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Prologue


Sleep.


It was something that Captain Alan Christopher had longed for more of during the Elorg War—and now that the war had ended, he found himself with the time to get that sleep. And he had also found it to be a two-edged sword indeed.


On the one hand, it was something so wonderfully pleasant to spend the night doing, finally regaining the rest he had lost. It almost felt like heaven the moment he’d lain himself down on his own bed again.

On the other hand, however, he found his sleep to be haunted, on occasion, by nightmares. Unfortunately, waking up was not enough to make them simply go away, because these nightmares were all too real. He saw images of Xi’Yor’s evil visage, and images of the men and women who had died during the war.


He was relieved they didn’t torment his sleep every night. Otherwise, he feared he would get very little of it.


With a sigh, Alan awoke, glanced at the chronometer beside his bed, and reveled in having the luxury to roll over and pointedly ignore the time displayed on the unit. Granted, it was only a momentary pleasure, but it was a pleasure nonetheless.

But in the process of rolling over, he noticed that the other side of the bed was not only empty, but cold. And on the floor, there was only one pair of boots, leading him to realize that Erin was already up and about.


Rolling back over, he slid the covers aside, feeling the conditioned air aboard the Starlight prickling at his bare skin. Sitting up, he remained on the edge of the bed for a moment while his brain sorted itself out, then stood up and plodded into the sonic shower.


Several minutes later, he stepped out. Even without true water, the sonic shower still felt good and left him feeling clean. Not that he encountered much dirt on the sterile starship he resided upon, but that was beside the point.


The mere possibility of a dull, boring day was enough to make him giddy, and he practically skipped to the closet from which he pulled the uniform he would wear that day.
 A couple of minutes later, he emerged from his quarters and headed toward the crew lounge for breakfast. Anyone who was looking closely would certainly note the spring in his step, the faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, and the sparkle in his vibrant turquoise eyes.


It was, he decided, an excellent day to be alive.

* * *


Commander Erin Kellar felt happy.  And it wasn’t just because the steaming mug of hot chocolate before her was real—but that was certainly a major factor in her good mood.  It was simply one of those magical mornings when she found herself getting up on the right side of bed, and everything seemed to be going her way.


She sat alone at her table in the center of the crew lounge, enjoying the hot chocolate and the silence—the latter of which would vanish when her friends started to arrive.


But the hot chocolate… The delightful, delightful hot chocolate… Before they’d headed into deep space again, Erin had had the presence of mind to acquire real hot chocolate mix from her friends on Earth who had grinned, sent it to her, and shaken their heads. Erin had a small love for chocolate, in the same way that space was tinted slightly black. 
Granted, her supply would last perhaps a month, at best, but it would be a month of terribly wonderful mornings.


Through the large sliding doors, Alan walked, waving cheerfully to a couple of crewmembers who waved back and wondered why he was waving in the first place. Judging from the bounce in his step, he was in one of those peculiar moods of his that led to bizarre conversations, strange remarks, and just general insanity. In other words, status quo.


He approached the replicator and ordered a beverage that was almost, but not entirely unlike coffee, then approached Erin’s table.


“Good morning to you, and your kin.” Alan stated matter-of-factly.


Erin paused before she took a sip and said, “What?” in a distinctly puzzled tone.


Alan opened his mouth, but Erin held up a silencing hand, and said, “Never mind, I doubt I want to know,” and finished taking her sip.


“I slept in,” Alan stated proudly after a moment of silence had passed and the morning had almost returned to normal.


Erin glanced at the chronometer on the wall near the replicator and rolled her eyes, “Five minutes. Wow.”


Alan took a drink, made a face, took another drink, and said, “It is still technically sleeping in.”


Erin sighed and said, “Of course, little buddy,” with the type of smile that suggested she not only doubted his sanity, but flatly disbelieved in its existence.


Alan suddenly set his drink down and leaned closer, his nose twitching. Before Erin could ask what exactly he thought he was doing, Alan asked, “What are you drinking?”


“…Hot chocolate,” Erin said hesitantly, “just like I do every morning.”


“It smells different,” he declared.


Erin smiled happily and returned, “Because it’s not that replicated shit.”


“Were I not so amazed at your humor,” Alan stated, “I would inform you to watch your language.”


“It’s real. And there’s nothing wrong with my language!” Erin insisted.


“Real hot chocolate?” Alan’s eyebrows bobbed up, then drifted back down, “Where are you keeping it hidden? Under your station? In our quarters?”


“I’m not telling you.”


“It’s in our quarters, isn’t it? Under the bed? In the sonic shower? Where is it?”


“I’m not telling you!” Erin argued firmly.


“Why ever not, dearest Erin?” Alan oozed with irritatingly fake charm.


“Because you would take it,” Erin said, “And because it’s mine.”


“But what about enlightened self-interest?” he pleaded pitifully.


“Trust me, little buddy.” Erin smiled innocently at him. “This is entirely self-interest.”


Alan sighed, sullenly took a drink from his own beverage, then said, “Well, today promises to be a wonderfully dull, delightfully boring day. And that means I have nothing better to do than find your hot chocolate stash.”


“Just you wait,” Erin declared, poking a finger firmly in his chest. “Something will pop up to occupy you!”

Chapter One

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74334.3:
The Starlight is en route to the Gren’Thon System to examine what may be the first stable wormhole discovered since the Bajoran wormhole in the 2360’s—and the Starlight has the honor of being the first vessel to investigate. All we have thus far are reports from the Thonian government regarding a series of spatial anomalies. Hopefully, we’ll be able to confirm or deny those reports in the near future.

Alan sat peacefully on the bridge of the Starlight, effortlessly destroying the sanity of those unfortunate enough to be stuck on the bridge with him.  “…And then,” he droned on, “with the wormhole AlanGate, we would be able to explore to the far reaches of the universe. Due to the fine discovery, I would naturally have been promoted to President of the Universe… or Supreme Commander—I haven’t decided which… but I’d make sure you all got fine assignments either way. But then again, no one would want to explore to the outer reaches of the universe, because it would only distance them from my greatness.”


“Perhaps if we recite that tale at our trials,” Commander Matthew Harrison muttered, loud enough for the rest of the bridge crew to hear him, “they’ll clear us of the murder charges and we may claim self-defense.”


“You hold him,” Lieutenant Bator swiftly decided. “I will beat him.”


Christopher held up a warning finger, “That, dearest Bator, would get your golden stars revoked quite soundly.”


“We sealed them in sub-space,” Kellar chirped up, “So it’s an empty threat.”


