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Prologue

“Nanook?”

“No.”

“Kor’cha?”

“No.”

“Ethyl-Marmalade?”

Rolling my eyes with exasperation, I heaved a long sigh and shook my head at the one and only Alan Christopher.  We were curled up on the soft, black sofa in our quarters attempting to find a name for our unborn child… but after hearing Alan’s first several suggestions, I was starting to think that ultimately, the decision would be mine alone.

Slowly, I turned my head to meet his curious gaze—and shook my head again.  “Can’t you think of anything halfway normal?”

He chuckled.  “What’s wrong with Kor’cha?  That is completely normal.”

I shook my head.  “For a Klingon.  The last time I checked, I was human.  We’re still trying to figure out what you are.”

He shrugged indolently.  “Maybe I’m part Klingon.”

I didn’t believe him for a second, and quickly worked to disprove his alleged theory.  “Then where are your ridges?” I asked, pointing at his forehead.

Quickly, Alan pulled in a deep lungful of air.  “We do not discuss that with outsiders,” he said, imitating the deep, powerful voice of a Klingon.

Giggling like a schoolgirl, I sheepishly buried my head in Alan’s shoulder and shook my head.  “You’re so silly,” I told him amidst my giggles.

 “Watch your tongue, human,” said Alan, continuing his Klingon ruse, “or I may be forced to extract your heart with a … dagger-like-thing… and… eat it before your very eyes.”

It was then that I realized Alan was no Klingon warrior, for all true warriors knew their weapons like the back of their hand.  I very much doubted that many Klingons were proud to wield a ‘dagger-like-thing.’ Slowly, I raised my lips to his ear and whispered, “d’k’tahg.”

He rolled his eyes.  “Since when are you the Klingon expert?”

 “Since the course on Klingon culture at Starfleet Academy… you know, the one every cadet is required to take?”  I scooted a few centimeters away from him, and rose to my feet.  “I guess you slept through it.”

Almost immediately, Alan cast me a sarcastic look, then proudly proclaimed,  “nuqDaq ‘oH puchpa’’e’”

I only smiled, and let him believe he was the master of all things Klingon.  Of course, I wanted to be there the day he arrived on the Klingon Homeworld and asked some mighty warrior were the nearest waste extraction facility was located.  Perhaps after that, Alan would even get to see a d’k’tahg.

But for the time being, I would have to settle for him seeing the interiors of sickbay.  It was time for my prenatal exam, and today’s meeting with Doctor Hartman was the one I had been anticipating for weeks: we would soon know the gender of our child.

My heart raced with excitement at the prospect.  I very much wanted a daughter; I could teach her all sorts of girly things, mess around with her hair and dress her up in the cutest little outfits.  Of course, if it was a boy… I guess I would be a bit disappointed—but I wouldn’t go so far as to complain.

Swiftly, I grabbed Alan’s hand and—at seeing his relative resistance—practically dragged him from the sofa.  He quickly came to his senses and rose to his feet before he could fall to the floor—a sight that would have been humorous, but ultimately, wasting time.  From what I could tell, we were already running behind schedule, and this was one appointment that I didn’t want to be late for.

“Come on,” I chirped, again grabbing Alan’s hand and leading him through the doors.

As they hissed shut behind us, we quickly ventured through a series of short corridors before coming upon a turbolift.  After a brief ride therein, we arrived on deck five, and shortly thereafter, stood in the middle of sickbay.

Doctor Hartman stood waiting with her hands on her hips, and a frown on her face.  “You’re late,” she said sternly as we wandered closer.

The Doctor was never one for pleasantries.  She simply did her job, and nothing more.  Of course… she did her job very well, which very much justified her lacking bedside manner—to a point.  But not wanting to quarrel with her on this day, I simply smiled and rolled my eyes back to Alan.  “He was fooling around,” I said cheerfully.

Immediately, the Doctor’s eyes darted to Alan.  “Men,” she grumbled with a hint of a smile on her face.  With that said, she hastily came about and headed for the surgical bay in the back of the sickbay.  I started to follow, but even before I could move an inch, a pair of hands gently fell upon my shoulders, holding me in place.

“I was fooling around?” asked Alan softly.

Without looking back, I shrugged and said, “You think a delicate flower like me could be at fault?”

Alan smiled—though I couldn’t see it, I just knew he did.  “Of course not,” he said warmly, releasing me from his gentle grip.

“What do you think about Angela?” I asked Alan as I made my way to the surgical bay.  After a brief moment of silence, I turned to him to see a quirky look resting upon his face.

“Angela?” he repeated.

I nodded.  “You know, if it’s a girl, we could name her Angela.”

“And what if it’s a boy?”

I shook my head.  “It won’t be,” I chirped, sounding much more sure of myself than I actually was.

“Hell, with instinct like that, who needs me,” said Doctor Hartman as I came up alongside of her.  Her gaze shifted to the bed.  “Up you go.”

I nodded, and started to make my little hop up to the bed—but quickly found that particular task not as easy as it had been four months earlier.  Slightly embarrassed by my inability to complete such a simple task, I blushed, and sheepishly turned to Alan.  “Help?”

A smile melted his face, and he quickly came to my side and helped me onto the bed.  “What would you do without me?” he asked.

“I might be a little thinner,” I quipped.  Carefully, I scooted onto the bed and made myself as comfortable as possible—quickly noticing that comfort was a relative term.  I felt bloated, my back was killing me, I ached almost everywhere else, and a sudden wave of nausea seemed to be coming over my body.  If I had known pregnancy felt like this, I probably wouldn’t have been so eager to start a family.

Once I was settled, Doctor Hartman stood at the foot of the bio-bed with her medical tricorder in hand.  “Are you ready?”

My gaze shifted from the Doctor, to Alan, and back.  “Yes,” I said confidently.  I could feel the excitement flowing through my veins, an excitement that grew as the gentle chirps of Sarah’s tricorder started to float through the air—but just as suddenly as it started, the chirping stopped.  “What is it?” I asked, concerned that something was wrong.

But when my gaze fell upon Doctor Hartman, I knew my fears were unjustified.  The smile on her face was wide—something I had never seen before.  “Nothing is wrong,” she said.  “You’re daughter is perfectly healthy.”

Chapter One

It was dark.

I never liked the dark.  It always seemed cold and uninviting, a place where evil shadows lurked, waiting to collect their prey; so I did my best to avoid it.  But without fail, the darkness would come each and every night.

After awhile, I guess one can grow accustomed to it, perhaps even learn enjoy it.  But not me.  While I was no longer petrified when the lights turned off, I still felt uncertain and isolated.  It was very silly of me to feel that way, but that just who I was.

  However, resting comfortably beside my beloved Alan under the warm covers blanketing our bed, I knew that I would be safe, for I knew that I wasn’t alone.  Comforted by those thoughts, my eyes grew weary, begging me to sleep.  I smiled, and slowly rolled onto my side to do just that—entangling myself in a mess of sheets in the process

I kicked myself free of the trap, and then heaved some more sheets from Alan to compensate for the ones I had lost to the floor.  He did nothing to try and take the sheets back; he never did.  He would simply grin and bear it, telling me the following morning that he had let me have them in one of his “magnanimous acts of charity.”

My mind wandered for a few more minutes, pondering what might happen when I woke up in the morning, considering what I might do that day…  And then sleep started to whisk me away…

…Until the faint sounds of tiny feet dragging across the carpet shattered my uncertain slumber.  For a fraction of a second, my silly little fears suspected a tiny monster was approaching our bed, but then, my mind kicked in, and I realized the little monster was anything but.

