucas.  He didn’t care to explain much more beyond that, but I didn’t care.  That only meant that my ideas would be that much more appealing.  I quickly produced my padd and set it in front of Captain Christopher.

He plucked it from the polished ebony surface of his desk and carefully regarded my data for what seemed like an eternity.  The look on his face was absolutely neutral.  I couldn’t tell if he hated it or loved it.  Had Erin’s presence not numbed my senses, I would have been in a state of considerable agitation, but I was as calm as the ocean on a windless night.

Finally, he set the padd down and looked at me, his face still brutally neutral.  I started to feel the waters turn choppy, but just before that could happen, a smile cracked across the Captain’s face.  “Is this the best you could come up with?” he sarcastically demanded.  He gave the padd to Erin, who immediately cracked a smile upon seeing my calculations.

“You’re pretty lucky I decided not to suggest that,” she cracked.

Not wanting this to get out of hand, I decided it would be in everyone’s best interests if I broached the subject of dexahetaren gas right away.  The plan would certainly fail without it acting as the biological compound in the weapon, and as long as Talyere had it under lock and key, the Breen were as good as free. 

I hesitated for only a moment, and cleared my throat.  “I didn’t have time to put this in there, but the biological agent we need to use is one we cannot get.”

Lucas frowned.  “What do you mean?”

“I mean… dexahetaren gas.  We’d need to get the formula from Talyere, but he won’t share it.”

“Are you sure?” asked the Captain.

I closed my eyes and recalled the look on Talyere’s face.  “Very,” I said quietly.

“Well you can’t blame him,” said Erin. “It is lethal to his people.”

“It’s not like we’re using it against them,” I countered.

“Yet,” Lucas added grimly.  “Right now, there are only a few Elorg ships stuck in the Alteran Expanse.  They’re not doing a damn thing.  But in a few months, thousands of ships could come pouring out of that vortex, and if the Federation has this little gem called dexahetaren gas sitting around, they might just be inclined to use it.”

I swallowed, and turned to the Captain.  Though the concept of the Federation doing such a thing was inconceivable to me, Christopher seemed to completely agree with Lucas.  I turned to Erin, and saw the same.  I had known there was some sort of treachery during the Dominion war, but to what extent, I didn’t know.  I guess they did.

The Captain shifted in his chair, still pondering Lucas’s words.  “Then I guess the question is, how much do we value that Breen ship?”

I thought we placed a considerable value on the Breen ship, given the aforementioned situation of the Romulan Empire.  Then again, if the Federation would turn around and use this against the Elorg… But somehow I couldn’t believe it.  “This gas is the only thing that the Breen aren’t prepared to fight.  It’ll get us the ship…  We could purge the data from our database once we’re done with it.”

“Hide the incident?” Lucas immediately spouted.

“No,” I said defiantly.  “We could make a deal with Talyere… publicly promise to erase it once we’re done.  Or… we could have him design the weapon.  If we don’t know anything about it, we can’t use it against the Elorg in the future.”

The Captain nodded, but it wasn’t the most enthusiastic motion I’d even seen him take.  “It’s a long shot,” he said flatly.  I began to fear that he would reject my ideas, that they were too good for their own good, when Captain Christopher cracked a faint smile.  “The Breen are one of our most dangerous enemies.  Regardless of the risk, we need to find out what they’re doing here, and why.”  His glance shifted to me.  “I will talk to Talyere about the dexahetaren gas.  The rest of you just worry about making the necessary modifications to our quantum torpedo warheads.”

I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking that my life couldn’t get much better than the activities that had transpired today—and best of all, the day wasn’t even over…  I wasn’t about to tout it as the perfect day, not just yet.  A lifetime of experience told me not to jump to such conclusions so quickly.  There was still the Breen situation to take care of.  I was fairly confident that we would survive, but one can never know what fate has in store.

The four of us went on to discuss the technical aspects of the situation for several more minutes, going over the battle plan, the modulation of the warheads, maintaining a rotating EM pulse to block any transmissions… the list was extensive, but since we were all well versed in the subject matter, it was fairly easy to discuss it.

