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Prologue

Many moons had passed since the Dark Legion first appeared in the verdant hills of Lordaeron.  In the beginning, their infrequent visits to the peaceful countryside generated little more than curiosity.  No harm was done, and the denizens of rural Lordaeron were occasionally treated to the tale of a farmer’s fortuitous encounter with one of the vile beasts.

Over time, the farmers’ tales blossomed into unsettling accounts of life or death.  At first, many were skeptical, believing the farmers had exaggerated their tales to appeal to a broader audience.  But then the storytellers began to disappear, mutilated livestock was often found strewn across the rolling hills, and entire crops were destroyed.  Before long, entire villages began to disappear.  The Dark Legion was coming, and hell followed close behind.

* * *

Black clouds roiled in the crimson sky, gradually billowing upward with hopes of reaching an explosive, thunderous apex.  Vivid tendrils of lightning had already begun to streak between the bulging thunderheads, releasing ominous groans of thunder into the evening sky.  Soon, the floodgates would open and the deluge would commence.

Alan Christopher cringed at the prospect of engaging the Dark Legion under such circumstances, but he had little choice—the nefarious demons were coming, and the unfavorable weather conditions were the least of their concerns.  Thus, Christopher tried to put the coming storm out of his mind, but the stiff wind howling in his face did not help matters; it would be a difficult fight, to say the least.

Suddenly, he glimpsed something on the horizon.  It was little more than a shadow, but it was definitely there.  He immediately turned to Bator, who trailed Christopher by only a few footfalls.  “Do you see that?”

The Phobian peered into the horizon, and a sullen look immediately fell upon his face.  “I do,” he said softly.  “The Dark Legion has mobilized.  Shall I give the call to arms?”

Christopher’s gaze wandered back to the horizon.  There were more of the ominous shadows now—more than he could count—and they were all crossing the knoll with incredible haste.  Christopher’s decision was essentially made without so much as a moment of consideration.  He swiftly drew his hefty claymore and readied himself for battle.  “Summon our forces, Mr. Bator.”

He immediately turned on his heel and made a swift retreat into the haze from whence the two of them had ventured, leaving Alan Christopher alone with his thoughts—and for a moment, the Captain could not help but feel he was forgetting something of consequence.  He promptly shrugged the feeling away—it was probably nothing, after all—and instead focused on the task at hand: presiding over the demise of the Dark Legion. 

They drew closer with each passing moment, thousands of them storming across the grassy plain in a great maelstrom of evil—and as tiny droplets of rain began to pelt Christopher’s body, he could finally hear the manic roars of his distant adversary.  His grip instinctively tightened around the hilt of his mighty claymore; he gave it a few casual practice swings before assuming a more appropriate stance—the last thing he wanted was to be caught unprepared…

Moments later, the ground began to tremble.  Voices filled the air amidst a trumpeted battlefield sonata, and before he knew it, Alan Christopher stood in the midst of Lordaeron’s mightiest army.  Led by Matthew Harrison, the group charged the Dark Legion, prepared to defeat the malevolent beasts or die trying.  Unwilling to miss the action, Christopher immediately fell into stride alongside the agile footmen—only to stopped a moment later by the voice of Matthew Harrison.

“Good luck to you, mine friend!” he called as he unsheathed his silvery blade.

Christopher flashed Harrison a wry grin.  “To both of us,” he replied.  “And I suspect we will need it!  Never before have we faced such a incredible nemesis.”

“Indeed,” said Harrison as Bator drew nearer.  He gave the Phobian a polite nod before continuing:  “But we have an advantage that the Dark Legion can only dream of—a force so powerful that it cannot be stopped under any circumstance!”

“And what might that be?” inquired Bator.

Harrison smiled, and raised his sword in tribute.  “We have each other,” he proclaimed, “and together, we shall make a difference!”

Unable to argue with such a noble sentiment, Christopher gently clanked his blade against Harrison’s.  “This day will be ours.  To victory!” he proclaimed.

“To victory!”

And on that note, the trio quickly came about to strike at the heart of darkness.  Lightning suddenly ripped across the darkened sky, spewing sonorous rumbles of thunder into the atmosphere; torrents of wind-driven rain fell from the sky, just as manic battle cries filled the air.  Swords clanked, soldiers screamed and—

Everything froze.

Christopher’s heart immediately sank.  Was there a flaw in the program?  Had the simulation overloaded the hologrid?  Alan promptly turned to Matthew for answers, but to his chagrin, the Commander appeared equally perplexed.  “I take it this is not a part of the program…”

“It is not,” confirmed Harrison.

“Lovely.”  Seeing the battle was temporarily delayed, Christopher sheathed his sword and stepped in front of a frozen footman.  He gazed into the bulky soldier’s glossy brown eyes for a long moment before waving his hand in the soldier’s face.  Naturally, there was no response.

“Computer,” Bator called a moment later, “resume program.”

It happily chirped, and for a moment, Christopher thought that they might be back in business.  But then the computer’s monotone female voice bluntly announced, “Unable to comply.”

“Why not?” demanded Christopher.

But before the computer had a chance to reply, a sliver of bright light suddenly sliced into the forest at the edge of the battlefield, and summarily widened until two shadowy figures stood at the holodeck exit.  When the doors clamored shut, the simulation promptly restored the forest, but the rainy mist left the holodeck’s newest occupants shrouded in mystery.

Christopher’s disgruntled eyes immediately darted between Bator and Harrison.  “This had better be good,” he grumbled.  “I mean, we had be under attack by an armada of Borg tactical cubes.”

“Well, you’re going to be disappointed then, little buddy.”

As Erin Keller’s pleasant voice floated to Christopher’s ears, his rage subsided a bit.  He could never bring himself to be angry at his beloved, even if she interrupted him during playtime.  Besides, he was suddenly left with the impression that he should not have dismissed his forgetful premonition so quickly, and that if anyone had the right to be angry, it would probably be Erin.

A few seconds later, the murky shroud released Erin and her companion from its grasps; the two of them stood in awe of their mythical—and utterly frozen—surroundings for a long moment before Erin closed the already small gap between herself and Alan.  “Now tell me, when I talk, does anything I say actually penetrate that big head of yours?” she playfully inquired.

Alan immediately paused.  The question was layered with so many pitfalls that he was absolutely certain there was no correct answer.  Still, Alan was confident that if he played his cards right, he could emerge from the discussion with a small amount of dignity.  “I hear most of it,” he said softly.  “But I will admit, when you go off on one of your girly tangents, you often lose me.”

Erin raised a quirky brow.  “Girly tangent?”

He nodded.  “Yeah.  You know…” And Alan certainly hoped she knew, because he really did not want to explain himself now.

But Erin decided to play dumb.  “No,” she said pleasantly,  “I have no idea what you’re talking about!”

Alan shrugged.  “Too bad,” he quipped, and before Erin had a chance to press the issue, he turned his attention to the mysterious woman at Erin’s side.  “And who do we have here?”

The woman flashed Alan a pleasant smile.  “Felicia Gayle,” she said in a warm, inviting voice.  “I’m here to speak to you about adopting Angela.”

Chapter One

When Alan Christopher pictured a social worker in his mind, he always came upon the same ghastly image: an uptight, middle-aged person in a suit, with all the personality of a Kuzbianian gargoyle (the wretched statues might have been an unpleasant sight, but their conversational skills were even more unpleasant).  Thus, Alan was more than a little surprised to learn that Felicia Gayle was a social worker, for she was the antithesis of everything he had ever imagined.

She was a tranquil young woman, with short brown hair combed neatly to the side.  Her complexion was—to put it mildly—pale, a fact that was exacerbated by her colorful green tunic.  She had thin lips, a thin nose, and a pair of inquisitive brown eyes that seemed to scour the room for every last detail it had to offer—and seated comfortably at the table in Alan and Erin’s quarters, there were plenty of details to absorb.