“Mommy,” came a quiet voice from amidst the darkness, “I had a bad dream.”

It was the voice of our daughter, Angela.  She was three years old, and much like her mother, did not like to be all alone in the dark.  So, with a wry smile upon my face, I slowly tossed aside the covers I had worked so hard to procure, and slid out of bed to comfort our little bundle of joy.

My actions woke Alan up, prompting him to flip the switch on the dim reading lamp that rested on the table beside our bed.  I looked back, and greeted him with a warm smile, which he promptly returned—along with a candid sigh, of course.  It seemed that the many dark spaces in our quarters bred monsters continuously, as this was the third time in as many nights that Angela had visited.  But she was our daughter, and worth every second of our time.

I turned back to Angela.  Clutched in her tiny little hands was a ragged pink security blanket, appropriately named “Pinky.”

As I wrapped my arms around her tiny little body, squeezing tight, I ran my fingers through her mess of blonde hair and assured her that everything would be okay.  “It was just a bad dream,” I told her softly.  “There’s nothing to worry about.”

She nodded into my shoulder, and with her delicate little arms, gave me the biggest hug she could muster as thanks for my protection.  I smiled, trying my hardest to force back the tears welling in my eyes.  Even after three years, it was still hard to believe that innocent little ray of sunshine standing before me was my daughter.  But then, at times like this, she was so much like me that I could never deny it. 

When I was content that my tears were being held at bay, I scooped Angela from the floor and set her down beside me on our bed.  “What was your dream about?” I asked her in a kind, gentle voice.

She considered it for a moment, kicking her little feet off the edge of the bed the entire time.  She seemed to be drawing a blank.

“Were there monsters?” Alan suddenly asked a moment later.

Like a whirlwind, Angela turned around to face her daddy.  “Big ones!” she proclaimed, as if the dream had suddenly come back to her.  “They were green and blue!”

Alan nodded.  “Did they have big, ugly teeth?”

“Yeah,” she said, carefully crawling across the bed and seating herself between Alan and me.

“They didn’t floss,” Alan replied.  “That’s what happens to people that don’t floss.  They turn into monsters.”

Angela giggled.  “Do I floss, Daddy?” she asked, fingering at her tiny white teeth just to be sure they weren’t monsterish.

He smiled, and ran his fingers through her mess of hair.  “Not yet.”

Angela gasped.  “Am I turning into a monster?” she asked innocently.

“You’re a princess,” I said to her, the smile on my face widening.  “They don’t turn into monsters.”

Angela nodded, and turned back to Alan.  “Does Mommy floss?”

A wry grin cracked Alan’s face.  “She misses one or two days each month,” he quipped.

For a moment, Angela seemed confused by the statement, but then she turned to me and gave me a big, wet kiss on the cheek.  “Mommy is a princess, too,” she chirped.  “But what about the monsters?”

“They’re not going to get you,” I assured her.

She shook her head.  “But they’re under my bed!  I saw them!”

“They’re all gone,” Alan told her.  “I had Uncle Lucas go under there with his phaser.”

Sitting quietly, apparently content that the monsters were gone, Angela’s fears began to subside, and her fatigue grew considerably.  She yawned, struggling to keep her delicate blue eyes open.

“Let’s go back to bed,” I told her before planting a gentle kiss on her forehead.

Angela’s eyes flew open.  “But there are new monsters!” she protested.  “With big teeth!  They’re gonna eat me up!”

I knew that there were no monsters under the bed.  Angela probably knew that, too.  She simply didn’t want to go back to her bedroom.  Even if there weren’t any monsters, it was still a dark, scary place, and she would have to brave that darkness all by herself.  But here, surrounded by her parents, she would be safe, and she knew it.

I smiled, and lifted the covers.  “Get in.”

Angela quickly made herself comfortable under the covers.  Cuddling with Pinky, sandwiched between Alan and me, Angela was totally content.  “I love you Mommy; I love you Daddy.”

Alan couldn’t help but smile.  “We love you too, sweetheart,” he said, brushing some of her wild blonde hair out of her face.

And with a faint smile on her face, she closed her eyes.

“Sweet dreams,” I whispered as she fell asleep.

My eyes wandered to Alan.  He was still looking at Angela, but after a moment, he met my gaze, and smiled.  “We’re only fragile threads,” he whispered, “but what a tapestry we make…” He blew me a kiss, and then reached back to the light behind us.  With a simple little bleep, the darkness returned.

But I wasn’t alone…
“The time is zero five hundred hours…”

I bolted up in bed at the sound of the computer, quickly noticing that Angela was still inside of me… and that all of my kindred spirits were nothing more than a dream.

Morning certainly had its way of creeping up when it was least expected; I certainly could have used a few more hours of sleep—and apparently, Alan felt the same way; he hadn’t even moved.  Mildly surprised by this turn of events, I carefully extended my arm and gently nudged him—and quickly realized something was wrong.  He was burning up.

“Alan,” I whispered.

Nothing.

“Alan!” I repeated with a bit more force, gently shaking him until his bleary, bloodshot eyes made an appearance. 

“What?” he asked, his voice groggy.

“It’s time to get up,” I told him.

He shook his head.  “No it’s not.”

The computer bleeped.  “The time is zero five hundred hours and thirty seconds.”

Alan sighed and shook his head.  “Maybe it is time to get up.  How did I sleep through the alarm?”

I placed my hand on his forehead.  Though I was no doctor, I could tell a fever when I felt one.  “You’re sick,” I said softly.  

Alan shunned me away and rolled out of bed, taking most of the covers with him.  “It’ll pass,” he grumbled, heading for waste extraction.

Though he seemed certain it would pass, I wasn’t so sure…

Setting my concerns about Alan aside, I slowly trudged my way through my morning routine, starting at the sonic shower and ending with breakfast in the mess hall.  I managed to get through the majority of the routine without too much trouble; it was when I reached the mess hall when things started to go downhill.

As Alan and I passed through the parting doors, my eyes immediately darted to the replicator… and the four people standing in line before it.  Seeing that my breakfast would be temporarily delayed, I sighed, and wandered to the end of the line to stand next to Lucas Tompkins; without so much as a word, Alan went straight for our customary table where Rachael, Bator and Neelar were already seated.

I shrugged it off, and briefly peered down at Lieutenant Marizex at the front of the line.  He seemed to be taking forever.  Was he ordering a four-course meal?  I forced a smile to my face, and then turned to Lucas.  “How are you this morning?” I asked politely.

Lucas folded his arms upon his chest and grunted.  “Hungry,” he said, gazing down at the phlegmatic Marizex.

I readily nodded.  “Me too.  Of course… I’m eating for two people!”

“How is the little one?”

I grinned.  “Angela is doing quite well, thank you very much.”

Lucas quickly matched my grin with one of his own.  “Angela?  Cute name.”

“I picked it out myself,” I told him, then looked back to Marizex.  He was finally taking his breakfast from the replicator—and from what I could tell, it was nothing more than a cup of coffee.  My eyes narrowed and I shook my head.  “It took him that long to come up with coffee?”

“Must’ve been searching for the perfect blend,” Lucas suggested as he took a few steps forward.

“French vanilla,” I replied, following in the chief engineer’s footsteps.  “I thought everyone knew that.”

“Apparently not,” said Lucas with a shrug.

Following Marizex’s departure, the line quickly dwindled down to nothing, and I was soon able to get my customary mug of hot chocolate and a comfortably chair at a table surrounded by the people I cared for the most in this universe.  “How is everyone this morning?” I asked, slowly taking the first sultry sips of my beverage.