Shortly thereafter, the discussion ended.  The Captain went to enlighten the rest of the senior staff as to our plan of action, before going to talk with Talyere.  I had faith in his abilities to deal with the Elorg, so I didn’t give it much thought.  Unlike me, Captain Christopher had actually established a congenial relationship with Talyere.  Surely, the dexahetaren gas would be at our disposal.

Erin meandered over to her station and chatted with Lieutenant Commander Sachi for several moments before sending the relief officer on her merry way.  I had intended to say something to her as Lucas and I strolled by her station and into the turbolift, but the chief engineer, thinking he was saving me from embarrassment, engaged me in conversation the entire time.  I could have strangled him.

But I didn’t.

Once the turbolift doors slid shut behind us, Lucas stated our destination as the torpedo bay, and the lift set into motion.  I cleared my throat, and decided it was time to tell him about Erin—only he had other ideas.

“Dexahetaren gas didn’t even cross my mind…”

“Good,” I said, busy trying to think up a way to change the topic.

“And then convincing the Captain to actually set everything into motion… you must think you’re pretty damn good.”

“Yeah,” I murmured.  When I heard myself say it, I suddenly realized how distracted I sounded.  It was almost as if I didn’t care.  I decided to continue as such, hoping Lucas would see my disinterest and decide to find out what else was on my mind.

“Just don’t let this all go to your head,” he continued, but when I didn’t make any response whatsoever, Lucas frowned, and stepped in front of me.  “Are you here?”

I blinked, pretending to snap out of my trance.  “Yeah, I’m here.  My mind must have wandered.”  That was the turning point.  Whenever I said that, the conversation almost always lurched toward Erin.

And without fail, it did.

“What was it this time?”  Lucas inquired.  “Did she smile at you when we walked by?”

“Not that I noticed.”

“Then you’re still shocked about ‘The Encounter On Deck Seventeen’ last week?”

 “No.”  And I hadn’t been that shocked in the first place.  It was just a cordial exchange of pleasant words, as usual.

Lucas shrugged.  “I give up.”

I grinned.  “I did it.”

“Did what?”  Apparently the idea of me asking Erin to dinner was not something Lucas was expecting.  Then again, I suppose the fact that we had been doing this for two years might have something to do with it…

“I asked her out,” I whispered, doing my best to contain my enthusiasm. Despite my efforts, I knew my excitement was beaming.

“And she said, ‘yes’?”  Given Lucas’s dumbfounded look, this turn of events was the last thing he expected.  Then again, I hadn’t expected it, either.

“It just happened,” I explained.  “We’re having dinner tonight…”

As the turbolift came to a stop, Lucas took a step away from me, and smiled.  He was stunned, but clearly, glad that I had finally done it.  “Thank you,” I said softly.  

“For what?”

I didn’t think it needed any explanation.  But apparently Lucas’s mind was still a little foggy.  “Thank you for introducing us… for listening… for telling me to shut up and do something…  If it hadn’t been for you, I would still be eavesdropping on her conversations to find out her name.”

Now it was Lucas doing the blinking.  He was still stunned; if he were like me, he would be for days to come.  “No problem,” he uttered softly.  The doors slid apart, and he started to retreat through them, when I stopped him yet again.

“Just one more thing…”

He stopped.  “What?”

“I could really use some advice on what’s next…”

This time, Lucas wasn’t as receptive.  “My advice might be good for starting relationships; the best advice I can give you about advancing one is to ask someone else.”

He was, of course, referring to his failed relationship with Jayla Trinn.  It had started as a means of helping me with Erin.  Though I doubt it had much impact in me, it quickly bloomed into something for the two of them, and then spiraled out of control.  I didn’t blame him for not wanting to give me any advice, but he was my friend, and I trusted him.  And if his advice said to look elsewhere, then that was what I would do…

FOUR

Red alert.

The klaxon sounded only moments after Lucas called the bridge and told the Captain we were ready to go.  Reconfiguring the torpedoes for this new delivery was a fairly simple task, and surprisingly enough, so was replicating the dexahetaren gas.  Though it was nothing to laugh at, the formula the Captain brought to us was far less complex than I had anticipated.  My only regret was not being there in Talyere’s quarters to see him hand the formula to the Captain.