“Well,” said Felicia evenly, “the Morning Star Institute has completed its review of your adoption application.”

Her tone was not overly excited, but Alan saw no reason to take her lack of enthusiasm as bad news.  “So when do we get Angela?” he crisply inquired.

Felicia raised a dismissive hand before flashing Alan a pleasant smile.  “Not just yet,” she replied.  “Actually, I would like to ask a few questions about your application, as well as some supplemental questions that might not have been adequately explored in the application.  If all goes well, it shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours.”

The very notion made Alan’s stomach turn.  The application he and Erin submitted to the Institute was easily the most invasive form he had ever witnessed.  The application was almost literally a hundred pages long, featuring questions on everything from the family environment to the motivation to adopt—and everything in between.  Alan couldn’t even begin to fathom what kind of other questions would be asked.  Of course, the fact that it would take hours to answer these questions concerned him even more.

“There isn’t going to be any advanced mathematical theorizing, is there?” he playfully inquired after a moment.

“No,” said Felicia, maintaining her incredibly neutral tone.  “Not in this part, anyway.”

Alan smiled, and turned to Erin.  “Good.  Erin really stinks at that sort of thing,” he quipped.

Erin’s jaw immediately dropped.  “I do not!”

Under normal circumstances, Alan might have playfully argued his point a little further—but he had long ago promised to be on his best behavior whenever someone from the Institute came to visit.  Thus, he dropped the subject and turned his attention back to the eternally placid Felicia Gayle.  “Go for it.  Ask your little questions.”

A curious look immediately befell her face.  “Actually,” she said slowly, “I was hoping to speak with Erin for a little while.  Alone.”

Alan’s eyes widened.  “Alone?” he repeated, obviously alarmed by the sudden need for privacy.  What could they possibly discuss that could not be said in his presence?  Alan immediately suspected Felicia might have concerns about him—there was plenty to be concerned about.  Or perhaps it was something else entirely…

But Felicia casually flashed a soothing smile before Alan’s errant thoughts could wander too far.  “There’s no need to worry,” she insisted.  “It is a standard procedure.  Once I’m through speaking with Erin, you and I will have a similar discussion.”

It seemed rational enough.  Alan was well aware of the influence Erin tended to have on him; it was nothing major, but he often felt more inclined to say things that would please her over anyone else.  But with her out of the picture, he Alan would be free to speak his mind—and perhaps that was what he was afraid of.  If past experience was any indication, stupid things would roll off his tongue the moment he opened his mouth.

Nevertheless, Alan nodded his agreement, and slowly began to rise.  “It’s about time for lunch, anyway,” he mused.  And on that note, he departed.

The vast, curving corridors of deck seven were in excellent condition.  After years of daily use, the wall-mounted computer terminals were as functional as ever, glistening pleasantly under the harsh overhead light.  The grayish carpeting was still spotless, despite the numerous fires and other unfortunate incidents that transpired over the years.  It was truly excellent carpeting—and if Alan Christopher ever left the Starlight, he would make certain his new abode had the same floor covering.

Well, not exactly the same.  Alan was not very fond of the grayish color-scheme—it was too boring; instead, he preferred the warmth possessed by the myriad shades of yellow (just not the girly pastel shades).  Unfortunately, yellow did not make for the most aesthetically pleasing rooms, either.  Black, perhaps would be a better choice, accented with steely grays and…

Megan Reinbold.

Alan had been so lost in his thoughts that he did not see Megan until it was too late.  He quickly turned on his heel, hoping to avoid a collision—and he did, to an extent, but his shoulder still managed to brush Megan’s side.  She immediately paused, and turned to her Captain with a wry smile upon her face.  “Walk much?”

He pondered the question for only a moment.  “Occasionally,” he admitted.  “I just have a lot on my mind.”

Megan nodded.  “I can tell.”  She paused to tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear, and then added, “You look troubled.”

“Is it that obvious?”  Alan tried to downplay his nerves, but as he spoke, he noted that his voice sounded a little shaky—and he had the distinct feeling it wasn’t because of some theoretical decorative faux pas.

“Well, it’s not often someone bumps into me in the middle of an empty corridor,” Megan said softly.  “You weren’t trying to get fresh with me, were you?”

“I would be forever relegated to long nights on the couch if I ever attempted something like that,” Alan promptly replied.  He could only begin to imagine Erin’s reaction, and even that made a chill run down his spine.  “Besides, I’m usually a bit more tactful than that.  I’ve been around the block a few times.  I know what works and what doesn’t…”

 “Good.”  She slowly came about and resumed walking, motioning with her head for Christopher to follow.  “So, what is on your mind?”

Alan sighed.  “A lot,” he replied.  “Someone from the Morning Star Institute is here to talk to us about Angela—and for some strange reason, I am incredibly nervous about it.  It just doesn’t make any sense, though.  I thought I was ready for this…”

Megan provided a sympathetic smile.  “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: you’re never ready.  Parenthood is a very big step—your life is going to be forever changed by it, and there’s nothing you can do to avoid it.”

Change was not a word Alan liked to hear.  He did not loathe change like some people—in fact, he always thought he adapted to it rather well.  He simply did not like change.  He sighed wearily and said, “I should have had this confusion sorted out months ago.”

“It wouldn’t have made any difference,” Megan assured him.  “But if it’s any consolation, I’m sure you and Erin will adapt to the change just fine—and make excellent parents.”

Alan was not so certain.  “What if I mess up?”

“Trust me,” said Megan with a smile, “it won’t be the end of the world.  Mistakes are bound to happen—and when they do, you’re just going to have to move on.  It’s as simple as that.”

This was not news to Alan.  Though he hated to admit it, even he had made few mistakes in his lifetime.  But in the end, those few mistakes had consequences meant solely for him—but if he messed up when dealing with Angela, the consequences might be dire.  “I don’t know why I’m dwelling on this,” he moaned.  “It isn’t like me to dwell.  I am not a dweller.  If anything, I’m an anti-dweller.”

Megan smiled.  “Then perhaps you should do something to occupy yourself.  You could always join me in the temporal science lab.   Lieutenant Johnson and I are making some modifications to the ship’s chronometric beacon.”

The prospect hardly excited Alan.  Though he found temporal science fascinating in action, it was about the most dreadful thing in the known universe when studied in the confines of a dreary lab.  Thus, he quickly proffered another option: “Or I could go to the bridge.  I do have a starship to run after all—and I just know my grandiose presence is always appreciated in the command facility.”

But when his stomach started to growl, Alan suddenly realized there was a viable third option to keep him occupied: lunch.  And on that note, he set out for the mess hall.

“So Erin, tell me about your childhood…”

The request was simple enough, but as it echoed throughout her mind, Erin Keller could not help but wonder where Felicia Gayle intended to take it.  As far as Erin was concerned, it seemed a little irrelevant.  But then again, she wasn’t asking the questions—and so she happily complied.

“I was born in Snow Hill, Maryland on May 1, 2361—and according to my mom, it was not a moment too soon.  Over the next couple of years, we moved quite a few times, but the first place I considered to be my home was aboard the USS Gorkon.”  She paused for a moment and added, “It’s all in my application.”

Felicia nodded.  “I know,” she said pleasantly.  “I just want to dig a little deeper, that’s all.  Sometimes we have to take a step back and look at the big picture before we step forward into the great unknown.  Humor me.  Tell me about the Gorkon.”

Whenever she recalled her times on the Gorkon, two things almost immediately came to mind: the Borg and the Romulans.  “When I was eight years old, the Gorkon responded to the Borg threat at Ohniaka III—and even though we never actually encountered the Borg, I was scared to death.  The thought of being assimilated was rather unsettling to me.”

“That would unsettle anyone,” said Felicia, tapping a few notes into her padd.  “Did you ever feel like you were in real danger while aboard the Gorkon?”