The group considered my question for a moment, and aside from Alan, the consensus was good.  

“How is your lovely daughter, Miss Keller?” asked Bator a moment later.

“Are you glad it’s a girl?” Rachael interjected before I could answer.

“Neelar is a nice name,” Drayge quickly added.

A quizzical look quickly came over my face, and my attention went straight to the young Bolian sitting beside me.  “It’s a girl,” I told him.

His pale blue skin blushed darker.  “Bad joke,” he grumbled, and quickly went back into his breakfast.

I nodded.  “Very bad, little buddy.  Though at least you didn’t suggest Nanook or Kor’cha.”

“I take it Alan has not been very helpful in the name department?” said Rachael with a laugh.

“I’ve been very helpful,” he muttered, rubbing his bloodshot eyes.  “She just doesn’t know a decent name when she hears one.”

Though nobody else seemed to notice, I thought Alan’s voice sounded a bit groggier than usual.  It definitely lacked its usual zest, and under the harsh lighting of the mess hall, it was obvious that his complexion was nearly white as a ghost.  On second thought, the others had to have noticed… they were simply too kind to say anything.  For the time being, I decided that I too would remain silent, and go about business as usual.

We sat and chatted discursively for a few additional minutes, giving me time to finish off my hot chocolate before we collectively headed for the conference lounge to discuss the coming day’s events, and anything else that might have happened overnight.

As we emerged from the turbolift to begin the short trek to the conference lounge, I purposely fell to the back of the pack, pulling Alan along with me.  “Are you sure you’re okay?” I whispered, making absolutely certain that the concern in my voice was obvious.

Alan gulped.  “Yes, Erin.  I’m perfectly…” 

He never finished his sentence.  Instead, he shrugged as if the conversation was over, and continued his journey to the conference lounge.  Something was wrong; some sixth sense told me that this little illness was much more than it seemed…  I tugged at his uniform.  “Alan!”

He stopped, and quickly came about.  “Yes, Commander?  Is there something I can do for you?”

When he looked at me, there wasn’t even a glint of recognition in his eyes, and a haunting chill slowly crawled down my spine.  This wasn’t any particular illness… it was the illness.  The terminal one Alan had been diagnosed with all those months ago.  And now, it was making itself known…

I closed my eyes to hide my fear from him, and then shook my head.  “Nothing,” I said quietly.  “I’m sorry to have bothered you, Captain.”

“No problem, Commander,” he said sternly, patting me on the shoulder.  “Oh, and good luck with your baby.”  With that said, he turned back to his original course and made his way into the conference lounge.

We come to love not by finding a perfect person, but by learning to see an imperfect person perfectly.  Though it had taken some time, I knew Alan Christopher better than I knew myself at times; he was the ray of sunlight in my dark sky… But now, it seemed that the clouds were thickening, for my imperfect person couldn’t see me at all… Almost instantly, I could feel something deep within my soul shrivel up and die…

Erecting a courageous front, I squared my shoulders, gathered my strength, and marched into that conference lounge to confront my demons—only there wasn’t a chance.  As the doors slid shut behind me, Alan paused mid-sentence and cast a curious gaze in my direction.  He started to speak, but no words came to his lips.  Instead, his eyes rolled skyward, while the rest of his limp body crashed to the floor…

Chapter Two

Following Alan’s collapse in the conference lounge, he was quickly transported to sickbay with Doctor Hartman and myself, where I quickly found my fears to be justified…

Sarah Hartman stood quietly over Alan, intently watching the medical tricorder in her left hand.  In her right hand was a small scanner that she continuously waved over Alan’s body; it produced a series of shrill bleeps that sent chills down my spine and made my mouth dry like a desert.

Slowly, I approached Alan’s biobed until I stood at its foot.  Unlike the good doctor, I didn’t need a tricorder to tell me that his condition was rapidly deteriorating.  Alan’s body was flushed of all color and extremely frail; his uniform seemed to hang on his body like it was several sizes too big.  Sweat beaded along his brow, and tiny lesions were beginning to blot his once perfect complexion.

Slowly, I closed my eyes, hoping that when I opened them, I would wake up from this nightmare, hoping that everything would be okay.  It was not; Sarah stood before me with a morbid look upon her face, something I rarely saw.

“Erin,” she said sympathetically, placing a calm hand upon my shoulder, “the rate at which his genetic material is deteriorating has increased exponentially over the past few hours.  We’re running out of time, and I’m afraid there isn’t anything I can do about it.”

My throat was raw, and there were tears welling in my eyes.  Unable and unwilling to fight them back, I relented, and buried my face in Sarah’s shoulder as the floodgates opened.  “Why?” I demanded.  “Why is it that every time I let myself love someone, something terrible happens?”

Sarah patted me gently on the back, attempting to soothe me.  “It’s not your fault,” she said.  “Tragedy and triumph go hand in hand; you have to have one to get the other.”

I sniffled, and pulled my weary head from its haven.  “When is it going to be my turn to triumph?”  I asked, peering up into Sarah’s deep brown eyes.

She shook her head.  “I don’t know.”  With that said, Hartman gently pushed me aside and wandered to the workstation in the center of the sickbay.  She sifted through a couple of drawers before coming back with a hypospray in hand.  “Fifty cc’s of cetalyaphin should stabilize his condition for now—but we’re only prolonging the inevitable.”

I nodded my understanding.  “How long does he have?”

Hartman conferred with her tricorder for a brief moment, pecking away at the controls before snapping it shut and approaching me with that morbid look yet again.  “A week,” she said softly, then added, “probably less.”

My heart sank, and an empty feeling came over me.  I very much wanted to do something to help Alan, but when it came down to it, I was totally powerless.  I could do nothing but sit and watch as my beloved Alan faded into oblivion.

Who then would I turn to for a stupid joke?  Who would cheer me up when I was sad?  Comfort me when I was lonely?  Or give me a golden star when I was good?  Who would help me raise Angela?   Who would fill that void in my life where Alan used to be?

And who could I turn to now, in my greatest moment of need?

Nobody, for there was no one left.

Or so I thought…

After lingering in sickbay for a while longer, I was finally forced to succumb to my biological needs.  Though I was in absolutely no mood to do so, Angela dictated that food was required… and soon.  Not only did my stomach growl, Angela periodically squirmed and flitted about, telling me that we needed food.

Reluctantly, I left Alan’s side and retreated to our empty quarters in search of food.  With little spring in my step, I made my way to the replicator and stood for several seconds, unsure of what to order.  After a few additional moments of indecision, I just told the computer the first thing that came to my mind: “Chocolate ice cream.”

The computer chirped happily, and seconds later my ice cream shimmered into existence amidst a swirl of blue light.  I quickly plucked the cold bowl from the basin and made my way over to the sofa where I fully intended to devour my treat.

The first spoonful was always my favorite.  I loved the way the sweet chocolate melted on my tongue like an aria for my taste buds.  I savored each precious second of pure bliss until finally… the door chimed.

Crestfallen, I carefully set my dish aside and turned my attention to the doors; I certainly hoped the person standing on the other side had a good reason for disturbing me.  “Come in,” I said softly.

The doors quickly slid apart, and the petite Rachael Meyer stood at the threshold.  She cast a sympathetic smile in my direction before taking a few hesitant steps into the room.  “May I come in?” she asked.

I smiled.  “Of course,” I said.  “Have a seat.  Do you want anything?  Ice cream, perhaps?”