Alan opened his mouth, a witty and brilliant comeback on the tip of his tongue, but Neelar Drayge suddenly interrupted from his position at the helm. “We’re approaching the coordinates of the rift.”


“Gold star revoking can wait then,” Alan said mock-seriously. “Slow to one-third impulse, and then bring us to a stop two thousand kilometers from AlanGate.”


He glanced at Erin, “Are you getting anything on sensors?”


“I’m getting something,” she replied, “But I don’t know what.”
 She paused, and Alan held his peace, an unspoken sign for her to continue.  And she did. “There’s some sort of spatial anomaly there, but I don’t think it’s a wormhole. At least, not like any I’ve ever studied!”


“Get Kendall and ease on down to the astrometrics lab,” Alan decided a moment later. “See what you two can turn up.”


As Erin got up to leave, Alan stood as well and declared, “I will be in my ready room, mourning the non-existence of AlanGate. Tell me when something happens.”


As he wandered out, Harrison glanced sidelong at Bator, “Just when normality makes an appearance, the Captain grows weird and frightens it off.”


“I don’t think it comes around here much, anyway.” Bator replied flatly.


Lucas Tompkins was frowning. He had, in fact, been frowning for a good twenty minutes now as he worked—or rather, wrestled—with the warp engines, and the related systems.


Something was not right.


At first, he hadn’t really been sure of a problem, or even if the problem had existed in the first place. All he’d noticed, at first, was a slight fluctuation in the matter/anti-matter flow. It wasn’t serious, yet—although if it had gone unchecked, it could have caused some fairly serious problems. That was all irrelevant, however, since he noticed it fairly quickly, and the problem was corrected five minutes later.


And then, a fluctuation had appeared in the plasma manifolds.


This too, had been caught early, dealt with quickly, and any major repercussions of the problem were averted. But then, in the process of running further diagnostics, a fluctuation called his attention in the EPS relays.


Currently, he had Jayla Trinn hard at work fixing that particular problem while he stood with tricorder ready, carefully watching the coolant valves for a possible descent into chaos.


The fluctuation was similar in each instance, and it simply seemed to be traveling from one system to the next. In fact, Lucas compared its behavior to a bubble in a poorly applied piece of wallpaper: one could push it down and hope for it to go away, but it would simply pop up a moment later a few inches away.


His badge suddenly chirped and he touched it.  “This is Tompkins—go.”


“The problem in the EPS relay has been taken care of,” said Jayla Trinn, sounding confident her work was complete.  And it undoubtedly was.  But if Tompkins’ theory held true, the bubble was merely pushed.


And, almost exactly on cue, his tricorder beeped and chirped away busily. Glancing down at the readings, without really needing to see them, he grimly confirmed that a fluctuation had indeed appeared in the coolant flow.  The bubble was back…


This is going to drive me insane, he decided as he closed the tricorder, summarily killing the constant bleeping the unit provided.


Still grumbling, he tapped his comm badge and said, “Tompkins to Christopher.”


“Yes, Lucas?”

“Captain,” Tompkins said, “I’ve got a problem down here.”


Quickly, he outlined the problem with the various fluctuations, during which the Captain listened in silence.  When he was finished, Christopher pondered the situation for a moment and then declared, “Perhaps you should stroll on down to astrometrics—Kendall and Erin are already there looking for something interesting… and if these systems only started acting up recently, it could be related to the spatial anomaly we’re investigating right now.”

Lucas nodded, “All right.  I’m on it.”


“Enjoy,” Christopher replied, and then closed the channel, leaving Lucas to swing himself down the service ladder onto the main floor of engineering, from which he trotted out the main doors and headed toward astrometrics.


A few moments later, Lucas walked into astrometrics to find—much as he had expected—Erin and Kendall already working busily at the control station while images of the spatial anomaly flashed across the screen.


“Hey, Lucas,” Erin called as he walked through the parted doors, “What’s up?”


“An annoying fluctuation in ship’s systems,” Lucas said shortly by way of explanation, “The Captain wanted me to check with you guys and see if it were related to the spatial anomaly somehow.”


Kendall nodded and began running programs through his station while Erin rolled her eyes skyward and said, “Ah, our beloved leader. The man’s got an ego bigger than the Starlight.”


“You’re just now realizing this?” Tompkins quipped, sidling up to Johnson to see what results the diagnostics and sensors were providing.


“If it’s a wormhole,” Erin declared, “He wants to name it ‘AlanGate’ and believes it will make him president of the universe, or something like that.”


“Heh.  Sounds like chronic ego to me,” Tompkins decided, “Right, Kendall?”


“No doubt,” Kendall said distractedly, more intent on the diagnostics than the conversation.


“That wasn’t the worst of it,” Kellar pursued. “This morning, he was obsessing over my hot chocolate.”


“Why?”


“It wasn’t replicated, and it was driving him nuts.”


Lucas’ eyes grew steadily wider. Erin, oblivious to this, closed the programs she was running and said, “I’m going to head back toward the bridge. See you boys later!”  And with that, she was gone.


“Not replicated?” Lucas inquired. “That could be worth obsessing over, actually.” 


“I think she got it from Earth, before we left,” Kendall muttered, opening another program.


“Damn…  I wish I had thought of something like that.  Replicated food is edible, but it doesn’t really compare to real food…”


Kendall looked up at Tompkins and said, “Come on, it’s not that big of a deal.”


“Yes it is!” Tompkins declared sharply. “Think about it. She has real food!  The only thing I’ve got out here that’s even remotely close to that is a crappy tomato bush that my uncle gave me as a gift!”


Kendall grunted and continued working, then paused and looked up slowly. “Tomato…. bush?” Johnson repeated hesitantly, unsure if he had heard correctly.


“Yeah, a little scraggly tomato bush… it hasn’t even given me one damn tomato, and I’ve had it for a year now! I mean, what’s the point of—”


“Lucas, tomatoes grow on vines. They don’t grow on a bush.”


“But I’ve got a tomato bush in my quarters.”


“Vine. Tomato vine. You can look it up if you don’t believe me. Tomatoes grow on vines.”


“Then what the hell is in my quarters?” Lucas’ brow furrowed heavily and his jaw flapped slightly as his mind worked busily to comprehend this. Finally, he grunted, opened a program, and said, “Shut up and help me fix the fluctuation.”


Kendall chuckled, but the sound was lost when it was intermingled with Tompkins irritated grumbling...


“So,” Alan said, spinning his chair with a flourish away from the ready room window and toward Erin who stood before his desk, “What have you got for me?”