And suddenly, Erin could see the direction their conversation was taking.  “Occasionally,” she admitted.  “When the Romulans destroyed the ship, that was probably the most danger I had ever faced.  But I think I’m stronger because of it.”

Felicia nodded as she continued to tap at her padd.  “Do you think the Starlight is a safe place?”

That was a very tricky question.  The Starlight was not exactly a safe haven—the ship sustained heavy damage on three separate occasions within the past nine months—but it was home, and the only place Erin felt completely at ease.  “I realize this isn’t an ideal environment to raise a child, but there is going to be danger no matter where you live…”

“So you don’t believe it is safe on the Starlight?”

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

Felicia raised a curious brow.  “Then what are you saying?”

Erin was not even sure of that herself.  “I guess I’m saying… that as far as dangerous places go, the Starlight isn’t the worst place in the galaxy.  This isn’t a junky frigate, or anything—I mean, if we get attacked we can defend ourselves.”

“And how often to you find yourselves under attack?”

“Not that often,” said Erin.  “The last time we really had to defend ourselves was about two months ago when this weird Alan from a parallel universe started making trouble.  And really, it wasn’t much more than a skirmish.”

Felicia did not look totally convinced, but she said nothing to further that particular line of questioning.  Instead, she chose to focus on something Erin had been expecting to talk about all along…

“So, how often does Alan participate in massive bloodbaths on the holodeck?” she crisply inquired.

“He’s in there quite frequently,” said Erin.  In fact, he was in there a bit too frequently for her liking.  But Erin would rather have him playing on the holodeck than engaging in some other reckless activity.  “It’s not always a bloodbath, though. I suppose we just walked in at a bad time.”

“Naturally,” said Felicia.  The look on her slowly grew sullen as she drew her thin body closer to the table.  “Unfortunately, I have some concerns about him,” she said softly.

Erin’s heart skipped a beat.  “Concerns?” she repeated, her voice barely a whisper.  “What kind of concerns?”

Slowly, Felicia’s warm brown eyes peered into Erin’s.  “There’s no easy way to put this—but Alan is a bit too… reckless and immature for my liking.  

“According to the data you sent the institute, he allowed himself to be captured by the Elorg earlier this year.  On stardate 70647, he went AWOL after stealing the USS Dark Star—and then managed to evade Federation forces for nearly two years.  Though the incident on stardate 73124 was classified, from what I could tell, his actions put the Starlight in danger and prompted a mutiny… On stardate—”

“I get the picture,” Erin quietly interrupted.  The last thing she needed was to hear every one of Alan’s flaws.  If anyone in the galaxy was aware of them, it was Erin.  “He can be pretty stupid at times—and that might be an understatement.  He’s gotten me upset more times than I can remember… but ultimately, he is always there for me when I need him, no matter what.”

The look on Felicia’s face was unreadable.  If her concerns had been allayed, it was not obvious to Erin.  She simply sat, tapping at her padd, with the same neutral face she had adorned since her arrival.  “I am going to be honest with you, Erin—Alan is not typically someone we would consider ‘parent material.’  And a starship is not someplace we consider to be a good home for a child.

“Now, whether or not you get Angela is not my decision to make.  My job is to simply report what I see.  But even before I left the Institute, I was informed that the chances of Angela being sent to the Starlight are rather low.”

Erin froze.  Her heart immediately sank, and a raw lump formed in her throat.  “Doesn’t the fact that we saved her from certain death count for something?  I mean, the Velora were going to let her die in that internment facility, and if we hadn’t intervened…”

“We are grateful for what you did,” said Felicia softly.  “I just don’t want you to get your hopes up.  I promise to make my report as positive as possible, but there’s only so much I can do.”

It was not fair.  Family was the most important thing in Erin’s life; it ranked higher than anything else, even her job as a Starfleet officer.  And now that it was her turn to have a family, her hopes were immediately dashed.  Unless…

She could resign her commission, and move to some lush little planet that was considered safe by the Morning Star Institute.  However, leaving the Starlight was not an idea she was very fond of, and Alan was likely to be opposed to the notion as well.  And if Alan did not come with her to this brave new world, then it would not be much of a family, anyway.  But it was an option, and one Erin would keep in mind…

Lunch had a strange effect on Alan Christopher.  On most days, it simply quelled his midday hunger, but on this day, it also brought him a bit of clarity.  He was not certain if this mental enlightenment was the result of his poranza—an exotic Ka’Tulan pasta—or just time spent alone in contemplation.  But whatever the case, he now knew what was bothering him.

Yes, he was still nervous about Angela.  He had the distinct feeling that he would always be concerned about the welfare of his daughter, and that the feeling would not dissipate until he fell over dead.  Alan was relatively certain that these feelings were not the source of his mire.  In fact, it was something else entirely: his shady past.

Over the course of the past four decades, Alan had done more than a few questionable things.  Though it was unlikely the Institute would be scouring his personal history, they would at least glance at it.  And they would not have to dig very deep to find several dark pages.  Perhaps even a dark chapter.  And if those questionable instances hurt the chances of Angela coming to the Starlight, Alan would never be able to live with himself…

He shoveled a hefty spoonful of the stringy poranza into his mouth and smiled as the piquant blue sauce danced on his tongue.  Poranza was probably among the least healthy entries in Ka’Tulan cuisine, but it was a change from his usual turkey sandwich—and after all, change was the theme of the day.

But as he scraped the last few noodles from his shiny obsidian plate, Alan Christopher knew that the menu would not be last major change of the day…

Chapter Two

The call came shortly after lunch.  After what seemed like an eternity, Erin had finally concluded her discussion with Felicia Gayle, and summoned Alan back to their quarters for his turn in the hot seat.

As he approached their humble abode, Alan was still nervous.  But he managed the trip without so much as a single collision with one of his subordinates, and in the aftermath of his enlightening lunch, felt he had acquired more than enough confidence to guarantee a favorable encounter with Felicia Gayle—that was, until he spotted Erin lurking just outside their quarters.

She was as calm and ethereal as ever, but as he approached, Alan could tell something was wrong.  At first he could not put his finger on the malady, but as he drew nearer, it became rather obvious that Erin’s face was without its usual smile.  “What is it?” he inquired, stopping a scant meter from the door.

Erin’s angelic brown eyes immediately met Alan’s concerned gaze.  “Felicia has some concerns,” she whispered.

“About me.”  Alan was not surprised.  But lunch was a wonderful thing, and he was ready to discuss whatever concerns Felicia Gayle might have.  He gently wrapped his arm around Erin’s petite waistline and drew her nearer.  “Don’t you worry,” he whispered into her ear.  “I will take care of everything.  We will have our daughter.  Our family.”

Erin’s head immediately fell upon Alan’s shoulder.  “Do you promise?” she asked, her voice filled with uncertainty.

Alan didn’t like to make promises he might not be able to keep—but if there was one person in the universe he would risk making such a promise for, it was Erin Keller.  And since he could never let down the love of his life, he knew, deep in his heart, that his promise was genuine—that somehow, he would find a way make everything all right.  He would restore Erin Keller’s magical world of happiness.

“I promise.”  And locked in the comforts of a sweet embrace, Alan could feel the truth brimming in those two simple words.  In that one fleeting moment, his resolve to better himself was affirmed, and a new Alan Christopher was born.  Reluctantly, he pushed himself away from Erin and said, “I should probably go chat with Felicia…”

She nodded indecisively.  “I suppose that would be a good idea.”

The idea never had a chance to evolve into action.  Before Alan could even think about setting into motion, his communicator chirped.  “Harrison to Christopher.”

He cast Erin a curious gaze, and then slapped the tiny Starfleet insignia on his chest.  “Yes, Matthew?”

Harrison paused for a hesitant moment—no doubt searching for the right words—before continuing.  “I am aware you are in the midst of some… delicate negotiations, however, sensors have detected something unusual in our path, and I believe the situation may require your attention.”
Christopher raised a curious eyebrow.  “How unusual is it?”