Rachael shook her head, her short blonde hair happily bouncing back and forth.  “No thank you.  But don’t let that stop you two from having a good meal.  You need it more than I do.”

I gazed down at Angela, and a weak smile pervaded my overriding gloom.  “I guess so.”

Slowly, Rachael sat down beside me and placed a kind hand upon my shoulder.  “I heard about Alan,” she said softly.

The haunting look of tranquility in her eyes almost made me scream.  My best friend in the entire universe was dying down in sickbay, and Rachael had the nerve to sit before me looking completely tranquil.  For a moment, I wondered how she could be so heartless—but then I realized that it was her job to look tranquil, and that I was jumping to conclusions far too quickly.

I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate, to push all of my emotions out of the way like Rachael… but I didn’t have her training.  Each and every time my eyes closed, I saw darkness and loneliness; I saw the isolation that I so much feared, and immediately, my eyes were open once more, staring Rachael in the face.

“How are you doing?” she asked.

“As well as can be expected,” I told her.

She nodded sympathetically and smiled.  “Do you want to talk about it?”

Wanting to drop the subject for the time being, I shook my head… but my mouth betrayed my actions, and a soft “yes” fell from my lips.  Not one to argue with my own words, I decided that perhaps some part of myself did want to share my feelings; so I did.  “What am I getting myself into?” I asked.

“A family,” said Rachael.

I shook my head.  “What kind of family will it be without a father?”

“There is no set definition for a family,” said Rachael.  “Nowhere in this universe will you find an instruction manual with all of the guidelines all nicely spelled out.  Flesh and blood are only the beginnings… but in the end, a family is what you make it to be, Erin—and I say that no matter what happens, your family will be an exemplary one.”

I smiled.  “You really think that?”

“I do,” Rachael replied.  “You are one of the kindest human beings in this universe.  Your mind is open to all possibilities, and your heart is warm with compassion.  Trust me, you’ll do okay.”

“I’m only doing what I think is right,” I said.

“And that will be more than enough.”

I hoped it would be enough—but I wasn’t certain.  I had used to be such an optimist, always believing that in the long run, things would turn out for the best.  Tempered by the gentle hands of time, my beliefs had slowly eroded until this moment, the pinnacle of my existence thus far—and I suddenly realized that no matter how hard one tries to reach utopia, there will always be one more obstacle in the way, forever keeping perfection at bay. 

There were a few moments of silence between us.  Not wanting it to grow, I cleared my throat and composed myself as much as possible before turning to Rachael.  “Have I ever told you how much of a friend you have been to me?”

She blushed and quickly shook her head.  “You didn’t need to,” she told me, her eyes darting away from mine.

A warm smile slowly spread across my face.  “Yes.  I did.  In fact… before things… turned badly… Alan and I were wondering if you wouldn’t mind… being Angela’s godmother.  We were going to invite you to dinner and all that, but I guess now is as good a time as any.  Of course, if you don’t want to, I would totally underst—”

“Erin,” she interrupted.  “I would love to.”

I was about to express my eternal gratitude to Rachael, but before I even had a chance to open my mouth, my communicator chirped.  “Hartman to Keller.”

I touched the tiny device.  “Yes?”

“You’d better get back to sickbay,” said the Doctor.  “I have something that might interest you.”

Sarah’s voice wasn’t filled with panic or urgency—a detail that greatly relieved me.  At least Alan’s condition hadn’t worsened… Still, this mysterious tidbit of information was of more than enough interest to propel me to my weary feet.  “I’m on my way,” I said, already heading for the doors, Rachael following close behind.

When Rachael and I entered sickbay, Doctor Hartman was sitting quietly behind her desk studying some schematics on the computer terminal before her.  She briefly looked up from her studies to see who had entered sickbay, and upon seeing me, set her work aside and approached us.  “Erin, Rachael,” she said, her voice brimming with uncanny enthusiasm.

That alone lifted my spirits.  I had known Sarah Hartman for several years—and aside from a few compassionate moments, it was a rarity for her to display any emotions other than ones related to annoyance.

“What’s up?” I asked as Sarah closed the gap between us.

She didn’t respond.  Instead, her hands plunged into the deep pockets of her lab coat and pulled out a tricorder.  Without any preamble, the doctor flipped the device open and started scanning Angela.  Almost instantly, the tricorder emitted a series of shrill bleeps that seemed to bring a smile to the Doctor’s face.

“What is it?” I asked again.

Sarah briefly looked up from the tricorder.  “I might be on to something,” she said during her short reprise from the screen.

Even though I had absolutely no idea what was going on, I found the look on Sarah’s face to be extremely encouraging.  This something she was on to could only spell good news.  “Can you… maybe… extrapolate?”

At first I wasn’t sure if Sarah had heard me at all.  She simply stared at the data on the tricorder in her hand, utterly transfixed by whatever was presented.  But suddenly, she snapped it closed and finally her eyes met my curious gaze.  “Yes,” she said.  “Follow me.”

We quickly walked back to her office and gathered around Sarah’s desk.  The Doctor tapped at the controls on her computer for a few second before turning the screen for Rachael and me to see.  I immediately recognized the schematic to be a DNA sequence—but one totally unlike anything I had ever seen before.

“This is your daughter’s genetic structure,” said Sarah softly, pointing at the screen.  “It’s the first human/Ka’Tulan hybrid known to exist…”

That explained why I had never seen it before.  Of course… though I was quite proud to be carrying a completely unique creation inside of my body, I wasn’t all too impressed by a computer simulation of Angela’s DNA.  Sarah, obviously seeing this in my face, tapped at the controls once more, bringing up another DNA sequence.

This one wasn’t as perfect as Angela’s.  In fact, there were many obvious aberrations.  Not surprisingly, Sarah subsequently announced that we were looking at Alan’s DNA.  “At the current rate of deterioration, I have determined that he has just about six and a half days left before… there’s nothing left.”

A chill went down my spine.  “Then what?”

“He’ll probably revert to the Ka’Tulans’ original non-corporeal state sometime over the next few days… and dissipate.  In seven days, Alan will be nothing more than a few stray molecules.”

I was suddenly starting to dislike the direction this conversation was taking.  Apparently, my earlier enthusiasm had not been warranted—but before I had a chance to sulk, Sarah’s hands flew over the controls a third time.  Alan’s genetic structure remained, but a moment later, the doctor transposed Angela’s DNA over it—and all of the gaps and aberrations in Alan’s strand suddenly disappeared…

“Are you suggesting we infuse Alan with Angela’s DNA?” asked Rachael, intently watching the two rotating strands.

Hartman smiled.  “Exactly,” she said.

“But what about the infection itself?” Rachael prompted.  “We could replace the infected material all we want, but if the infection is still there…”

Hartman licked her lips as she formulated some sort of hypothesis.  Whatever she said, I had faith that there would be some merit to her words; the Doctor had worked countless miracles in the past.  I had a feeling this would be no different.

“I’ve been running some simulations,” she said.  “I think that with some genetic restructuring, I will be able to make Angela’s immune system suppress the disease in Alan’s body.”

“How long do you think it will be until you can administer the treatment?” I asked, brimming with excitement.

“The sooner we get started,” said Hartman, “the sooner we’ll see some results.”

I bolted from my seat.  “Then let’s do it!”

Chapter Three

It had taken several hours for Doctor Hartman to complete the procedures necessary to heal Alan, the delicate process of restructuring Angela’s DNA being the most complex and time-consuming task of the bunch.  But from what I could tell, it would be worth it; not only would Alan be cured, Angela would be completely immune to the debilitating disease.  I couldn’t ask for more—and even if I could, if this procedure worked, I would have everything I could possible dream of.