Erin tossed a padd to him. He deftly plucked it from the air and quickly began to scan over its contents. After a moment, he furrowed his brow in a serious manner, studied the data intently, and wondered how long he could pull off the stunt of pretending to know what he was looking at.


Erin, however, knew him better. “Why yes, Alan, I would love to explain,” she offered helpfully, pulling up a chair. “It’s like a pool in space, sort of. Basically, it’s a center, drawing charged neutrinos into the pool, building up and building up. The reason for the fluctuations in the systems down in engineering was because each system has some component that directly affects, and is in turn affected, by neutrinos.”


Alan furrowed his brow again, but this time in direct relation to what he understood. “Affected, how?”


“Almost like heating gasoline on a stove.”


“Gasoline...?”


“A highly flammable substance,” Erin added with a smile. “Used on Earth in a combustion engine that served as a means of transportation.”


“Oh...” Alan gave up, deciding to venture into the safer territory of technobabble, rather than venture into history. “So if I understand the analogy, the neutrinos build up to explosive levels when reacting with our systems?”


“Exactly.” Erin nodded firmly, relieved that she’d cleared the mess of scientific information without too much loss of sanity, sleep, or hair.


Alan leaned back, tilting his chair a little bit dangerously and let the thoughts digest in silence for a moment, then said, “So what do you suggest, Erin dearest?”


“Well, if we sit here, Lucas is going to be putting out brush fires in engineering for as long as we remain.”


“And we wouldn’t want to listen to him complaining that much,” Alan deadpanned, tapping his communicator. “Christopher to Drayge. Neelar, we need to get underway. Power up impulse engines and move us two thousand kilometers away from the anomaly.”


“Yes, Captain.”

“So,” Alan said, standing up and walking toward Erin with a pronounced swagger that made her want to call Doctor Sarah Hartman with a medical emergency, “Would you enjoy my presence, and dinner, tonight?”


“Well, I’ll enjoy the dinner anyway,” Erin chirped innocently, “We’ll see about you.”


“But my dear,” Alan said with sickeningly oozing charm, “the phaser in my pants is set to kill.” He was referring to their earlier adventure on Vintara, and an incident with the natives when they had been forced to hide their weapons.


“That’s kill?” Erin chirped, a wicked smile on her lips. “I thought it was more of a mild stun.”


She laughed at the glowering look on his face as he stood.
Alan slowly approached Erin, leaning down to kiss her, despite her insolence—


—And then hell exploded around the Starlight.

Chapter Two


The explosion ripped through the Starlight, and caught Lucas Tompkins by surprise. He had less than a second to anchor himself to a workstation, but even that was insufficient. When the starship rocked violently, he promptly felt himself lifted from the ground and hurled what seemed like the entire length of the astrometrics lab. He abruptly slammed into a burning console, explosions raining sparks down on him.  Instinctively, Tompkins curled up to ward off the burning cinders, but still they singed his flesh.


A roar filled his ears, filled his brain, filled his very soul. It penetrated his very being, seeming to tear him apart from the inside out.  He screamed, loudly, but the sound was not even heard by his own ears over the thunderous chaos that had exploded around him.

But suddenly—just as quickly as it had departed— silence returned.  Tompkins’ mouth was no longer open, and the scream had long since exhausted itself. Around him, debris settled. From his somewhat limited perspective, there was not much left of the astrometrics lab, save a few smoldering workstations.


With a cough, Tompkins tried to get to his feet, and quickly found that he could not. A powerful weight had settled across his shoulders, only making itself known when he tried to fight it—a once freestanding workstation, perhaps.  He coughed again, scattering dust and small bits of debris into the smoky air. Hoisting himself onto his elbows, he rasped out, “Kendall?”


There was only the silence, the polar opposite of the thunderous roar that had been there moments earlier.  Determined, Tompkins tried again, louder this time, and totally ignoring the ragged pain in his throat. “Kendall!”


Much to relief, Tompkins heard a groan, and a voice that was as raspy as his own. “I’m alright,” said Kendall weakly.  “What happened?”


Tompkins shook his head sullenly.  “Don’t know,” he replied, recalling little more than the sonorous roar.  He paused, and added, “It sounded like something with the engines.”


“Was that the noise we heard?  The engines going?”


“Either that, or God is constipated.”


Kendall laughed, but it lacked any humor. From his pinned position, Lucas saw the outline of a grayed, dusty man stand up from the rubble, bits of ash and other debris gently fluttering from his shoulders. “Are you trapped?” Johnson inquired.


“Yeah,” Lucas grunted, pushing against the weight on his shoulders as if for emphasis.


“Here.” Kendall summarily moved closer, grabbing the workstation and bracing his feet amidst the debris.  He paused for a moment, and then began pushing at the station with all his might. With a strident scream of twisted, broken metal, the once pristine workstation that had fallen upon Tompkins slid aside, freeing Lucas of the potential death trap.


Tompkins immediately fought upward, eventually standing up with only the faintest waver in his step.  After determining he was relatively undamaged, he and Kendall swiftly picked their way through the debris, moving toward the door. The destruction, miraculously, had not damaged the door seriously. It didn’t open, naturally, but they were able to force it back along its tracks.


The corridor was pitch black, but only for a moment. Emergency lights promptly flared into existence, casting a faint red light upon everything in the vicinity—which turned out to be little more than debris.


“An attack?” Lucas whispered aloud. The silence was heavy, and it felt almost wrong to break it. “The Elorg, perhaps?  Or those Garidians we’ve been hearing so much about?”


“Then why aren’t we vaporized?” Kendall whispered back.


Lucas could hardly answer that question. It was, after all, only one of the many swirling around in his own mind.

* * *


He was hardly alone.


“Are you okay?” Alan clambered to his feet, and even though pain soared through the nerves of his left leg, it failed to register—his concern for the dusty body curled up before him was paramount.


Erin laid nearly a meter in front of him, curled tightly into a fetal position. As Alan approached, she slowly began to uncurl.  She smiled faintly, extending a trembling hand upward, which the starship captain snagged and used to pull her to her feet.


“That was not a good experience for a delicate flower such as myself,” Erin whispered, her usually warm voice more than a bit raspy.


“Nor a buff captain,” Alan decided. His ready room was thoroughly trashed. The table near the sofa was several meters from where it had been only moments ago, chairs were flipped over, and all of the junk that had been on his desk now resided on the floor.  Thankfully, nothing was too badly damaged. But on second thought, Alan slowly became uncertain if that was entirely true. He was becoming well aware of the pain in his left leg—specifically, his aching ankle.