The terms of the agreement were a bit shady, however.  Though the exact terms were strictly between the Captain and Talyere, the little explained to Lucas and me indicated that after the Breen ship was captured, we were to store the new data in Talyere’s personal database, and indicate that he put it there after helping design the warhead.  The simple fact was, dexahetaren gas would not fall into the hands of the Federation.  There were other details, but I didn’t need to concern myself with them.  Lucas assured me he would take care of them, and I trusted he would.

Just not yet.

I wanted Lucas to be at my side when we moved against the Breen.  I tended to panic in these dangerous situations, as Talyere could attest to.  These people were volatile, and so was the weapon we were going to use against them, so I knew that I might not be at the top of my game.  Just thinking about the Breen made my stomach turn.

After a dreadfully uneventful ride in the turbolift, Lucas and I emerged on the darkened, battle-ready bridge.  Captain Christopher was pacing in front of his chair, his gaze fixed on the small Breen ship presented on the view screen.  I stood behind the mission ops station and gazed at it for a moment as well.  It was a small ship; clearly it posed no threat to the Starlight.  I didn’t know why I was so nervous.

“Report?” demanded Harrison.

“We’re at three hundred thousand kilometers and closing,” said Drayge at the helm.  

“The torpedoes?” asked Christopher, stopping behind the Bolian’s seat, peering at the data to see for himself.

I quickly wandered over to the science station beside ops and glanced over the controls.  “Ready,” I reported.

“One volley, detonated about twenty meters above their hull should be enough to disable all of the organic components,” added Lucas.

“For how long?” asked Christopher.

I looked over the data before me.  “It should take three or four hours for the gas to dissipate completely.  After that, the ship should return to functioning normally.”

“They’ve noticed us,” Erin suddenly blurted out.

The sensors concurred.  A series of bleeps emitted from a plethora of workstations, including my own.  I quickly muted mine, seeing it was nothing more than a targeting error.  The other more important bleeps continued.

“They’re coming about,” said Bator, “heading one-one-six mark four.”

“They must have been able to bring their warp core back on line,” said Lucas.

“Either that, or they drifted into an area where the verteron radiation is less,” I suggested.  The ship had been adrift for quite some time now, and I suspected that, being so close to the edge of the radiation zone, falling into a pocket of nominal concentration was a distinct possibility.

“Is our EM pulse still blocking their transmissions?” asked Christopher.

Bator nodded.  “They’re just barely in range!”

“Ensign Drayge, pursuit course,” called out Harrison.  “Maximum impulse.”

“Aye, sir.”

I felt the ship veer in the direction of the Breen scout ship.  My stomach went with it.  I rolled my eyes at my nerves, and pulled in a lungful of air, reminding myself that we were hardly in any danger.  A shuttlecraft could take out this Breen ship!

I forced myself to laugh, and then resumed my tinkering with the controls, attempting to get a lock on the insipid Breen ship.  Acquiring the target was no problem.  It was keeping it that was troublesome.  The Breen officer at the helm must have been intoxicated, or as simply nervous as me.  Either way, he excelled at evasive maneuvers.

To make things worse, the ship suddenly shuddered under the impact of several plasma torpedoes impacting the shields.  “Direct hit to our starboard ventral,” reported Bator.  “Shields down to ninety-two percent.”

They fired again, this time prompting the lights to flicker.  I grabbed my station for support in case things worsened, but the lights returned, and everything was still in tact.  I sighed, and continued my efforts to lock onto the ship with our new weapon.  Just when I thought it was time to strike, my own sensors indicated something odd.  “Captain,” I called out as the data compiled.

“What is it, Kendall?”  He was at my side a few moments later looking over my shoulder.

I indicated toward my data.  “They’re trying to jump to warp.”

The Captain clenched his fists.  “Lovely,” he muttered, turning his attention back to the ship on the view screen.  “Do you have the target acquired?”

“No,” I said.  “Their course is too erratic.  I can’t get a lock.  We need to detonate it twenty meters above their hull, otherwise, it could destroy the ship, or not affect it at all.”

Christopher sighed, and left my side, retreating to the mission ops station nearby.  He quickly started tapping away at the controls.  “We’re going for a little ride,” he said.  “Neelar, how’s my course look?”

There was no immediate response.  I turned, and saw Drayge’s befuddled look.  “Short,” he finally said.