For me, the procedure was nothing more than long and boring.  There was no pain, aside from the usual discomforts associated with pregnancy, which weren’t actually that bad during the procedure.  Of course, my mind had wandered so much over those few hours that I probably wouldn’t have noticed a pack of angry Breen storming through—or apparently my name being repeatedly called.

“ERIN!”

I snapped out of my trance to see Rachael standing at the foot of the biobed I had been resting on.  She cocked her head and smiled at me.  “Welcome back to the world,” she quipped.

“Hey, I was thinking about my family,” I said in my own defense.  “There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?”

“Not at all,” said Rachael.  “Sarah has finished with Alan.  We’re ready to wake him up.  Perhaps you’d like to be there?”

“You bet,” I chirped.

Rachael summarily extended her hand; I grabbed it and pulled myself to a sitting position on the edge of the bed before carefully hopping to the floor.  “They did not have pregnant women in mind when they made these death traps,” I moaned.

Rachael quickly flashed me a curious look.  “This is a warship.  You’re supposed to be blowing things up and destroying life… not creating it,” she said with a faint giggle.

“Things would be so much nicer if the universe was a matriarchy,” I said as we approached Sarah at the foot of Alan’s biobed.

 The sentiment quickly brought a smile to Sarah’s face.  “We could ship all the men to some backwater planet where they would be used for the sole purpose of mating,” she said.

“Even the cute ones?” I asked.

“No,” Hartman corrected as she turned to Alan.  “We’d keep them around for aesthetic purposes.  But it looks like your beloved would be on the backwater planet.”

I rolled my eyes.  “Thanks.”

She shrugged and brought the hypospray to Alan’s neck.  “I’ll refrain from picking on him until he’s awake.  It’s a lot more fun then.”

“If he heard this conversation,” said Rachael, “he’d probably wish himself dead.”

We giggled for a brief moment, but as I saw Sarah moving to awaken Alan, I stymied my laughter and assumed a completely professional demeanor that was more appropriate for the situation—and secretly I crossed my fingers, hoping that Sarah’s miracle treatment would actually work.

The hypospray quietly hissed as the stimulant it contained shot into Alan’s neck and subsequently traveled throughout his body.  Almost immediately, he elicited a soft groan; then his bright turquoise eyes fluttered open, and he groggily propped himself up on his elbows.

“That,” he said with his usual gusto, “was thoroughly unpleasant.”

With excitement flowing through my veins, I rushed to Alan’s side and wrapped my arms around his body.  “I am so glad to hear that!”

He pulled back, and for a moment I thought something was wrong—then I saw the whimsical look on his face.  “So you enjoy my torment?”

“No, silly!  I’m glad to hear your voice!”

He grinned.  “I’m glad to hear my voice, too.”

“Personally, I liked him a little more when he was silent,” added Sarah Hartman wryly as she pulled out her medical tricorder.  “He was so much easier to tolerate.”

Slowly, she started waving the device over Alan’s body; the tricorder summarily bleeped, providing her with news that was obviously good, given the smile on her face.  “The treatment appears to be working,” she proudly proclaimed.  “We’re going to have to do several follow-ups over the next few months, but I would say that our beloved Captain is on the road to recovery.”

Those words practically melted my heart.  The final obstacle between utopia and myself had fallen by the wayside, and for the first time in my life, I had achieved what I had once thought impossible: true happiness.

Nearly an hour later, Sarah Hartman had scanned every possible part of Alan.  Her findings concluded that his body was fully embracing the treatment, and that there would be little point for his continued presence in sickbay.  Consequently, she gave him the green light to return home with me…

Home…  The word hung in my mind for a long moment, and I couldn’t help but wonder at which point the Starlight had become more than just a place to eat, sleep, and work.

Perhaps it was the moment I realized that the people on this ship were more than just my comrades—they were my best friends in the entire universe.  I cared about these people much like my own family… because quite frankly, they were all that I had left.    We laughed through the good times, cried through the bad—but they were there always there for me.  They were like my family—but beyond flesh and blood…

“How are you feeling?” I asked Alan as we exited sickbay and headed for the nearest turbolift.

He considered my question for a moment and flashed me a smile.  “Well enough,” he said.

“You had me extremely worried, there,” I told him.  “At one point, you didn’t even know who I was.  I was so afraid that I was going to lose you!”

We stopped just outside the turbolift, and Alan grabbed me firmly by the shoulders.  “You can’t get rid of me that easily,” he said softly.  “I have a feeling you’ll have to put up with me for a long time to come.”

I smiled at his words; coming from his mouth, they seemed so much more reassuring than the cold, hard data provided by a medical tricorder.  “You… me… Angela… I’m looking forward to it already.”

Alan arched his brow.  “Assuming there aren’t too many bad jokes, right?”

I shrugged, and approached the turbolift doors, prompting them to slide apart.  “I can block those out quite easily,” I chirped before strolling into the lift.

PERSONAL LOG, STARDATE 73927.3: Nearly a week has passed since Doctor Hartman administered her life-saving treatment to Alan, and all appears to be going well.  Though I’m extremely relieved that he is well, some sixth sense of mine tells me that we’re not yet out of the woods.  Of course, until I have concrete evidence to support my hypothesis, I must press on with business as usual.

The astrometrics lab was one of the most advanced facilities on the Starlight, for even I afforded myself a brief moment of awe each time I stepped into the room.  It was a large, open room with computer terminals scattered throughout.  Two circular alcoves were situation on either side of the doors, and directly ahead was an expansive platform surrounded by a massive panoramic viewscreen; standing quietly at the computer station atop the platform was Neelar Drayge, happily pecking away at the myriad controls before him.

I carefully gripped the cool, metallic rail on the platform’s ramp, and slowly made my way to the top.  “Hey, Neelar,” I called out on my approach.

His head immediately snapped up and turned to me.  “Erin,” he exclaimed.  “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“I didn’t think you would be,” I said softly.  “According to the duty roster, I’m on the bridge today, but it was a little boring, so I decided to come down here and see how things were going.”

The Bolian’s deep blue eyes quickly flitted from me, to the nondescript star system on the view viewscreen, and then back to me.  “Things are going well, I suppose.  I’m updating our database with all of the archaeological digs in this region that have not been assigned to a particular race.  The thought occurred to me that many of these ancient sites, like the one on Delta Omega IV—” he pointed to the viewscreen “—could belong to either the Elorg or the Iconians…”

“…and hence worth our attention,” I continued.  If the Federation could secure any one of these sites without the Elorg knowing about it, the possibilities for advancement in our war against them were basically limitless.  I patted Neelar’s shoulder.  “Good work, little buddy.”

“Thanks,” he said, blushing.  “Though I might point out that it was hardly a feat of ingenuity.”

“You don’t give yourself nearly enough credit,” I told him.  “It might not be a major accomplishment for the Federation… but it’s a major accomplishment for you.  I mean, put things into perspective—two years ago, if you had stumbled upon something like this, what would you have done?”

For a brief moment, Neelar’s complete attention turned to my question, and as he pondered, an enlightened look slowly built in his otherwise stoic face.  “I probably would have kept it to myself—or share it with the Captain and allow someone else to get the credit.”

I smiled.  “And now you’re the one getting all of the credit,” I told him.  “You’ve come so far over the past few years.  I’m quite proud of you, actually.”