Slowly, he hobbled toward the door, but it refused to part for him. He dug his fingertips in the crevice, Erin doing likewise from the opposite side, and, with a series of tugs and grunts, they managed to force the doors apart far enough to creep through.


Just as they stepped onto the bridge, the darkness and silence were both quickly shattered.  Three pillars of shimmering blue light formed just behind the helm, a faint whine accompanying them. In an instant, the light died down and ultimately vanished, leaving two women and a man standing amidst the rubble.


The man stepped forward, surveying the scene. Catching Christopher by the eye, he stepped forward, extended a hand, and said, “Lieutenant Fields, from the starship Aurora. We detected an automated distress signal and got here as quickly as we could.”


Alan surveyed the scene with the younger man, saying in a distracted tone, “Captain Alan Christopher. And it sure looks like we can use the assistance.”


It was, to say the least, an understatement. Only emergency lights and the wrist-beacons worn by the new arrivals lighted the bridge. Much to Alan’s relief, he saw everyone stirring and rising to their feet again. Drayge, Bator, Harrison, and the rest of the bridge crew, they all appeared to be undamaged, save a few bumps, and some cuts.


“What happened, sir?” Fields asked, slowly turning to stand at the Captain’s side.  But Christopher didn’t remain still long enough for Fields to get comfortable.  He was slowly wandering about the bridge, randomly punching and prodding various controls, trying to see if anything still retained function. Some meager buttons and screens flickered to life with various nonsensical data.


Nonsensical to him, perhaps. But that didn’t mean to everyone.


“Erin?” he called back. “ Does this make any sense to you?”


She approached, and scanned the data; her lips tightened into a thin line.  “Yeah,” she said, softly.  “It’s just what I was thinking earlier. When we started up our engines it was like a match in the gasoline.  It would seem we caused one hell of an explosion. It looks like we moved a few thousand kilometers, too… although I can’t tell just how far.”


“So this is all your fault, Neelar,” Alan declared jokingly. “When I told you to move us away, you could have easily gone outside and pushed. Not as flashy, but it might have done the trick.”


Neelar chuckled faintly, slumping down in the chair he had just righted in front of his station.


Christopher turned back to Fields, who was standing a bit awkwardly in the center of the bridge.  “What is your name, Lieutenant?”


“Lieutenant Fields, sir,” he replied promptly.


Christopher smirked. He glanced at Erin, who gave him one of the looks that essentially screamed, ‘don’t you dare.’


He did it anyway.  “Lieutenant is an odd first name,” said Christopher lightly.  “Were your parents divided on that, or did they pick it together?”  As he spoke, the grin on his face grew considerably.


Conversely, Fields’ face turned a slow shade of red, and he stammered out, “Steven Fields...sir.”


“My name is Alan Christopher. ‘Sir’ isn’t in my name anywhere. But if you get a really big kick out of titles, you can call me Captain, or Supreme Commander, or High Ruler of the Universe, or...”


“Thank you,” said Fields. He considered his words for a second, and then hastily added, “Captain.”


Christopher grinned.  Somehow he knew the young Lieutenant wasn’t about to spout ‘Supreme Commander.’  “Anyway,” Christopher continued, “we’ll worry about the anomaly later. Right now, we need to figure out our own status. That was a pretty bad blow. Can we even move?”


Fields piped up before Drayge, or even Keller had a chance.  “It doesn’t look like it, si—Captain. Our initial scans showed the port warp nacelle to be completely dysfunctional. Starboard doesn’t look any better.”


Christopher nodded, slowly taking in the data.  “What about the impulse drive?”


Fields shrugged, and Drayge put in, “From what I’m getting, it’s down, too.”


Christopher sighed, slowly meandering over to the command chair and settling into it.  The situation was not good.
 “Lieutenant, what class starship are you manning?” he asked after a moment of deep thought.


“An Akira-class,” Fields said, “refit for training purposes.”


Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Training?  Are you from the Academy?”


“Most of us are, yes.  We’re on a week-long mission. It’s part of field training.”


“They never let me take out a starship,” grumbled Christopher, but he quickly dropped the subject.  “Well, maybe we can manage to get the Starlight up and running, and then get both of our ships out of here.”  He touched his communicator. “Christopher to Tompkins.”


There was silence;
a dreadfully long, almost deafening silence.  And it seemed to linger, giving rise to a bit of concern inside the Captain.  But he wasn’t about to panic.  He carefully reached for his communicator to try hailing Tompkins again.  


But he didn’t need to.


“This is Tompkins,” came the chief engineer’s weary voice a moment later.  


Christopher breathed a small sigh of relief.  “Lucas,” he said, making certain his voice was as confident as ever, “if you check your sensors, you should find another starship hanging in the general vicinity.  They’re here to help us…  I want you to work with whoever over there passes for an engineer, and get us back up on our feet.  Understood?”


There was a moment’s pause as Tompkins absorbed the data.  “I’m on it,” he said after a moment.  “Tompkins out.”


With that said, Christopher swiftly turned to Keller. “Your exciting little quest is to seek out Kendall, and then figure out how exactly we can move away from here without completely obliterating ourselves.  I’m sure none of us wants to croak just yet.”


She nodded, and went to work, knowing full well that the road ahead would be long and arduous…

Chapter Three


CAPTAIN’S LOG, SUPPLEMENTAL:  Twelve hours have passed since the nearby maelstrom disabled the Starlight. Repairs are proceeding ahead of schedule thanks to the crew of the Aurora, and if all goes well, we should be back on our feet in a few days.  Even so, we still have a lingering, larger problem to deal with—getting out of this death trap—and it doesn’t appear to be a problem so easily solved…


“So we can move now,” said Christopher after scanning through a series of long-winded reports from his staff.  Once he had picked out the important details, he had called this meeting in the conference lounge, where he was now situated with the senior staff.

He brooded for a moment, picked up a chair and set it near the head of the sleek, black table.  “But the question remains: Can we move without blowing up? Lucas?  Erin?”


As Christopher sat down, both Tompkins and Keller made similar gestures with one of the other toppled chairs, seating themselves in their respective places just as the rest of the senior staff reacquired their fallen furniture. Although repair efforts were far enough along enough for the Starlight to be considered functional, they hadn’t had the time to clean up all areas, especially those areas that weren’t particularly vital to the function of the ship, such as the conference lounge.