Christopher nodded.  “That’s the idea.  If we jump to warp and stroll in front of the Breen ship, not only will we terribly confuse them, the verteron particles should filter in the wake.  That should fill in this void and shut down their engines… right?”

“Yeah.  I believe you’re trying to pull off a Picard Maneuver,” Erin confirmed a few moments later before playfully adding,  “Just don’t hit the Breen ship.”

“I’ll try not to,” said Christopher playfully.  He sidestepped away from mission ops and leaned on the railing behind his chair.  “Engage!”

I afforded a quick glance at the view screen before returning to my work.  The Breen ship quickly streaked away with the rest of the stars before a sudden flash of light brought us to warp.  But no sooner than we were in warp, we dropped out of it.

“Hard about, Ensign,” called out Harrison.

“Get your target, Kendall.  The Breen are slightly confused,” added Erin.

As they should be.  According to their sensors, two Starlights now existed.  The one at our previous position, and our current position.  The light from our jump to warp had yet to reach them, and as a result our appearance doubled.  I smiled, and quickly acquired my target.  “I’ve got it!”

“Fire,” said Christopher without hesitation.

I complied, and then turned to the view screen.  By that time, the Breen were aware of what we had done, but it was too late.  The torpedoes, surrounded by a hazy blue aura, hurtled through the void of space, undoubtedly bringing thoughts of doom to the Breen.  But at the final moment, every last torpedo detonated in a cataclysmic blue explosion.  The Breen ship suddenly became entangled with countless tendrils of vibrant blue energy, awkwardly lurching about until it was dead in space.

“All organic matter on the Breen ship has been rendered dormant,” said Bator.  “They’re stuck.”

I cracked a huge smile, and expelled an enormous sigh of relief.  Not only had my idea proven to be a worthy one, we were able to pull it off without a hitch.  I almost couldn’t believe it.

“Stand down from red alert,” said Christopher.  As the lights returned to their standard illumination, it became obvious the Captain was as pleased with me as I was.  He gave me an approving nod, and returned to his seat.  “Erin, get a tractor beam on that ship.  Neelar, set a course for Starbase 241.  Kendall, your golden star is in the mail.”

I smiled.  Golden stars were hardly something to get excited about, since the Captain gave them out all the time for a plethora of reasons.  I had never gotten one of the fictitious prizes, nor did I expect to get one.  But now that I had one of the coveted stars, I was actually excited.  “I’ll be sure to hang it on my replicator.”

My response elicited a chuckle from both Erin and the Captain.  I started to join in, and for the first time realized that I was becoming an actual member of the crew.  The part of the crew that everyone aspired to be—the elite upper class, where that sense of family really started to sink in.  Having been away from any sort of family for years, I liked this change, and I felt that I would like it even more after tonight…

Compared to earlier, I was a nervous wreck.  It was almost nineteen hundred hours, and I had only started to replicate dinner.  The menus was a complete disaster.  I had no idea what Erin liked, or didn’t like, so finally, I just reabsorbed everything back into the computer and decided that Erin could choose the menu.

Then, of course, there was the clothing dilemma.  Since this was our first off-duty congregation (I was still to timid to say “date”), I knew that I shouldn’t be wearing my Starfleet uniform.  Unfortunately for me, that was what most of my wardrobe consisted of.  I knew Erin was elegant, but I didn’t want to overdo it.  We were in my quarters, not some fancy restaurant.  Elegance was practically a luxury.  I glanced through my closet yet again, and finally decided upon a black motif, accented by gray underneath.  It was neutral, and not over-the-top in the elegance department.  The moment I put it on, I hated it, but I wasn’t going to waste any more time looking through my closet, nor was I about to replicate something new.

With all of that taken care of, all that remained were the decorations.  Did I need to put out candles?  What about flowers?  And the lighting?  I wanted very much to ask Lucas, but he hadn’t proved very cooperative when I asked him earlier.  But it didn’t matter—I wouldn’t get a chance.

The door chimed.

Immediately, I dropped everything and stared at the doors.  Without even looking, I knew Erin stood behind them.  My heart was in my throat, the butterflies swarmed in my stomach.  I was both happy and frightened beyond belief all in one magical moment.  “Come in,” I managed.