As nonchalantly as possible, Neelar turned his attention back to the master control station and resumed his work.  “When speaking of life, someone once told me ‘…to live it, and live it well, because it’s only going to happen once.’  I suppose I took that advice to heart.”

It didn’t take me long to realize that I had just been quoted.  Though it had been nearly two years ago, I could still recall they day I had spoken those wise words to Neelar.  We had been gathered in the astrometrics lab on a day not unlike this one, during Neelar’s very first mission.  My words had simply been intended to comfort a weary new ensign on his first assignment—but in seeing that he had taken my sentiment to heart, I couldn’t help but feel somewhat more accomplished; I had unknowingly guided Neelar to the point he was at now—and the results were nothing less than exemplary.

The tapping at Neelar’s station suddenly stopped, and he turned to face me yet again.  “You and the Captain have served as my greatest influences over these past two years… but I think the time has come for me to leave the shelter of your proverbial wing.  I think you’ve got another person to worry about,” he said, pointing to Angela with his index finger.

A barrage of memories started flooding my mind, and I couldn’t help but smile.  “I can still throw you a birthday party, can’t I?”

“Absolutely,” said Drayge, matching my smile.  “But let me be the one to occasionally share some wisdom.”

“Of course,” I said with a grin.

Neelar cleared his throat, and hesitantly looked down at his shiny, black boots.  “I know the Captain is no longer in any danger… and while he wasn’t exactly concerned about the situation, you were.  Perhaps, Erin, it is not the years in our life that count, but the life in our years…”

“Alan was content with his accomplishments in life,” I realized.  “He had long ago accepted his fate…”

Suddenly, I felt a sharp pain in my abdomen.  At first, I thought that Angela was kicking me—an event I had been anticipating for a few weeks—but as the pain grew to nearly agonizing levels, I quickly ruled that possibility out.

Neelar quickly rushed to my side.  “Are you okay?” he inquired.

“I… don’t… know,” I squeaked between the waves of pain.  Slowly, my knees began to buckle and I could feel myself wanting to fall to the floor—but I grabbed Neelar for leverage.

Quickly, he tapped his communicator.  “Drayge to sickbay, medical emergency in the astrometrics lab!”

And then everything went dark…

When I finally awoke, I found myself staring at the nondescript ceiling in sickbay.  In my peripheral vision, I could see Sarah, Rachael, and Alan chatting quietly—and from what I could hear, their tone was not very encouraging.

I could only make out bits and pieces of their conversation.  An “Angela” here, an “Alan” there, and mentions of medication and experimental procedures all seemed to pique my curiosity until finally, I couldn’t take it anymore.  Propping myself up on my elbows, I made it known to them that I was alive and well.

“So, um, how is everything?” I asked as if I had heard nothing at all.

The fact that Alan was immediately at my side comforting me didn’t help.  It wasn’t unusual for him to do so, but this time, there was a sense… a sixth sense that indicated there was more to his actions that the simple act of comforting me.  “What is it?” I asked softly, though the level of alarm in my voice was mounting.  “Is Angela okay?”

“For now,” said Alan.

That was not what I wanted to hear; my gaze immediately shifted to Rachael and Sarah.  Though the Doctor had a fairly neutral face, Rachael conveyed all of the emotion I needed to realize that something was very wrong.  “What is it?”

Doctor Hartman expelled a weary sigh.  “It would seem that my cure has a flaw that I wasn’t able to anticipate in my simulations.”  Slowly, she left the side of my bed and activated a monitor mounted on a nearby wall.  It flashed for a moment, then displayed the familiar double helix that I recognized as Angela’s DNA.

On the surface, everything seemed perfectly normal.  But as Sarah zoomed in on the swirling helix, an aberration became painfully apparent.  “The modifications I made to her genetic structure are mutating,” said Hartman softly.  “I don’t know why.”

I blinked.  “Can’t you fix it?”

Hartman nodded slowly, but carefully.  “I already have,” she said, “but there are indications that the mutation is already starting to recur.  For the moment it is contained in the areas altered during the genetic re-sequencing, but I fear that given time, it will spread.”

My hands immediately cupped my mouth, and a breathed a frustrated sigh of pain into them.  “What does this mean for Angela?”

Hartman cleared the display with a quick tap of a button, and slowly closed the gap between the two of us.  “If it goes untreated, Angela will mostly likely die within a few months.”

“Then treat it!” I exclaimed—but Rachael quickly placed her hand on my shoulder; the look in her eyes didn’t seem to indicate joy.

“You might want to reconsider that,” she said softly, turning the conversation back to Sarah.

The Doctor stood only a few centimeters from my face as she whispered the words that would ultimately shatter my life.  “Treatment of Angela would require a genetic reversion to her DNA’s original, unaltered state.  Unfortunately, that means the improvements to her immune system are also reverted…” She paused, and allowed her words to sink in before adding the most damning part: “That means I will no longer have the ability to treat Alan.”

A haunting chill crawled down my spine.  “Can’t you find another Ka’Tulan and re-sequence their DNA?” I asked, frantic to find another alternative.  “Or what about mine?”

I looked to Sarah’s eyes for some sort of answer, but I saw nothing but a welling tear.  “There was something unique in your daughter’s DNA that allowed for the changes in her immune system to take place.  Since there are no other human/Ka’Tulan hybrids known to exist… there are no other viable sources of DNA…”

My utopia was shattered into a million pieces, and I knew that it would never again be achieved, because when it came down to it, I had little choice but to sacrifice someone very dear to me—and the choice would forever plague me: Alan or Angela…

Chapter Four

I felt nothing.

I sat quietly at the small table in our quarters nursing a steaming mug of hot chocolate, and not even the warmth from the mug seemed to get to me.  It was as if I were in a bubble, completely detached from the rest of the universe—and that was very much where I wanted to be.

Running away from my problems wasn’t usually my style.  In fact, I tended to favor the exact opposite on most occasions—but this time was different.  This time, the decision before me was so mind boggling that I couldn’t even begin to comprehend it.  For a short while, I thought that if I ignored it, the problem would go away.  I was mistaken.

So now I sat, staring blankly into my mug of hot chocolate, hoping that something might happen to get me thinking—and it was at that moment Alan emerged from our sleeping quarters.  After a moment of wandering about, he slowly seated himself in the empty seat beside me.  “We have to talk,” he said softly.

Even though it was the last thing I wanted to do, I nodded my agreement.  Already, I could feel the tears welling in my eyes.  I tried to hold them in, but there was nothing I could do to stop the salty droplets from streaming down my cheeks.  I quickly brushed them away with my hand and then tried to bring my gaze to meet Alan’s.

 “Look,” he said, “the decision is easy.”

My eyes widened.  “Easy?!” I exclaimed, not bothering to hide my anger.  “Alan… what exactly is easy about it?”

 He quickly grabbed both of my hands and squeezed them tight, attempting to keep me calm and reassured.  It didn’t exactly work, but I did humor him, and at least tried to appear calm and reassured.  “Erin,” he said softly, “Angela has got to live, because we will never have another chance at parenthood.  Her creation was nothing short of a miracle, and to lose her now… it’s not something I’m willing to accept.”

I shook my head.  “But what about you?”

“What about me?”

“If we have Sarah perform the genetic reversion on Angela, you’re going to die.  And… I don’t know if that’s something I am willing to accept, Alan.  I love you… that’s not something I can truthfully say to very many people, and I would very much hate to lose the one person to whom I can speak it—and mean it with all my heart.”