“If sensor readings are true, then we are the first starship to encounter this phenomenon in over one hundred years,” Harrison cryptically replied.

And Christopher’s curiosity level suddenly skyrocketed.  “That is unusual,” he admitted.  “What exactly are we dealing with?”

“The remains of an ultra-dense quark star,” Harrison replied.  “It is a mere 3.8 light years away.  However, it would appear we are not the only ones interested in the remnants. There are already two alien vessels converging on the system—and they are the source of our mire.”

Alien vessels.  Strange phenomenon.  Christopher knew that when combined with a Federation starship, those were the perfect ingredients for a disaster.  He had no choice but to investigate.  “I’m on my way,” he excitedly replied.  “Christopher out.”

The enthusiasm, however, was not mutual, and the look on Erin’s face was one that Alan had not seen in a long time: the evil glare.  It drilled into his skull like a phaser beam set to kill, and for a moment, Christopher really wished his head would explode to put him out of his misery.  But inspiration suddenly struck, and he darted inside their quarters to act upon it.

“Felicia,” Christopher called as he entered, “I’m afraid something has come up; my presence is required on the bridge.  However, you are more than welcome to join me, should you so desire.”

Felicia Gayle immediately rose from her seat with a curious look upon her face.  “That’s not exactly the traditional way I conduct my home study, but according to Erin, the Starlight is home.”

“Just think,” said Christopher, gesturing grandly, “you can witness me during some of my finest moments.”

Gayle arched her brow.  “We’ll see about that.”

And on that note, they left.

As the turbolift doors slid apart, Alan Christopher stepped onto the bridge and was immediately greeted with a large glowing sphere on the viewscreen.  Hovering very near the dying quark star were two tiny blips that Christopher assumed were the aforementioned alien vessels.

“What do you know about the Reman?” Bator suddenly inquired, gesturing toward the alien vessels with a curt nod of his head.

“The Reman?” Christopher repeated.  He took a few steps closer to the mission ops station and then started to scour his memory for information on the species—and to his chagrin, that information was limited.  “They were enslaved by the Romulans hundreds of years ago and— save the incident involving Shinzon and the Romulan Senate twenty years ago—they have had no influence in galactic affairs.”

“Well,” said Harrison crisply, “much like the Garidians, the Reman have emerged from the shadows of the Romulan Empire, and are presently studying our quark star.”

“In fact,” Bator continued, “they appear to be placing gravitic mines throughout the region to prevent others from approaching.”

“There are over 300,000 mines deployed so far,” added Erin Keller.  “One wrong move and we’re toast.”

Christopher’s eyes immediately fell upon Neelar Drayge.  “Full stop,” he ordered.  It wasn’t because he didn’t trust the young Bolian—in fact, Christopher had a great deal of faith in Drayge’s abilities—he just wanted to play it safe.

As the Starlight glided to a halt, Christopher afforded Felicia Gayle a quick glance before venturing to his seat.  She was inching closer to the mission operations console, taking notes on her padd all the while.  Though he had no idea what she might be observing, he hoped it was positive…

“Do we have any idea what the Reman are doing this far from Romulus?” inquired Christopher as he sat.

“No,” said Harrison.  “However, their presence in this sector is a direct violation of the Treaty of Algeron.”

“Though the Romulan Neutral Zone is now defunct,” Keller continued, “much of the treaty is still in effect, including the articles regarding the Cabrili-Delta Corridor.”

“According to the treaty, neither the Romulans nor their allies—past or present—may come within fifty light years of the Corridor,” Harrison explained.

Christopher nodded knowingly.  The Cabrili-Delta Corridor was narrow strip of space that acted much like a transwarp conduit.  The Corridor covered roughly one hundred light years, and had long been a contention point between the Federation and the Romulans; during the last revision of the Treaty of Algeron, the Romulans were banned from entering the region.

“Apparently the Reman aren’t familiar with our beloved little treaty,” Christopher mused.  “Why don’t we enlighten them?  Mr. Bator, open a channel…”

Moments later, a pale-skinned alien flitted onto the viewscreen.  Much like the Romulans, he had a pronounced V-shaped ridge across his forehead and pointed ears—but the similarities ended there.  His skin was rough and motley and he had no hair to speak of.  “I am Subcommander Tokran,” he said simply.

Christopher nodded politely as he rose from his chair.  “Tokran,” he greeted, “I am Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight.  And we seem to have small problem here.”

Tokran’s beady eyes widened.  “Really, Captain?”

“Yes,” Christopher replied.  “It would seem you are in violation of the Treaty of Algeron.  Now since your people have been under the harsh Romulan rule for the past several centuries, I can’t expect you to be familiar with every last detail of every treaty signed by the Romulans… but according to the treaty, you should not be anywhere near Cabrili-Delta.”

There was a faint pang of surprise in Tokran’s face, but it faded quickly.  “I was unaware of this, Captain,” he said promptly.  “Forgive the intrusion.  We will depart as soon as our work here is completed.”

Christopher took a few steps closer to the helm.  “And what exactly are you doing?  I might also point out that these graviton mines are also a violation of the treaty.”

Tokran raised his hands defensively.  “We had nothing to do with the mines,” he insisted.  “We are merely conducting research on this dying star.”

Christopher immediately opened his mouth to deliver his tart reply, but the words died in his throat as he recalled his resolve to act a bit more diplomatic.  “Have you any idea how the mines got here?” he asked instead.

Tokran paused for a hesitant moment and then said, “No.”

“…Right,” said Christopher a moment later.  He didn’t buy that for a nanosecond.  But until he had something more concrete than his gut feeling, Christopher decided to let Tokran’s lie fall by the wayside.  “Well, then, I suppose I will let you return to your… research.”  And he used the term loosely.

Tokran provided Christopher with a cordial nod before ending the transmission.  Seconds later, his image was replaced with the dying quark star, and a whirlwind of new questions—and Neelar Drayge hit the most obvious one right on the head.

“What are they hiding?” asked the Bolian.

Christopher shook his head, and summarily turned to the others for their impressions.  Harrison was the first to speak:  “If we could acquire some of their research, it is certain to shed some light on the situation.”

“It is doubtful they will surrender their data,” Bator reminded.

“We could always take it,” Harrison countered.  “The Reman are using aged Romulan scout ships.  We could easily intercept one of them when they attempt to leave the system.”

“They will protest, of course,” said Christopher, “but they are in violation of the treaty.”

“Of course, the Reman probably don’t give a damn about the treaty,” Keller said.  “The Romulans signed the treaty, not them.”

“And because of that, the treaty will likely be abolished in the coming years,” said Christopher.  “But until it is, we have some room to maneuver.”

“And we’ll have to do that maneuvering quickly,” said Drayge, just as a series of sensor alerts sounded throughout the bridge.  “One of the scout ships is on the move, heading zero-nine-four, mark one-nine.”

Christopher immediately returned to the comforts of his command chair.  “Set an intercept course, Neelar.  Just make sure it doesn’t take us through that lovely little minefield that the Reman know absolutely nothing about.”

Neelar Drayge’s deft fingers immediately flew over the helm, generating an inharmonious symphony of computer bleeps.  “Course set,” he announced only a few moments later.  

Christopher sat back in his command chair and prepared himself for a potentially wild ride.  Those scout ships might have been small, but they were fast, and very maneuverable.  “Engage.”

Moments later, the Starlight sprung into action with a subtle jolt.  The stars on the viewscreen streaked accordingly, and moments later, settled on the image of a tiny Romulan scout ship.

“Time to intercept?” asked Christopher.

Drayge checked his sensors.  “About thirty-five seconds,” he reported.

“Ready the tractor beam,” Harrison called a moment later.

The scout ship now filled more than half the viewscreen, and was growing larger with each passing moment.  Had the vessel not been an aging piece of junk, Christopher might have been intimidated.  He briefly turned to Felicia Gayle for her reaction.  “Enjoying yourself?”