Keller took a moment to compose her thoughts, wiped some ash from the tabletop, and then looked Christopher in the eye.  “We’ve worked out a system using shuttlecraft and tow cables,” she said, glancing at Johnson and Tompkins. “The field only extends another three hundred kilometers, so if the shuttles were beyond that point and pulling us… we just might be able to break free.”


Christopher nodded agreeably, already warming to the theory.  “Sounds like a plan,” he said.


“It would,” Erin said grimly, “but there’s a problem.”


“Naturally,” Alan added smoothly. “There’s always a problem.”


Tompkins glanced at his padd, and then leaned forward, taking over where Commander Keller left off. “When the sensors came back online, I ran a sweep of the region—mostly, just to see if the computer was working properly.  The scan didn’t match with the previous scans we had taken before the accident.  I thought the sensors might have been misaligned. But they weren’t.”


“What was different?” Bator asked.


“The spatial anomaly,” Harrison crisply replied, “It is now approximately thirty percent larger than it was prior to the accident. And, according to my most recent series of sensor sweeps, it’s expanding at a rate of almost five hundred kilometers per hour.”


Alan blew out a slow sigh and said, “That can indeed be considered a problem. Any idea how to seal the anomaly before we are trapped in here forever?”


“We have a few theories,” Erin supplied, “but as of this moment they are only theories.  And since our computer is still acting all crazy, we are in no position to begin testing those theories.”


“In fact,” added Johnson, “we could inadvertently blow ourselves up just testing those theories.”

“Collaborate with the Aurora’s crew,” said Christopher immediately.  The decision was hardly a difficult one.  “Their facilities are still intact.  I’m sure they can turn up all the wonderful and exciting answers we can’t.”


Christopher suddenly stood, as did the others, “Dismissed.”


Slowly, the others began to filter out, seemingly intent on carrying out their orders—but curiously, Commander Harrison remained.


“Yes, Matthew?  Is something wrong?” Alan perched his hands on the back of his chair and studied the grim figure of Harrison, who had remained seated.


“Indeed,” he replied.  He seemed to struggle with his words for a long moment, but ultimately found the means to spit them out. “I know not if this is an appropriate time to inquire or not… but… I find the sudden appearance of this rift… odd.”


Christopher raised a curious eyebrow.  “Odd?”


“Odd,” Harrison confirmed with a brief nod.  “It is not unlike the one used by the Elorg to invade our territory in recent years.”


“I’m glad I’m not the only one who has noticed that,” said Christopher.  In fact, the similarities were so striking that he was actually expecting a destroyer to cross the threshold at any given moment.  “Talyere said that the rift he found was a natural opening in the subspace cavity.  It is entirely possible that more rifts will form.  We may not be through with the Elorg just yet—but when the time comes, we’ll deal with it.  And of course, we’ll win.”


Harrison nodded agreeably.  “That is not in doubt.”


His tone gave rise to suspicions that something else was in doubt.  “So what is?” inquired Christopher cautiously.

Again, Harrison brooded—only this time, he found his voice much faster.  “I was, actually, curious about your experiences with Xi’Yor during your incarceration.”  The hesitation in his voice was apparent—but he wouldn’t be a good first officer if he didn’t address such issues.


Sadly, this was not an issue Christopher wanted to discuss.  “We had a few pleasant chats… He would share his visions and threaten me… Beat the snot out of me.  The usual.  What are you getting at?”


“Captain,” said Harrison quietly. “I am, for the moment, serious. Your sister contacted us shortly before our departure from Ka’Tula Prime. She spoke of your… errant… actions on the planet’s surface, and I have little doubt that they were directly related to Xi'Yor and his minions.  And if this rift turns out to be Elorg in origin… I need to know where you stand.”


Christopher smiled, but it was little more than a humorless reflexive action.


“Matthew,” he offered softly, “we could sit here and discuss all that happened for days on end, and I don’t think I could fully explain it to you, even then.”


He stood up and took a few hesitant steps toward the window, all the time admiring the graceful curves and sleek lines of the Aurora, hanging just off the Starlight’s port bow.
 “Sometimes I look back on those days… and I hardly recognize myself.  Dark.  Angry.   And entirely bent on revenge.  That’s not me… and at the time, that is exactly what I wanted to be.  And… I know why; I wanted Xi’Yor’s head.  He’s been pushing us for two years now. He hurt Erin.  He hurt me.  He hurt my planet… Matthew, I wanted blood, and I wasn’t going to settle for anything less.  I was nearly consumed by the hatred.”


He turned away from the window, paused for a moment, and then met his first officer’s eyes.  “And that scares me—that I could be transformed so easily… It’s like I have a switch or something—but once it’s turned on, it is incredibly hard to turn off.”


“Have you told Erin any of this?” Harrison asked after silence had hung in the air for a long moment.


Alan shook his head slowly. “She knows some of it. But she’s letting me talk about it in my own way, at my own time. She’s being very understanding about it.  Trust me, she has been a tremendous help… and to answer your question… if and when we encounter the Elorg, my emotions will be in check.”


Harrison rose to his feet, leisurely approaching Christopher.  “Captain, we may not always see eye-to-eye, but I have the greatest respect for you, and it is in no way diminished by the events of the previous months. I am aware of the Elorg, and aware of what you endured at their hands.  If anything, my respect for you greater than it was prior to these events.  And I want you to know, that I shall be here for you not only as your executive officer, but… as your friend.”


Slowly, he extended his hand, and Alan smiled warmly, reaching out and clasping it firmly.


“Thank you, Matthew,” Alan said softly, “If you open your sub-space rift, you can have your pick of the gold stars.  One or two of them, anyway… I mean, don’t rob me blind.”


If there had been anyone in the room, they would have heard laughter.

* * *

Kendall Johnson stepped off the transporter pad and into the pristine cleanliness of the Aurora’s transporter room, smiling a bit hesitantly at the prim young woman who greeted him.  “Lieutenant Johnson,” she said with a smile, “welcome aboard.”


“Thank you.”  He stepped to her side, and together they strode from the room.  “I, um, hope this isn’t too much of an imposition.”

“Not at all,” she replied.  Her smile had broadened almost to the point of being giddy.  “We’re here to help… Oh, I’m Robbi Cooper, by the way… Science Major.”


Kendall nodded pleasantly, and as they continued through the Aurora’s myriad corridors, an eerie feeling swept over him; many of the corridors were practically identical to those on the Starlight.  Had he not known any better, Kendall could have easily mistaken these corridors for the Starlight’s own.  They traversed the corridors without incidence… or much conversation for that matter, and soon they passed through the doors of the astrometrics lab.