Alan slowly nodded, and his squeeze on my hands tightened.  “I love you too, Erin… but my life is already an accomplished one.  I’ve done so many things, seen so many places…  I can truthfully say that if I were to die today, I would die a happy man.  Angela hasn’t even known happiness yet.  Who am I to deny her happiness?”

It was a perfect day.

For as far as the eye could see, the rolling hills of some distant planet were alive with the delicate pink and purple blossoms of Ti’vhalan Orchids, the cool, gentle breeze carrying their sweet scent through the crisp morning air.  As I wandered through the seemingly endless plain, the warm sunlight beat down on my skin, bringing a smile to my face.

Frolicking happily beside me, her tiny hand squeezing my own, Angela was completely in awe of the surface.  Sure, I had taken her to the holodeck on countless occasions: we built huge sandcastles on the white sandy beaches of Earth, played hide-and-seek in the sundry forests on Bajor, and made a snowman on a crisp Talusian Snowfield… but none of it had been real—and none of it compared to the natural beauty that was before us now.

Angela’s head happily bobbed back and forth as she took in the sights and sounds of the verdant expanse before us, her cheerful laughter carrying along in the gentle wind.  “Come on, Mommy!” she chirped, leading the way to some unforeseen spot in the distance where we would spread out our blankets and sit down for a quiet picnic lunch.

She wandered a bit further, periodically looking back to that I was still there, until finally, something in the grass caught her attention.  Slowly, Angela dropped Pinky on the ground and got down on her hands and knees to investigate the spectacle before her.  “Mommy!” she called out excitedly, “I found a bug!”

I quickly crouched down behind her to see this bug for myself—and a smile immediately cracked my face.  “That’s not a bug, silly!”

Angela quickly turned to me, shocked.  “Then what is it?” she asked curiously.

“It’s called a butterfly,” I said softly, watching intently as the monarch crawled on the delicate purple petals of an orchid.

Slowly, Angela scooted herself closer to the butterfly.  “Can I pet it?” she asked me, her tiny hand already reaching out to stroke its wings.

“Mr. Butterfly is not like a kitty,” I said, grabbing her arm before she could do any damage to its delicate red wings.  “He doesn’t like being petted.”

“Why not?”

I smiled.  Angela’s barrage of questions seemed almost endless, but I tried to answer each and every one to the best of my ability.  “You see Mr. Butterfly on the flower, don’t you?”

She nodded.

“Well, do you know how he got there?”

“No.”

“Well,” I said, “he flew there, like a bird.  You see, Mr. Butterfly likes to visit all kinds of flowers, and he has to fly to all of them.  If you pet his wings, they might get hurt.”

I could already see the glimmer of understanding in Angela’s bright blue eyes.  “And then he can’t fly!” she proclaimed.

She was such an intelligent little girl.  Alan would have been proud…  Even now, nearly four years since he left us, I often found myself thinking about Alan Christopher.  Sometimes I could go for days, even weeks without giving him a second thought, but then one day down the road, I’d come across a certain scent, or hear a stupid joke, and I’d think to myself, Alan would have liked that… and suddenly the pain in my heart was just as bad as the day he died.

Recently, those days seemed to be growing in number.  Like I said, Angela was a very intelligent little girl, and she was getting to the point where she was realizing that her family was different from some of the other families she had seen.  She understood the concept of “mommy” and “baby” very well, and never missed an opportunity to say hello to a fellow little person—but it was the concept of “daddy” that had her confused, as demonstrated by her reaction to such a figure earlier in the day.

For the time being, her little mind was completely devoid of such matters, completely transfixed on the butterfly before her.  She giggled softly as it fluttered its beautiful wings, and then watched as it floated into the air like magic.  She craned her neck skyward, following her little friend on his journey until finally, Mr. Butterfly was out of sight.  “Bye-bye!” she called out, still staring at the deep azure sky.

I smiled, and set our picnic basket down on the grass.  “Why don’t we eat lunch right here?” I suggested.  “Maybe Mr. Butterfly will come back and see you later.”

Her eyes sparked with hope, and she quickly plopped her tiny bottom onto the grass.  “Okay!”

I knelt down beside the picnic basket and carefully opened it up.  “Come help Mommy with this blanket,” I said, pulling the red and white checkered blanket from inside.  Angela happily grabbed her end of the blanket and haphazardly yanked it over the grass, wildly flapping it in the air; when all was finally settled, the blanket was twisted and mangled, and sported a large bump in the middle where Angela was situated underneath it.

“Uh-oh!” I called out.  “Where did Angela go?”  I could see her wiggling underneath, and a second later, one of her little hands made a brief appearance.  I smiled.  “Angela!” I called out.  “Where did you go?”

 Suddenly, her little head popped out from the underside, her face beaming with a smile.  “I’m right here, Mommy!”

I quickly turned to her, and opened my arms.  “I was wondering where you went!” I said as she ran into my embrace.

“I was just being silly, Mommy!” she proclaimed, giving me a great big hug.

I smiled, and tried to straighten out her mess of long, blonde hair—but upon seeing the snarls she had accumulated were too much to take care of at the moment, I relented, and brought my lips to her ear.  “Let’s eat lunch,” I whispered.

Angela spun around and pounced onto the messy blanket, quickly going to work at straightening out the mess she had created.  Little did she know, she was actually making it worse.  I smiled, and told her to stand at the edge and hang on while I fixed it; Angela quickly scrambled to her feet and complied—and moments later, we had an eating area.

Upon seeing the sight, a wide smile cracked Angela’s face.  “Yay!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands as she plopped down onto the soft, warm blanket.

With the picnic basket in tow, I summarily sat down beside my daughter and made myself comfortable.  “Want a sandwich?” I asked, reaching inside.

She nodded her head and waited patiently while I fished out the little sandwich she had made for herself earlier.  After an addition moment of digging, I happened upon it, and quickly pulled it out along with my own sandwich.  Angela quickly took her lunch from my hand and peeled the sandwich from its wrapping, immediately placing a big bite into it.

“Is it good?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said happily, munching a few more bites before her curious eyes eventually locked with mine.  “Mommy?” she asked softly.

“Yes?”

“Do I have a daddy?”  She took another bite of her sandwich and then fixed her gaze on me until I answered.

“Of course you do,” I said softly.

“Where is he?”

“He’s someplace far, far away,” I said.  Death was not something Angela was ready to understand, and I wasn’t about to try and explain it.

“Can I see him?” she asked, her curiosity obviously piqued.

The pain was back—but for Angela’s sake, I kept my strong face forward.  “If you want, I can show you a picture of him when we get home.”

“But when can we go and see him?”

I took a bite of my sandwich.  “Not for a while,” I said after swallowing.  I had hoped the lump in my throat would have gone down with my sandwich, but I had no such luck.

“What is he like?”

“He was very silly,” I said.  Of all of Alan’s traits, his uncanny sense of humor was the most obvious, and even now, I could see inklings of it beginning to develop in Angela.  “He was kind and smart—and he loved you very much.”

Though it was hardly Shakespeare, my few kind words were enough to please Angela.  She smiled, and with her sandwich in hand, scooted nearer, and then curled up beside me.  I smiled, and wrapped my arm around her petite little body before planting a kiss atop her head.  She flashed me a quick smile, and then went back to nibbling at her sandwich.

For my part, I simply sat and enjoyed the company of my daughter—a little girl that had her chance to be happy… an event that ultimately lead to a newfound happiness of my own…

A warm feeling danced over my body as my mind’s latest imaginings came to a close, and I slowly turned to Alan with a faint, but weary smile upon my face.  “You’re right,” I said to him in a soft voice.