The doors parted, and Erin stepped inside.  Suddenly, I couldn’t feel my heart in my throat… in fact, I thought for a moment that it had stopped beating altogether.  Thankfully, it did not, and I would live for at least a while longer.

Erin flashed me a friendly smile as she stepped inside.  She was wearing a velvety, pale purple sundress that hung snugly around her contours; her auburn locks of hair were pulled back with a clasp of the same color.  Quite frankly, I could have been dead.  I discreetly pinched myself just to be sure that I wasn’t.  “You’re early,” I said after confirming my living state.

“Yeah,” she said.  “I always like to be a little early.”

“It’s a good thing… being early.”

“It is.”  Erin waited patiently for a few more moments before breaking out yet another smile.  “Can I come inside?”

“Oh!  Oh, yes, of course.”  I could have kicked myself.  Or my brain for freezing up like that.  I quickly rectified the error by ushering Erin to the table and seating her.  “Do you want something to drink?  Hot chocolate?”

“You know me too well, little buddy,” she said softly.  “But I think I’m in the mood for something different… like… Bolian tonic water.”

I nodded, and walked over to the replicator.  “One Bolian tonic water and one Delarian fizz.”  The computer complied, and within a few moments, two glasses swirled into existence in the basin, one with a bubbly clear liquid, the other was a pale, transparent green.  I brought them over to the table and set the clear one down in front of Erin, and the other in my place.  I sat, and watched her take a sip.

“I needed this,” she said as she set her glass back down on the table. 

“It has been a long day,” I said, hoping that was the reason she needed the tonic’s boost.  When Erin didn’t refute my statement, I assumed I was right, and continued, “Did we get anything from the Breen?”

“Lucas and Jayla are going over it right now.  I haven’t read any of the reports, but I’m sure we’ll find out tomorrow morning.”

She took another sip of her tonic, after which, a long silence ensued.  I tried to think of something to say, but most of my thoughts were work-related.  But we weren’t in our Starfleet uniforms… work should have been one of the last things on my mind.  Ironic, how that works.  When I should have been working, my thoughts were with Erin. But now… silence.

We held each other’s gaze for what seemed like an eternity before Erin broke the silence.  “I was very surprised by you this morning,” she admitted.

“Trust me, you’re not the only one,” I said.  “But to tell you the truth, I’ve been wanting to do this for a long time.  I just didn’t have the courage to do it.”

Her eyes widened sympathetically.  “I know.”

She knew!  For three years, she knew I loved her?  And I thought I was being discreet…  So much for that.    I hope I hadn’t made too much of a fool out of myself.  Considering she was here in front of me, I assumed I hadn’t.  “I’ve always been a very reserved person,” I explained.  “I’m always afraid something will go wrong, so when I’m doing something unfamiliar, I proceed very, very slowly.  It’s just the way that I am.”

“And I wouldn’t change a thing,” said Erin with her kindest, warmest voice.  It had a lot of resonance with me, but as I absorbed her words into my mind, something else started to resonate.  I gazed into her eyes.  They were the same warm caring eyes that I had always gazed into, only now that they were returning the gaze were not as affectionate as I had hoped.  Something wasn’t right…

Erin went to get another sip of her tonic, but stopped about halfway there.  “Kendall,” she said.  Her voice was very soft.  I didn’t have to strain to hear it, but it was definitely lower than Erin’s normal level.  “I know you were really looking foreword to this day, but…”

As her voice trailed off, I already knew what she was going to say.  I closed my eyes and just waited for her words to come, but she wouldn’t let me.

“Look, Kendall—” She waited until I looked up. “—You’re definitely one of the smartest, funniest people I know.  And it was very sweet of you to ask me out.  I was glad that you did.”

I almost scoffed, but my mercurial feelings prevented it from coming to the surface.  “Then why are you doing this?” I demanded instead.

Erin’s smile slowly dissolved as she reached for my hand across the table.  “Kendall, after three years, I couldn’t just tell you ‘no’ and walk away.  You’ve become a good friend, someone I can trust and depend on.  But you’re not somebody I can fall in love with.  I’m so sorry, Kendall.”