Certainly, it looked nothing like the Starlight’s own lab, since at the present, it was in shambles.  But it looked very similar to how the Starlight’s normally looked when intact, and that was certainly distracting.


Erin Keller was already busily working away at the workstation near the back.  At seeing Johnson and Cooper, she glanced up and smiled.  “Hi, Kendall… Robbi…  How’s it going?”


Johnson gave the question a moment’s thought before replying, “It goes.”  He swiftly made his way to Erin’s workstation, glanced over her data, and asked, “Any luck?”


“Some,” Erin said amidst a weary sigh. “But not much. I don’t even know what made this thing—and no, I haven’t ruled out the Elorg, either.  As for closing it…  your guess is as good as mine.”


“What about...” He trailed off, his train of thought quickly fizzling.


Keller readily nodded.  “Exactly,” she said and sighed again for good measure.  The well was pretty much dry.


But suddenly, Robbi Cooper spoke up, “What if we just ignite it?  Throw the match back into the gasoline and let it burn itself out?”


“We could,” Erin replied, “but not this far out. We’d basically have to fly right to the center to get enough force to eliminate the rest of it.”


“Oh...” Cooper sighed, and slowly stepped away from them, just as the doors parted, admitting Lieutenant Fields a moment later.  Robbi stared for a moment, and then moved off to join her comrade, leaving Johnson and Keller to their work.


“Could we send a shuttle?” Kendall asked Erin a moment later.


“Sure, but we wouldn’t be able to pull ourselves free of the distortions without all of our shuttles. And speaking of—” she touched a few buttons on the interface, and the screen flickered to show a reddish blob that expanded slowly, but steadily across the screen “—we’ve got to get out of here soon.”


Kendall’s heart skipped a beat.  “Does the Captain know?”


“He knows,” Erin replied. “He’s sending out the shuttles right now, I think.”


“The situation’s pretty bad then,” Fields grimaced.  He and Cooper stood alone in the corridor just outside the astrometrics lab.  “Do you have any ideas?” 


“Aside from flying into the heart of the anomaly and igniting it,” said Cooper, “no.”


Fields stopped dead in his tracks, and swiftly closed the gape between himself and Cooper.  “Then that’s what we’re going to do,” he whispered.


There was a pause as Cooper absorbed the words, and then she exclaimed aloud, “What!?”

“Keep your voice down!” Fields hissed, glancing sharply at some passing crewmembers from the Starlight, “Don’t tell them yet!”


“We can’t just fly into that thing like it’s nothing!” she exclaimed, but in an angry whisper.  “We’ll die!”


“I know that,” Fields snapped, “but think about it… we’ll save the day!  And that’s what he would do.”


Cooper scoffed.  “But—”


“Isn’t it?” demanded Fields.  He drilled his gaze into Robbi Cooper for a long moment, just to get the point across.


She stood tense for a long moment, but ultimately, Cooper’s shoulders drooped and she sighed. “Yeah… he would do it,” she admitted.


Fields nodded approvingly, and then turned to face the doors to the astrometrics lab.  “Then so shall we,” he whispered as the doors slid apart.
 Stepping away from Cooper, Fields made haste to rid his face of any tension, and then walked over to join Johnson and Keller in the back of the lab.


“Well,” he said, clapping his hands together and forcing a smile to his lips, “I think we should probably get you two back to the Starlight. We’re going to be moving her to safety soon.”


Keller paused for a moment, and then looked up, confusion written all over her face. “Can’t we just stay here and work while you do that?  I mean, we’ve got a lot of work to do!”


“I thought the shuttles were moving the Starlight to safety, anyway,” added Johnson.


“They are, of course.” Fields laughed but it was so blatantly forced, Keller dismissed it in an instant. “But Captain Christopher asked us to escort them out, and make sure nothing happens.”


“Fine,” Erin returned promptly. “But why do we need to leave for that?”


“We… um…” Fields floundered, and finding himself at an utter loss of words, glanced around in circles until his eyes once again fell upon Robbi Cooper.

She slowly approached the action her emotions all buried under a clever mask of determination. “We generally shut down sections like astrometrics and such, to redirect some power to engineering, because we have a slight power drain on some of the comm monitoring equipment that links back to Starfleet Academy, and we haven’t figured out how to—”


“I get the picture,” said Commander Keller, holding up a hand to stop the gushing of babble. “Now… what aren’t you telling us?”


“Huh? Nothing!” Fields attempted to shrug it off as nothing, but his own attempt to mask his emotions failed miserably.  “Why would I not tell you something?”


“That is what I’m wondering,” Keller said evenly. “Look, I think we’re going to stay here, thank you very much.  We can handle ourselves.”


Fields’ heart sank.  “Please…” A hint of pleading almost crept into his voice.  “Don’t stay...”


Erin smiled.  “I don’t hear that very often. Listen, Lieutenant, I want to hear some answers if you don’t mind.  You’re not making much sense.”


“Look, I think…” he gulped.  Keller was right.  He wasn’t making sense.  Still he pressed onward: “I think we have a way to stop the inflation of the anomaly. But it’s a little bit risky. And we’re going to try it. And I don’t want you here if something happens, because…”


“Because...” Keller prompted, exchanging a faintly grim look with Johnson.

“Because,” said Fields, “we’ve been watching the Starlight and its crew for awhile now.  And not just recently.  We’ve followed your missions.  Celebrated your triumphs, mourned your losses.  We basically feel like we know you guys… and would hate to see anything bad happen to you.”


Keller flashed Johnson a candid smile.  “Hear that, little buddy?  We’re celebrities!”


“Actually, you two are nearly heroes with the science majors,” said Fields hesitantly.  “The temporal probe you created last year, for example.  That was sheer brilliance…”


“That’s all very flattering,” said Keller, interrupting Fields’ reverie, “but what’s your theory for stopping inflation?  Maybe we can help!”


Fields only sighed.  “I’m sorry.”


But before Keller could ask what exactly he was apologizing for, a transporter beam had engulfed her, the scene tinting blue as it faded away.  Moments later, Keller found herself standing next to Johnson in the Starlight’s astrometrics lab…

Chapter Four


“This is madness!” Cooper yelled.


Certainly, that exact thought had already crossed Fields’ mind. Many times. More times than he could even count since they had encountered the crippled Starlight.  It had been nothing short of an amazing event.


When they’d been thrown together on their training mission, the crew of the Aurora had had little in common, save for all being Starfleet cadets, and bipedal (save for Ensign K’y’s’k in Engineering). However, polite conversation had led to the mention of the Akira-class starship, the Starlight, and then interest had ignited like gasoline...or, a more fitting analogy, the spatial anomaly and neutrinos.