“Of course I’m right,” he said.  “I’m always right.  You were simply caught up in your emotions.  A scintillating chat with me was all you needed to get your head on straight.”

I rolled my watery eyes and shook my head.  “I don’t know if you’re right about that.  But you are right about Angela—we have to save her… even if it means losing you.”

Silence slowly filtered in between us; I didn’t know what to say or do.  Consequently, I said nothing at all, and simply fixed my sullen gaze upon Alan.  He produced a faint smile, which I promptly returned before finally turning my attention back to the mug of now lukewarm chocolate before me.

I had hardly touched it when it was hot, and now that it was cooling, I was rapidly losing my appetite for it.  I lazily pushed it aside and started to rise from my seat—but quickly found Alan’s hand on my shoulder, keeping me down.

“Where are you going?” he asked, his deep turquoise eyes drilling into my own.

“Sickbay,” I said.

“Are you feeling okay?”

I nodded.  “I just thought we…”

“No,” Alan interrupted.  “We don’t have to do it right now.  Right now,” he said, pulling me closer, “I just want to be alone with you one last time…”

* * *

Chapter Five

I was about to save my daughter’s life.  One would think I would feel a little happier about that, but as I walked through the Starlight’s corridors alongside Alan, I couldn’t help but feel… unhappy.

All things considered, we walked at a fairly brisk pace that I had little trouble keeping.  Our conversation was essentially nonexistent, for we had said everything that needed to be said the previous evening.  We were at the point where words were simply too cumbersome to convey our thoughts and feelings, so we said nothing at all.

We negotiated a few long, curved corridors without incident, encountering nothing more than a few stray members of the crew.  Each of them greeted the Captain cordially, and then went about their business.  Little did they know it was going to be one of the last times they would see their Captain.

After venturing through a few short corridors, we finally came upon the turbolift.  I quickly touched the pad on the wall beside the door to summon a lift, and seconds later, the doors parted, revealing Commander Matthew Harrison standing quietly inside.

He smiled pleasantly.  “Captain, Commander,” he greeted genially.

I flashed him a faint smile, and slowly made my way inside the turbolift alongside Alan.  Of all the people in the universe, Matthew Harrison was not my favorite.  Over the course of the past several years, we had had more than our fair share of differences, all of them stemming back to the fateful Phoenix Project of long ago.  Though we had managed to put most of that behind us, I still felt a small amount of animosity toward him.  Clearly, the feeling was mutual, as his smile faded somewhat as it reached me.

“Deck five,” said Alan before our smiles had a chance to degrade into words.  “How are you this morning, Matthew?”

The first officer considered the question for a brief moment.  “Most excellent,” he decided after a moment.  “And you?”

Alan heaved an uneasy sigh, and forced a smile to his face.  “Well enough,” he said.

“It is going to be a busy day,” continued Harrison.  “Captain Talbot received your tactical analysis last night, and wishes to meet with you to discuss it.  Additionally, Admiral O’Connor wishes you to host a symposium on some sort of tactical development she has stumbled upon.  She was quite vague in her description, however.”

Alan nodded.  “Typical.  When I meet with Jeremy, we’ll have a discussion about that, too.”

“Planning something?” asked Harrison with a coy smile upon his face.

A devious look slowly washed over Alan’s face.  “Perhaps,” he admitted as the turbolift came to a halt.  

Wanting this ride to be over with, I started to head for the doors, but Matthew conveniently stood directly in front of them, blocking the exit.  “This is our stop,” I said to him, indicating with my eyes for him to step aside.

To my apparent consternation, Matthew did not move.  Instead, he stood absolutely still, smiling pleasantly at the both of us.  “It is my stop, as well,” he said.

I wanted to shove him out of the way so we could go to sickbay and get this over with.  But my better judgment continued to prevail over my primal instincts, and I simply stood and waited for the good Commander to turn around—and when he finally did, the doors parted, but I was not greeted with the expected empty corridor leading to sickbay.

Instead, standing assembled along the walls on either side of the corridor, were the myriad members of the Starlight’s crew.  Slowly, Matthew turned back to us.  “The crew has assembled to see their captain off on his final mission,” he said slowly, his every word brimming with heartfelt emotion.

Slowly, we began to walk, Matthew leading the way. Tears welled in my eyes as I peered out into the ranks.  I recognized each and every one of those faces, and the sorrow ebbing from them as they saw their Captain off.    Briefly, I turned my attention to Alan.  His jaw was clenched tight, and a few tears had managed to find their way down his cheek…

Suddenly, Matthew paused, cast his gaze upon us, and then fell into line with the rest of the senior staff; our journey had reached its end.  Matthew, Lucas, Talyere, Rachael, Neelar, Bator, and even Kendall stood just outside the doors to sickbay—and there, standing quietly at the threshold of her domain, was Sarah.   The Doctor sent both of us a heartfelt gaze before stepping aside and allowing us into sickbay.

“Alan,” I said softly as the doors hissed shut behind us.

He turned to me.  “Yes?”

Tears streamed down my face, and there was a large, raw lump in my throat, keeping my voice at bay.  A part of me very much wanted to keep silent, but elsewhere, my feelings were dying to be expressed, for I had reached a decision.  “We find ourselves in uncertain times, where the fate of humanity could be decided in the blink of a malevolent eye.  And when the time to make a stand against the darkness is at hand, humanity will need a bringer of light to lead the way.  That person is not Alexis O’Connor.  It’s not Jeremy Talbot.  It’s you, Alan.”

“You’re giving me too much credit,” he quickly retorted.  “Life will go on when I’m gone.”

“And who will take over in spearheading the war efforts?”  I prompted—and then quickly answered, “Nobody.   Can you see Jeremy leading a war?  No.  Can you see O’Connor doing it?  No!  Without strong leadership, the Federation is damned…”

“The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few,” said Alan under his breath as the realization finally struck him…

I nodded, and then turned my eyes upon Angela.  “Good-bye.”

* * *

PERSONAL LOG, STARDATE 73939.4: Using Angela’s modified DNA, Doctor Hartman was able to perform the follow-up treatments necessary to save Alan’s life.  As expected, the procedure mutated Angela’s DNA beyond repair; she died a few hours later.

I killed my daughter.  All my life, I had dreamed of having a little girl of my own, and when the opportunity finally presented itself… I killed her.  It was for the greater good, I tell myself each and every day.  Because Alan is alive to lead the Federation, we’ll have saved billions of lives—just not the one that I most desired to hold in my arms.

I felt so empty… so evil… so guilty… I could hardly stand to look at myself in the mirror in the morning, because the person I saw was not the person I wanted to be.  I needed some time to think… I needed some time to get away from it all…

Suddenly, the computer bleeped, catching me totally off guard.  I jumped at the noise, and spilled my mug of hot chocolate all over the table in our quarters—but I didn’t care.  Something told me that the computer was more important than the stains in the carpeting, and I quickly rushed to the desk to see what it was.

It was an incoming transmission—addressed to me.  

“Who could it be?” I wondered.  There was only one way to find out.

I touched the base of the computer to access the transmission, only to be prompted for identification and security clearance.  Mildly surprised, I provided the necessary data and watched as the computer processed it.  Seconds later, the Federation emblem disappeared, and was replaced by a familiar face—that of Allison Duford, my best friend from the Academy.  Only now she was Captain Duford, and as I listened to her transmission, it became apparent that she had a proposition for me…

* * *
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