She nodded indolently.  “This has been very informative,” she said.  There were additional words on the tip of her tongue, but Christopher was deaf to them, his attention immediately diverted to the strident calls from the tactical station.

“Garidian Warbird decloaking dead ahead!” Bator immediately called.

Christopher tensed.  “Shields up!  Red alert!”

The viewscreen promptly adjusted to incorporate the colossal new addition, a sleek beige vessel that easily dwarfed the tiny Reman scout ship.  The vessels seemed to linger for a dreadfully long moment before a shimmering beam of azure light streaked from the colossal warbird.

“The Garidian ship has locked a tractor beam onto the scout ship,” Keller reported.

“This is not good,” Christopher promptly muttered.

“Yeah,” Keller agreed.  “So much for our easy pickings.”

“If we were to fire a warning shot across the Garidians’ bow, they may be inclined to release the scout ship,” Bator promptly announced.

That was Christopher’s inclination as well—but it was also likely to provoke the Garidians into an attack on the Starlight.  “That’s too risky,” Christopher softly replied.  The words felt like poison on his tongue—but if that poison brought Angela to the Starlight, it was worth it.  “Just let the Garidians go.  There’s another scout ship out there.  We just have to make sure we get to it before our friends, the Garidians, do.”

Chapter Three

“Quarks are the fundamental building blocks of matter, and it is rare for them to exist alone.  In fact, most of the time, they exist together as other components of matter—but on rare occasions, these particles can be liberated from the core of dying neutron stars.”

Seated at the head of the sleek obsidian table in the Starlight’s conference lounge, Alan Christopher did not even bother to pretend he knew where Kendall Johnson was taking this explanation of quarks.  Once and awhile, Christopher’s imagination would run wild, and he fancied himself a scientist—but at times like this, reality always proved him wrong.  From now on, his imaginings would portray him as an archaeologist or a paleontologist—something he was actually familiar with.

But as Kendall Johnson continued in his explanation, Christopher was beginning to pick out some key phrases that might be of consequence later on.

“Now since these liberated quark particles are so rare, there has been very little research on them,” Johnson continued.  “But in theory, they could make a very nasty weapon.  Because these things are so dense, they could very easily penetrate any type of shielding or hull plating.”

“Conversely, it could also make for some formidable hull armor,” added Megan Reinbold.

“Too bad it would crush the ship it was employed on,” said Lucas Tompkins.  “Hell, even making a weapon out of the stuff would be next to impossible.”

Christopher was glad to hear it.  “But let’s assume for a moment or three that the Garidians are good at working under ‘next to impossible’ conditions.  How much would they need to make a weapon?”

Tompkins shrugged indolently.  “Heh… Not much.  Probably even less than my lowest guess—this stuff is probably more powerful than we could possibly imagine.”

“And we can assume the Garidians and the Reman are conducting research specifically to create a weapon of mass destruction,” Harrison added.  “After our previous encounter with the Garidians, I cannot imagine them conducting scientific research.”

“Neither can I,” Keller agreed.  “And by my estimates, they could have some sort of crude weapon built within a few weeks.”

“Weeks?”  Christopher didn’t bother to hide the surprise in his voice.  “How the heck did you come up with that?”

Keller smiled enigmatically, as if she possessed the answers to all of Christopher’s questions.  He wasn’t so sure of that, but he knew she had the answers to at least some of them.  “We know the Garidians had some sort of alliance with the Velora.  Presumably, they had some sort of technological exchange at some point in time, which means the Garidians are aware of the Velora’s experiments with neutronium…”

Much like the quarks in question, neutronium was a very dense substance.  Over the centuries, only a handful of races managed to employ it as a weapon/defense mechanism, and the Velora were one of them.  If the Garidians could adapt the Velora’s techniques to these newfound quarks, they could suddenly have a weapon of nearly infinite power.

Christopher expelled a weary sigh as the realization struck him.  “Lovely,” he commented before getting back to business.  “So how might we go about stopping the Garidians?”

“We don’t know how long they’ve been in the region,” said Drayge, “but based upon the number of gravitic mines deployed, they’ve been here at least three weeks.”

“In that amount of time, it is unlikely they could have harvested enough of the liberated quarks to support a widescale delivery system for their weapon,” said Bator.  “If they do manage to create a device, they will be able to use it once, perhaps twice before their supply of quarks is diminished.”

“So… it would seem the easiest way to take care of the problem is to collapse the star,” Johnson continued.  “That would effectively—and… and, I guess… permanently deny anyone access to the quarks.”

“To do that,” continued Lucas Tompkins, “we would need to modify several transphasic torpedoes.  If I’ve done my math right, it shouldn’t take much more than a couple of hours.”

As far as Christopher was concerned, that was a reasonable time frame.  The Reman would not be able to gather many more quarks, and even if they did manage to harvest a fair amount, the implosion would destroy their ship.  The threat of some vile weapon of mass destruction would be effectively quelled.  But it would be… well, implosive.

“It sounds dangerous,” Christopher said softly.  “I will contact Starfleet Command to get their opinion on the matter—and unless they favor the plan, we are just going to try to intercept the next Reman scout ship when it tries to leave, that way we’ll be able to expose them and solve this through diplomatic channels.”

As he spoke, Alan knew the resolution sounded good;  ‘peaceful’ and ‘diplomatic’ were terms that almost always carried a positive connotation—and that was likely to resonate with Felicia.  Still, he had his doubts.  If their blatant disregard for the Treaty of Algeron was any indication, neither the Garidians nor the Reman were likely to abide by any diplomatic resolution for long.  In the long collapsing the star might be the better solution—but Christopher was going to let Starfleet make that decision.

Satisfied that they had addressed everything on the agenda, Christopher rose from his seat.  “Dismissed.”  And on that note, he retreated to his ready room to contact Starfleet Command.

As the doors slid shut behind Captain Christopher, Matthew Harrison watched the rest of the senior staff begin to make their departures.  He, however, was not inclined to leave just yet, and when his eyes briefly crossed paths with Erin Keller’s he knew just why.  “Commander Keller,” he called politely.

She stopped dead in her tracks and gracefully turned to face him.  “What’s up, Matthew?”

Harrison cringed at the informality, but in light of his resolve to loosen up, said nothing to correct the error.  Instead, he proceeded as if Keller had addressed him properly.  “Is it me, or is Captain Christopher acting a bit odd?”

Keller raised a curious brow.  “He’s always odd, isn’t he?”

“Yes, of course,” Harrison conceded, “but this odd does not conform to his usual state of lunacy.  Though there is nothing wrong with his approach to the Reman situation, it seems far more passive than his usual stance.”

Keller shrugged.  “So he’s being a little more cautious—acting a little more mature.  There’s nothing wrong with that.”

And suddenly, Harrison realized what was going on.  “Does this have something to do with your soon-to-be-daughter?” he inquired.

“It might,” Keller admitted.  “I think Alan is trying to prove that the Starlight is a safe environment for Angela.  You see, the Institute doesn’t exactly think this is the best place for her to live…”

Harrison could easily see why the Institute might think that.  But millions of children across the galaxy were raised on starships, many of them on vessels far less advanced than the Starlight.  “What have you done to disprove the Institute’s line of thinking?”

“I only found out about this a few hours ago,” said Keller.  “I haven’t had time to do much disproving.  But I have a few things in mind.”

And so did Harrison.  “Over the past couple of weeks, I have been updating and reviewing the Starlight’s personnel files—and if I am not mistaken, no less than eighty-one crewmembers have small children. 

“Now, I have taken the liberty to speak with many of them, and they all agree that having the children on board the Starlight would be a most excellent idea.  And by establishing this community, I do believe it may help your cause.  Well… I am hopeful, at least.”

Almost immediately, Erin Keller’s face lit up with excitement.  “No way!” she exclaimed.  “Matthew, that is so sweet of you!”