Since then, it had become almost a ship-wide event when war reports had filtered down to them, and they got to read of the escapades of their heroes. It was almost like children enjoying a comic book. 


And now, it was truly like madness.


Following the departure of Keller and Johnson, he ignored the outburst of Cadet Robbi Cooper, walking purposefully out of the astrometrics lab, into the corridor, and heading straight for the turbolift that would take him to the bridge.  He was aware, because of the considerable stomping noise, that Cooper was hot on his heels—but Fields persisted in his ignorance.

“Fields to bridge,” he said a moment later, quickening his pace and hoping that he could somehow lose Cooper. “Prepare engines for a short five-second burst. We’ll need enough inertia to get us to the center of this anomaly.  Have engineering prepare the deflector dish quickly, we’ll be using it to fire a sustained neutrino burst.”


“Sir...?”


“That was not a suggestion,” said Fields evenly.  “Do it.”  With that said, he slapped his communicator, effectively cutting the channel before he would have to bear the questions of another confused crewmember.  They would all understand soon enough…


But to Fields’ chagrin, Cooper persisted in her pursuit of knowledge.  “Steven, why are you doing this?”


“You know why,” Fields offered curtly.


Cooper frowned, making haste to come up along side her commanding officer. “Hero worship!?” she exclaimed angrily.  She glared at him angrily; if her eyes had been lasers, they would have singed his head and then some. “You’re going to sacrifice the whole damn ship and crew, because you want to save your heroes!?”


“Or maybe because it’s the decent thing to do for the people in this sector. Did you think of that?  If we don’t act, this rift could engulf the entire region!  Even more people could die… millions—billions—I don’t know about you, but I couldn’t sleep at night knowing that I could have put and end to it all!”


“Damn it, Steve—” Cooper grabbed his arm, and he whirled on her, the anger in his eyes was enough to make her take an involuntary step back against the wall.


“Stop it, okay? Stop!” Fields bellowed, his voice reverberating off the walls, “No more complaints, no more questions, no more! This is the right thing to do, because it will save them, because it will save the worlds around here, and because it is just right! That’s all there is to it. They put me in command, and this is my command decision. A commander can lead people into death. And if that’s what it takes, that’s what I’ll do. Do you understand!?”

Exhausted, spent from the outburst, he stood there heaving, no longer glaring but looking on in a pleadingly agonized fashion. Cooper’s mouth was dry as a desert, her mind stumbling for words against the onslaught.


But what could she say? Unfortunately, he was right. Commanders could lead people into death.  Besides, the Aurora was one unimportant ship with a skeleton crew of less than one hundred—there were nearly five hundred on the Starlight, and countless others on the myriad planets in the region.  Furthermore she had taken the oath when she’d joined Starfleet to be willing to die for a greater cause. The needs of the many outweighed the needs of the few… or the one. Or her.


She knew it.


He knew it.


And there was only one response.


“Let’s do it,” she said, her voice a gravely whisper.

* * *


“What a wonderful surprise,” Alan Christopher deadpanned as Erin Keller and Kendall Johnson rushed onto the bridge. As far as he’d been aware, they’d been aboard the Aurora where he presumed they would be for several hours.  It had been a scant thirty minutes, and they were storming onto the bridge, looking like they had hell’s fury nipping at their heels.  He had a dreadful feeling that something was wrong.


“Not so wonderful,” Erin immediately replied; the urgency in her voice instantly dispelled Christopher’s relaxed demeanor prompting him to acquire a far more serious tone.


“What is it?” he asked, sitting up straighter in his command chair.  He know beyond a shadow of a doubt that something was wrong, and he inwardly cursed his golden rule—Christopher is always right…  This was certainly one instance in which he wouldn’t have minded being wrong, and as concern mounted on Keller’s face, Christopher knew she was about to drop a bombshell.


“They’re going to try to detonate the entire spatial anomaly. From the center!” Erin exclaimed. “It’s suicide!  We have to try and stop them!”


“But in case we can’t…” Alan turned his teal eyes on Neelar Drayge and said, “Inform the shuttle crews, and fire the thrusters. Start moving us away from the anomaly.”


“Alan!”

Erin’s tone was harsh, but Christopher ignored it.  “Hold your donkeys,” he said evenly, attempting to maintain some sort of order on the bridge.  In fact, so tense was the situation, no one had even given his blatant misuse of the human colloquialism a second’s thought.  “We’re not just running away,” he assured everyone.  “Bator, open a channel to the Aurora bridge. If they ignore the hail, punch the signal through anyway.  They’re going to listen to me whether they want to or not.”


The Phobian’s eyes turned to his station, working quickly to get the job done. Somewhat calmed, Erin Keller retreated to her familiar position at operations, taking over for Harrison.  They conferred with the sensors for a brief moment before the Commander nodded, and returned to his seat at Christopher’s side.

It was, to Christopher, pleasing to seem them function together as a team. Friends, they were not, but they were at least working with each other for the time being without requesting the execution of the other every ten minutes. It was a change, and a change for the better.


On the viewscreen, the image of serene stars vanished, swiftly replaced with a frantic view of the dim bridge of the Aurora. It was almost like staring into a mirror. The Starlight was indeed more advanced, but they were still of the same basic design.

Christopher stood, looking at the man who was young enough to be his son, and said sternly, “Lieutenant Fields, Commander Keller just told me all about your devious scheme. Stand down, immediately; we’re not going to allow you to do this.”


“I’m… sorry, Captain Christopher,” Fields said, gulping. His fingers opened and closed nervously on the arms of the command chair, and the red alert klaxons were accented in the thin sheen of sweat on his hands.


“Stop now, apologize later, worship after that,” said Christopher, hoping that perhaps a little bit of humor could help.  To his chagrin, it did not. “There is no guarantee you can collapse the anomaly, and if you do, you’ll just destroy yourself in the process. There’s no way you can even hope to survive.”


“You… are correct, Captain.” Fields offered a weak smile, such as one given by a man on his way to the gallows.  But this man was one who had obviously accepted his fate long ago. “But risk is our business… right? And this is the right thing to do.  We’re saving lives here!”  He paused for a long moment.  Christopher suspected he was collecting his thoughts.  “I’m sorry… I admired you so much, Captain.  I based my career on yours.  And I’m sorry I have to go against you like this, but there is no debate…  Aurora out.”


A heartbeat later, the screen was once again showing a few of the serene stars, and five shuttlecraft with tow cables hauling the Starlight out of the gasses.