My heart sank. In an instant, it shattered into a thousand pieces, and I watched my perfect day fall into a well of disparity.  For three years I worshiped the ground she walked on, and now… I get this.  I should have listened to that voice in the back of my head all those years ago.  But I chose to ignore it… 

I wanted to say something.  To ask her why she tormented me for all those years…  But I couldn’t.  All I wanted to do was crawl under a rock and die.  But I couldn’t do that either.  One, there weren’t any rocks in my quarters, and two, Erin was still here…  “If you don’t want to be here, I understand.”

Erin produced a weak, drawn out “oh,” as she drew herself closer to the table.  “Kendall, I want to be here with you.  I enjoy spending time with you.  You just have to understand that I don’t share your feelings.  We can still be friends… better ones, I’m sure, now that we’ve had this conversation.”

“I don’t follow your logic,” I admitted solemnly.  “What don’t you like about me?  What’s inhibiting your feelings?  I can change it, I swear!”

“There’s nothing wrong with you, Kendall!  I like you the way you are!  I just want you to explore all of your options…”

“I’ve been exploring these options for almost twenty-eight years.  I think I’ve seen enough.”

Erin smiled.  “I’ve got six years on you, Kendall… You haven’t seen anything yet.  But I promise you, one day, you’ll be walking through the corridors, and Miss Right will magically appear in front of you.  Then you’ll wonder why the hell you wasted three years on me.”

“Right,” I said unenthusiastically.  I knew she meant well.  She always did.  But I didn’t want her kind words or warm sentiments.  I just wanted this day to end.  I was desperately hoping that a bulkhead hit me during the battle with the Breen and that I was dreaming all of this.  Of course, dreams never hurt this much, so I knew it had to be true.  

But then, Erin smiled at me in her usual fashion.  My heart still melted, but now that I knew there was no feeling behind the smile, I didn’t freeze.  “Friends?”

I could remember in the beginning, her warm smile satisfied me for days to come.  But I always wanted more.  I wanted to talk to her, to be with her.  In the beginning, I wasn’t hoping for love.  Erin was such an interesting person, I just wanted to become friends.  But my wild imagination interpreted her kind actions as love.  I finally smiled back.  “Friends,” I said warmly before adding, “Forever.”

FIVE

In retrospect, it wasn’t as bad as I had thought.  Sure, I lost a lot, but I think what I gained was more important.  I gained Erin’s friendship.  And for once, it was a mutual one.  I find I’m no longer afraid to speak with her, and I don’t care if I’m making a fool of myself.  We’re friends, and foolishness is what it’s all about.  All the earlier tension I felt when she was near has vanished, and for once, I feel complete without her.

My thoughts are free of her warm, exuding presence, allowing me to concentrate fully on my work in the science lab.  How I ever managed in the past is beyond me, but having this clear conscience makes things so much easier.

Man, I should have done this earlier… It would have made things so much easier…

Of course, my newfound confidence had no effect on my relations with Talyere.  In spite of my brilliance, the Elorg maintains that I am a lowly coward, not worth the communicator on the front of my uniform.  One day, I intend to prove him wrong… just not today.

Oh, and the Breen.  We towed the vessel all the way to Starbase 241 before it came back online. By that time, we had the ship secured, and there was little the Breen could do to recapture it.  Like last time, all of the crew vanished from the inside of their refrigeration suits.  I’m beginning to wonder if there’s anything inside those Breen suits in the first place…  The Romulans had confirmed in the past that the Breen don’t have blood.  Anyway, much as we had suspected, the Breen were on a mission to Romulan Space with the hopes of creating an alliance to fight the Federation.  I guess they won’t be allies as soon as they thought…

Johnson slowly reclined in the chair behind his desk and let out a long yawn.  It had been a long story.  Three years worth of history, all condensed into one small log entry.  But now that it was told, Kendall felt that much better about the direction his life was taking, because for once, he knew it had direction. 

He sat up and stared at the words on the screen, wondering just what he should do with it.  Most people would simply add it to their collection of other entries, but Johnson didn’t exactly have an extensive collection.  In fact, prior to this day, his personal logbook was blank.  And unless some other crisis came up, he doubted that he would be making another one.  Considering the material the entry dealt with, he doubted he would be reading it again…

He pondered his course of action for several moments, before finally deciding to go for it.  “Computer,” he said, getting up from his chair.  “Delete that last log entry.  Authorization Johnson-Lambda-7-1-Kappa.”

And it complied.
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