He nodded, making certain to downplay the importance of his deed—because in all reality, he did nothing out of the ordinary.  “I was only doing my duty,” he explained.  “It is a certainty that if you had reviewed the personnel files, you would have reached a similar conclusion.”

Keller placed a caring hand upon his shoulder.  “But I didn’t review the files,” she said, “and once this situation with the Reman is all taken care of, I am going to take you out to dinner as thanks.”

Carefully, so not make offense, Harrison removed Keller’s hand from his shoulder.  “No thanks are required,” he insisted.  “Furthermore, I do not wish to upset the Captain by dining with you.”

“Alan won’t get mad,” Keller maintained.  “If he’s mature as he wants us to believe, then he will realize that you and I are just two adults having dinner together—nothing more.”

Seeing that Keller was not about to take ‘no’ as an answer, Harrison finally caved in.  “As you wish,” he said softly.  “Once the Reman have been vanquished, and your daughter has arrived safely on the ship, we shall dine.”

Keller flashed a pleasant smile.  “Then it’s a date,” she said, playfully poking Harrison in the shoulder.

Alan Christopher was on his own.  Despite numerous attempts to contact Starfleet Command, it seemed that radiation emitted from the quark star was jamming almost all long-range communication frequencies—and the few channels that remained open were the mysterious channels that required an insane amount of authorization to access.  Christopher knew could always order to Starlight away from the quark star, to a region of space free of radiation, but by doing so, the Reman would be left completely unattended—and that was not an option.

Thankfully, the Reman did not seem to be doing much of anything.  According to sensors, they had ceased their scans of the star and were simply sitting around having a good old time—or the more likely scenario, waiting for a Garidian Warbird to arrive.  But Christopher was not worried; as long as they reached the Reman before the Garidians, all would be well.

In the meantime, dinner was the more pressing matter.  After avoiding his private meeting with Felicia Gayle earlier in the day, the rendezvous was rescheduled for 1900 hours—and according to the chronometer on his computer terminal, the designated time was fast approaching.  Not wanting to be late, Christopher immediately abandoned his ready room.

A few minutes later, he sat with Felicia and Erin at their customary table in the center of the mess hall, picking at a sizeable chicken salad.  Though such meals were not his favorite, Alan knew he had to eat something healthy to offset his incredibly unhealthy lunch.  Salad seemed appropriate enough—of course drenched in silky red Catalina dressing, it was probably not as healthy has he thought.

“Alan and I have been working on some new schematics for our quarters,” Erin announced after a few minutes of relative silence.  She carefully slid a sleek gray padd across the table for Felicia to examine.

They were rough schematics, of course, and the notion was readily confirmed by the faint grin that adorned Felicia’s face as she reviewed the specs.  “Did Angela draw these?” she jokingly inquired.

“I’m not an architect,” Alan immediately replied.  “But the next time we’re at a starbase, I’m pretty sure they’ll be able to make the modifications to our quarters.  Or something close to the modifications…”

Erin immediately giggled at the sentiment.  “Yeah, I’m kinda hoping they can keep the walls straight!”

“Well,” said Felicia as she set the padd aside, “these are certainly impressive.  You have obviously taken a lot of time and effort to prepare.”

“We have,” Alan confirmed.  “And we also have an entire bedroom set picked out for Angela.  We can replicate it as soon as she gets here.  I just hope she likes pink.”

Felicia smiled.  “Most little girls do.”

“Hmm,” said Erin quietly.  “I was always quite fond of purple.  And peach.”

“Well, you are not most little girls,” Alan replied.

“How true,” said Erin, before taking a few bites of her own salad.

For his part, Alan was rather content to continue with this erroneous discourse for the rest of the evening—but he knew that would be a waste of Felicia’s time.  The mature thing to do was get down to business, and that was exactly what he planned on doing.  “I apologize for the delay in our meeting,” he said pleasantly to Felicia.  “You never know what’s going to happen from one moment to the next around here…”

Felicia nodded agreeably.  “That is perfectly understandable,” she replied.  “In fact, I was rather impressed with the way you handled the situation—it was very professional.”

As Felicia’s words floated into his ears, Christopher thought nothing of them.  But then, a moment later, his mind processed those words—and Christopher nearly choked on his salad.  It was one of those rare moments when he was actually rendered speechless, and his jaw simply dangled in awe of what he just heard.

“We may have judged you prematurely,” F continued, “but on paper, you do not appear to be the most exemplary person in the universe.  To put it mildly.” 

“I’ve changed,” Alan replied—and that was perhaps one of the largest understatements he had made in a long while.  Over the past several years, he had changed.  He had grown from that errant individual Felicia Gayle found so distasteful into a slightly more mature person who knew when to take a risk.

But to Alan’s chagrin, Felicia was only fond of the most recent incarnation of Alan Christopher—the cautious, mature individual.  The one who was a complete and total fake—and Alan was not liking him one bit.

Chapter Four

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74726.0: After almost a day of sitting idle near the collapsing quark star, the Reman scout ship is on the run—and the Starlight is moving to intercept.  

The Starlight’s darkened bridge was aglow in crimson light, and all eyes were focused on the tiny scout ship streaking across the viewscreen.  Though their destination was a total mystery, the Reman were certainly in a hurry to reach it—and Alan Christopher was determined to see they did not.

Sitting calmly in his command chair, Christopher was still confident they could intercept the Reman, even though they were still separated by the vast field of gravitic mines.  There was no sign of Garidians on sensors, and the Reman did not have the ability to sustain high warp speeds for much longer than a couple of hours.  They literally had nowhere to run and nowhere to hide.

And Christopher smiled.  “Status report.”

“The Reman are heading zero-three-eight, mark two-seven,” said Neelar Drayge almost immediately.  “At their current speed, they should clear the gravitic mines in under a minute.”

“And the Garidians?” asked Harrison.

“No sign of them,” Bator replied.  “However, they could be cloaked.”

In all likelihood, they were cloaked.  Christopher suspected they were lurking somewhere nearby, just waiting for an opportunity to strike.  He wasn’t going to give it to them.  “Neelar, the nanosecond the Reman have cleared the minefield, jump to warp and hunt them down.  We have to capture that ship.”

“Tractor beam is ready,” Bator announced moments later.

Christopher nodded his acknowledgement.  “How much longer, Neelar?”

The Bolian quickly checked his sensors.  “Twenty seconds….”

“Still no sign of the Garidians,” added Bator.

Every once and awhile, Christopher had some sort of sixth sense—he could tell when danger was on the horizon.  And as he watched the Reman scout ship dart across the viewscreen, the bells and whistles were sounding in the back of his mind.  It was only a premonition, and half the time he was wrong, anyway… but still, he immediately tensed.

The helm bleeped.  “Ten seconds,” Drayge announced.

“Prepare to jump to warp,” said Harrison.

Nine.

Eight.

Seven.

Six.

Sensor alert.

Christopher was on his feet moments later, just in time to see three massive Garidian warbirds ripple into existence near the tiny Reman scout ship.  “This is not good…”

“Indeed,” said Harrison softly.

“The warbirds are holding position,” Bator reported, “however, their shields and weapons are fully charged.”

“And the scout ship?” asked Christopher.

“They have cleared the minefield and are holding position near the lead warbird,” said Drayge.  “Their shields are down.”

“Decisions, decisions,” Christopher mused as he started to pace behind Drayge’s chair.  They could certainly attempt to swipe the scout ship, but even if they succeeded, they were not likely to get far with it—towing a vessel at warp was difficult under the best of conditions.  It was next to impossible with three Garidian warbirds nearby.  But Christopher wasn’t ready to call it quits just yet.  “Hail them.”

Bator immediately complied with the order, but his workstation greeted him with nothing of consequence.  “They are not responding,” said the Phobian after a few additional moments of trying.

“Then open a channel,” Christopher replied.  “If they don’t want to chat pleasantly, they’re still going to have to listen.”