“Shit!” Erin suddenly exclaimed, “They’re scrambling their codes.”


“Prefix codes?” Alan asked, although the sinking feeling in his stomach didn’t leave him much hope.


“Everything!” was Erin’s blunt response. “I very much doubt we could even open another comm link to their ship!”


The helm bleeped.  “We’re three hundred kilometers from the anomaly’s edge,” reported Drayge. “We’ll be clear in thirty seconds.”


“The Aurora is twenty seconds away from the center of the cloud,” Harrison whispered a moment later.


“They won’t fire while we’re still inside,” said Christopher softly.  “That gives us a chance to do something.”


“Actually,” said Bator quietly, “the Aurora is headed for the anomaly on little more than inertia.  They have little choice but to open fire, or they will miss their window of opportunity, and we will all eventually perish.  Twelve seconds.”


“There has got to be something we can do!” Erin exclaimed, pounding her control station in frustration, “We can’t just let them die! They’re still kids!”


“Right now,” Alan sighed, “I’m all ears, dearest Erin.”


“I think I might be able to reconfigure a tractor beam to reach their ship,” Bator said. “We might not be able to lock onto their hull, but it might have enough force to push them out of harm’s way.”


“Give it a try,” said Christopher.

But before Bator could even begin to make the necessary modification, Neelar Drayge whispered two words. Faint, but audible by everyone on the bridge, they were, in effect, a death sentence for one hundred young lives.
“Too late.”


Lieutenant Steven Fields clutched at the arms of his command chair like he was nailed to it. The center of the anomaly swirled on the viewscreen like a maelstrom. Bright, vibrant, angry, it was a kaleidoscope of color and motion. It was so beautiful. So cold. So terrifying.


Five.


He thought about when he’d first wanted to join Starfleet, when Alan Christopher had gone AWOL after the Discovery incident. Sure, he’d had all sorts of reasons, but somewhere in his mind… he’d wanted to join, just so he could find Christopher and ask him why.

Four.


He thought about his parents. They weren’t speaking to him anymore. The family business had died because they had depended on him to take over when they were too old, and instead he’d chosen to run off and gallivant through the stars. He couldn’t help but wonder what they would feel when the news arrived with the words “We regret to inform you that your son, Steven Fields, died in the line of duty...”


Three.


He thought about Robbi Cooper. She was smart, funny, efficient, beautiful… the girl of his dreams. It was almost funny. She had seemed like an angelic vision when he’d first been introduced to her. And now, they would only know each other in heaven, among angels, if such things existed.


Two.


He thought about the Aurora. His first command. His last command. Dead at the rank of Lieutenant. Was this a success, or the most foolhardy of all options?


One.


He thought about himself, because he was so scared. Because he couldn’t distract himself to think about anything else anymore. Because he knew that his time was up. Because he knew he was about to die.


Zero.


And then, there were no more thoughts.


The explosion was immense, lighting the skies with a blazing fire such as was unimaginable, unbelievable, and impossible to look at without going blind. Alan tried, and was forced to turn away.  Erin stared, and refused to look away. Only when the screen darkened to compensate for the blinding light… only then did she drop her head. The light of the explosion glistened against the tears on her cheeks.


The Starlight and her shuttles were caught in the shockwave, and the fringe of the blast. It was not horrendously bad, but enough to jolt them very soundly. The ship was thrown free of the blast quickly, but not before the pristine ivory hull was left scorched black.


The light seared through the heavens, a blazing symbol of the sacrifice of innocents. It was all that was left.

Chapter Five


CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74346.2:  The Aurora and its crew were successful in collapsing the spatial anomaly, and the Starlight is now free of its grasps.  The Aztec has been patrolling the vicinity for the past several hours in search of survivors and any evidence that the vortex might reopen, but so far, has found none.  


It was late. Alan Christopher wasn’t exactly sure what time it was, but it was well into the night shift. Given his groggy feeling, and the blurriness of his vision, he suspected it was in the early hours of the morning.


He would pay for it tomorrow, but right now, it didn’t matter. Because at least now, he would be able to sleep those scant few hours. He’d been working non-stop on the notices of death, sending them individually to the families, for countless hours now. He couldn’t have slept with them incomplete.


Slowly, he measured his steps down the corridors. Originally intending to head down to the mess hall for a bite to eat, he realized that with the shock of stubble on his face, the insane exhaustion in his body and the sluggishness of his mind, it was far wiser to return to his quarters for rest. And Erin.


“Erin?” he said it quietly, barely over a whisper, as he stepped into their darkened quarters. At first, he didn’t see her anywhere. But then, silhouetted against the starscape, he saw his beautiful partner stargazing. Lost in the heavens.


He slowly crept up behind her, wrapping his arms around her petite figure and gently kissing her on the neck.  “Are you okay, dearest Erin?” he said, trying to add a light-hearted note to the end of the sentence. Somehow, it failed to come out properly. He was very tired.


“Is it our fault?” Erin whispered. Alan didn’t know if she was talking to him, the stars, the departed, or herself, but he replied anyway.


“I don’t know,” he said. At first, he’d just wanted to deny it. Of course it wasn’t, they couldn’t do anything. But he wasn’t going to lie to her, or himself. And such a statement would have been nothing short of a white-faced lie.


“Maybe we should have seen it coming. Maybe we should have sent them away.  Maybe…”


“A thousand maybes,” Alan sighed, “A thousand ‘what ifs.’ A thousand things we could have done differently. And yet, in the end, there’s only one path we can choose to walk down. And we spend the rest of our days wondering if it was the right one, or if we made a mistake. I think it’s the right thing to do… to wonder. I think if we didn’t, then perhaps we should be worried about ourselves. Because if we didn’t worry, and wonder, then we would have so little at heart.”


Erin didn’t reply. Honestly, Alan hadn’t expected her to. He wouldn’t have even known what to say to her, if she had replied. Because now, every thought of his was in the open. It was no surprise, because he felt sure she was dwelling on the exact same things. Now they were dwelling on them together.


A captain and a commander.  Two individuals. They stood, stargazing together. They saw the stars, and they saw beyond the stars, into their minds. And they saw the faces of the youthful, innocents who had been lost. Because of hero worship, or because of hero potential themselves? Alan didn’t know.


He didn’t think he ever would.


The Starlight sailed through space, glistening blue tractor beam dancing across her hull as she was tractored back to space dock by another starship. The coldly burning stars dancing and sung the stories of countless lives. They were but lonely pinpricks in the inky blackness of space.


The Starlight sailed on...
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