The computer chirped pleasantly, and Bator promptly announced,  “Channel open.”

Christopher pulled in a nervous lungful of air as he turned his gaze to the four vessels on the viewscreen.  What he said in the coming moments would either resolve the situation, or make the Garidians very, very angry.  Thus, Christopher took a long moment to choose his words before speaking.  “Garidian vessels,” he started, “your presence in this region is a direct violation of the Treaty of Algeron.  Under those accords, you are required to withdraw at once.”

The Garidians were not receptive, and the lead ship immediately broke formation, heading directly for the Starlight.  Convinced that he wasn’t going to be able to talk his way out of this situation, Christopher quickly turned to Bator and said, “Close the channel.” He was tempted to arm the Starlight’s vast tactical array—but only as a last resort.

“The Garidian vessel is at eight hundred thousand kilometers and closing,” reported Neelar Drayge.  

Christopher promptly retreated to his seat and turned to Matthew Harrison for his take on the situation.  The Commander was more than happy to share his thoughts.  “We are obviously outnumbered,” he replied.  “And since the Garidians have proven themselves hostile, I believe retreat to be the prudent course of action.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher.  Not only would that keep them from being obliterated by the Garidians, it would give them an opportunity to contact Starfleet Command.  But before Christopher’s lips could part to give the order to retreat, the deck began to vibrate.  

His eyes immediately darted to the viewscreen, and he did not like what he saw.  Verdant rays of jagged light were slowly dancing upon the Garidian warbird’s tactical array, slowly manifesting themselves into one massive, coherent beam of death.  A beam that would, no doubt, be trained upon the Starlight…

“I’ve never seen a weapon like that before,” said Erin Keller as the beam continued to develop.  “But I think it’s safe to say it’s using those liberated quarks we talked about earlier.”

“One blast from that thing, and we may take heavy damage,” Bator announced.  He paused for a curious moment before making a minor addition to his statement: “Or be destroyed.”

“All three Garidian vessels appear to have this upgrade,” Harrison gleaned from the workstation he shared with Christopher.

“The Reman have been harvesting the quarks, and the Garidians have been putting them to use,” Christopher grumbled.  “Lovely.”

The ship suddenly rumbled, jostling Christopher around in his chair.  He quickly grabbed the arms to balance himself, and after a moment, relative calm returned.  Retreat was no longer an option; they could not allow the Garidians to possess such a deadly technology.  But thankfully, they did have another option.  He quickly turned back to Harrison.  “I hope you don’t mind, but I’m through being a cautious wimp.”

Harrison shook his head.  “No, of course not,” he said, smiling faintly.

“Good.”  And suddenly, Christopher could feel his diplomatic burdens melting away.  He was back.  “Neelar, I hope you’re game for a little maneuvering fun.”

The young Bolian immediately looked back at the Captain, his face filled with curiosity.  “Sure…” he said hesitantly.

“Set a course for the gravitic minefield,” said Christopher.  “The Garidians would have to be dumb as rocks to follow us in there.”

“Technically,” Erin added, “we would have to be dumb as rocks to go in there in the first place!  It’s a death trap!”

“Yes it is,” Christopher conceded.  “But if we’re going to collapse that little quark star, we’re going to need someplace to hide while we’re tinkering with our torpedoes.”

Erin Keller expelled a long, angry sigh.  “Alan,” she scolded.  “What about… Angela?”

“We’ll worry about that later,” he said.  “Right now, we need to concentrate on the Garidians…  Now let’s get to work.”

Two hours later, the aforementioned work was well underway, and Alan Christopher was growing a bit antsy.  The Garidians were holding their position just outside the gravitic minefield, and—for the time being—there was nothing Christopher to do to stop them.  Lucas Tompkins and his team were huddled in the torpedo bay making all the necessary modifications to the torpedoes and—for the time being—there was nothing Christopher could do help them.

It was a difficult position to be in and, suffice it to say, one Christopher did not enjoy.  Thus, he found himself wandering about the ship in search of something to do.  To his chagrin, that wandering had yielded little in the way of activity, and for a brief moment, he considered slipping into the holodeck for a bit, just to take his mind off things…

But just as he set off for the mythical land of Lordaeron, he glimpsed Felicia Gayle in the corridor up ahead—and hell followed close behind.  “Alan,” she called.  “I’ve been looking for you.”

He glanced at his communicator.  “You could have hailed me.”

“…I suppose I could have,” she admitted, blushing slightly at her stupidity.  “But my mind was obviously cluttered with other more pressing matters.”

Alan nodded.  “Such as?”

“The Garidians,” Felicia succinctly replied.  “What’s going on?  I thought you were working on a peaceful solution…”

“I was,” said Christopher sternly, “but the Garidians were not receptive to that particular avenue of diplomacy.”

Felicia’s frown deepened.  “You are jeopardizing everything, you know… I cannot recommend you and Erin to the institute if you go around blowing up every little ship you come upon!”

“Well,” said Christopher mockingly, “if we don’t blow them up, let me tell you—they will not hesitate to do the same to us.  You see, I don’t know what galaxy you come from, but the one I live in is a dangerous one.  It doesn’t matter where you are, danger is always lurking.

“The Garidians have acquired a weapon of mass destruction, and if we do not stop them right here, and right now, they will continue to build up their forces in this sector until there is nothing we can do about it—and then, they will go on the offensive.  Who knows, maybe they will blow up your precious little Morning Star Institute—you see the Garidians don’t care about you or me… or anyone else who lives on this side of their border, and they would love it very much if we were to all suddenly fall over dead.

“Or perhaps the Borg will come out of their little period of seclusion.  They have no qualms about carving up entire planets—and you know what?  If they come, there won’t be anything you can do to stop them.  Your puny planetary defenses won’t even scratch the surface of a tactical cube.

“I’m not looking to blow up every alien ship I come upon.  But I do what must be done to see that the people of the Federation—yourself included—are safe.  And if you ever bothered to look at my track record, you would no doubt find I’ve done a pretty good job.  Sure, the Starlight has taken a few beatings, but we have always prevailed—with minimal casualties.  I’m proud of that fact—and I’m downright certain I can protect one more little girl.”

Felicia paused for a hesitant.  “And so are eighty-one of your crewmembers,” she said quietly.  “I have recently been made aware of a proposal to allow many more small children aboard the Starlight.  It’s a reckless decision—but your crew seems to have faith in your ability to keep them safe.”

“And that faith is justified,” Christopher replied.  “Just give me a chance to prove it…”

Felicia’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment, Christopher suspected she would laugh in his face.  Instead—and much to his surprise—Felicia nodded her head agreeably.  “I will give you your chance, Alan.  You had best not disappoint me…”

He grinned, and extended his hand in a gesture of peace.  “You won’t be disappointed,” he assured Felicia as they shook hands… 

Megan Reinbold stood placidly beside Kendall Johnson atop the platform in the back of the astrometrics lab.  Displayed prominently on the lab’s expansive panoramic viewscreen was a simulation of the shimmering neutron star they were about to collapse.  Reinbold stared at the simulation for a long moment before turning her attention to the sleek workstation in the center of the platform, presently manned by Neelar Drayge and Lucas Tompkins.

“We’ve run this damn simulation at least a dozen times,” Tompkins said as Reinbold drew nearer, “and every time, the implosion destroys not only the Garidians and the Reman, but the entire minefield as well.”

Reinbold could immediately see a problem.  “Since we’re in the minefield, we go right along with it.”

“Exactly,” said Tompkins with a nod.  

Neelar Drayge turned his attention to the viewscreen.   “Thankfully, we’re only on the periphery of the minefield,” he said, alluding to the screen.  “After the implosion begins, we’ll have a good five minutes before the gravitational forces pull us in.  The problem is, it took me ten minutes to navigate the mines—and I constantly had to make minor course corrections to avoid setting off their proximity detectors.”

“If a mine were to hit us, how much damage would we take?” asked Reinbold.  “I’m assuming quite a bit…”

“Heh… One of them bad boys could take out half the ship if they hit the right place,” Tompkins replied.

“But our shields should be able to withstand at least five impacts,” Johnson reminded.  “So, in theory, if we could boost power to the shields to increase the number of impacts they can sustain, we would only have to navigate a part of the minefield—we could just… just plow through the rest of it, I guess.”

“And it shouldn’t to too hard to reinforce the shields,” said Tompkins.  “Hell, if we need to, we can divert everything to the shields and impulse engines.  Even life support—if we don’t, we’ll be dead anyway, so it’s not like we have something to lose.”

“I don’t really like this plan,” said Neelar Drayge cautiously, “but since we don’t have any other alternatives, I guess it will have to do.”

Tompkins provided the Bolian with an approving pat on the back.  “I’ll tell the Captain we’re ready to go,” he said.  “Let’s roll!”

Chapter Five

“Report.”  Alan Christopher strode onto the bridge with newfound determination.  Now that Angela was officially a part of his family, his mind was clear of any confusion, and he was ready to save the day.

“Modifications to the torpedoes are complete,” Lucas Tompkins reported from his engineering station.  “We’ve modified about twenty of them, but according to our simulations, a full spread of torpedoes should do the job.”

“The lead Garidian vessel has rejoined the others,” Bator continued.  “Due to their proximity to the star, they will likely be destroyed almost immediately after the implosion occurs.”

“What if they detect the torpedoes and make a run for it?” Christopher inquired.  After all, the Starlight was several hundred thousand kilometers away from the star.

“Then they will escape,” Bator replied.  “However, I do not believe they will be able to detect the torpedoes until it is too late.”

“The mines generate quite a bit of interference,” Erin Keller continued.  “Though the Garidians won’t have any trouble tracking the Starlight, the torpedoes are much smaller, and emit a lot less energy—they’ll probably show up as blips of background radiation, if anything.”

Christopher sat in his chair.  “Oh goodie,” he said pleasantly.  “And what about our shields?  I suspect we will be able to make it through the minefield without suffering widescale hull breaches?”

There was a curious moment of silence; then Bator said, “Hopefully.”

And Christopher was not inspired.  “That was not what I wanted to hear, dearest Bator.  Are the shields ready or not?”

“I have made the necessary modifications,” Bator corrected, “and when the time comes to transfer power to the shields, I am reasonably certain they will hold.  However, I cannot make any guarantees.”

Christopher suspected that Bator was simply being cautious.  In the three years that Bator served as his tactical officer, Christopher could not recall the Phobian making a single error—and even though there were no guarantees, Christopher was confident they would emerge from the minefield intact.  Thus, he pulled in a confident lungful of air and said, “Let’s have some fun.”

“Shields up,” Harrison immediately ordered.  “Red alert!”

Christopher slowly slid back into his chair as a crimson light flooded the bridge.  “Mr. Bator,” he called, “arm the transphasic torpedoes.”

The computer promptly chirped as Bator input the necessary commands.  “Torpedoes armed,” he promptly replied.  “Target locked.”

Christopher’s eyes darted to the viewscreen.  This was certainly going to be quite a show, and he did not want to miss it.  He tensed for only a moment, and then gave the fateful order:  “Fire.”

Moments later, a string of blazing yellow torpedoes streaked across the viewscreen, hurtling through the void of space at nearly unimaginable speeds.  And then, one by one, the torpedoes winked out of sight.  However, it would still be several minutes before they reached their final destination.

“The Garidians are holding their position,” Keller suddenly announced.  “It doesn’t look like they’ve spotted the torpedoes.”

“They barely register on our own sensors,” added Bator.  

“How much longer until they reach the star?” Harrison inquired.

Bator checked his sensors.  “Ninety-seven seconds.”

Not wanting to sit around until the last second, Christopher summarily turned his attention back to Drayge.  “Well,” he said, “we had best be on our merry way. Neelar, set a course out of the minefield and engage at one-quarter impulse.”

The young Bolian’s deft fingers flew over the controls with ease, and before long, the ship was in motion—and the shields were flickering on the viewscreen.  “I’m switching to manual control,” he replied, just as one of the small octagonal mines drifted into sight.  “These mines can be tricky.”

The starfield suddenly took a nosedive to avoid the little mine, and then quickly swerved back to its original position.  That particular view of the starfield lingered only a moment longer before revering to the collapsing quark star on the distant horizon.

“Ten seconds to impact,” Bator promptly announced. 

As he began a silent countdown in his mind, Christopher could already see the star beginning to react.  Either the torpedoes moved faster than anticipated, or the countdown was incorrect.  Whatever the case, large plumes of reddish orange fire mushroomed from the dying star, only to be quickly reabsorbed by powerful forces of nature.

Slowly, the star began to fragment.  Large fissures began to appear on its molten surface, ebbing great streams of fiery matter into space—only to see them consumed moments later by the ever-increasing gravity.  Suddenly, the star burst into a flash of brilliant white light. When the light subsided, the star on the viewscreen was obviously a great deal smaller as it continued to pulse infernal energy—and it was hungry for more.

“How much longer until we clear the minefield?” Harrison inquired, just as the Starlight began to rattle.

“We’ve got a ways to go,” Drayge replied.  “But the mines are already being affected by the shift in gravity.  They’re all creeping toward the star!  Navigating is not going to be easy.”

The rumbling deck plates began to hint at something more violent, and Christopher expelled a weary sigh.  “When can we jump to impulse and start plowing our way through?”  The last thing he wanted was to be stuck inside the minefield when the gravimetric forces became too great for them to escape…

Drayge glanced at his rattling console.  “Now might be a good time,” he said.

Though Bator’s words still lingered in the back of his mind, Christopher wasn’t about to argue with his helmsman.  In all likelihood, the Garidians and the Reman were long gone, and unless they started to do something more than amble, the Starlight would be next.  “Bator, transfer all available power to the shields and impulse engines; Neelar… get us the heck out of here!”

As the young Bolian complied, the deck plates began to vibrate, and after a moment Christopher could see thousands of tiny octagonal mines looming just ahead.  He had faith in the shields’ ability to protect them, but at times like this, a small part of Christopher wished that Bator had actually provided that guarantee…

A few seconds later, the first of the gravitic mines crashed into the shields.  The ship rocked in response, and Christopher’s grip on the command chair tightened.

“Shields down to seventy-six percent,” said Bator.

“We’re about halfway there,” Drayge added.

Another cluster of mines surged into the Starlight’s shields.  The ship easily weathered the assault, but left the lights dim.  Christopher grumbled at their luck—but not for long—another wall of gravitic mines suddenly loomed on the viewscreen, and there was only one way through. Christopher quickly grabbed his chair for leverage, but his actions were too little, too late.  

Massive explosions swept across the Starlight’s shield bubble as it plowed the wall of gravitic mines—but in the midst of the epic firestorm, several of the little mines managed to pierce the shield bubble.  They crashed into the Starlight’s unprotected hull with incredible fury, calling forth even more chaotic flames.

The ship roared a sonorous cacophony; sparks rained down from the ceiling above, and before he knew it, Christopher was sprawled out on the floor, engulfed in darkness.

It took a few seconds for the emergency lights to activate, and when they did, he was relieved to see the bridge was still intact.  Christopher swiftly brushed off the front of his uniform, and hopped back into his seat.

“Forward shields have failed,” said Bator.  “We have a hull breach on deck nine, section five!”

“Seal it!” Harrison said as the thunderous cacophony began to calm.   He started to relay additional orders, but Neelar Drayge abruptly cut him off.

“We’ve cleared the minefield!” the Bolian exclaimed.  “We’re safe!”

“We are,” Bator confirmed only moments later.  “All enemy vessels have been destroyed.”

Christopher let out a deep sigh of relief.  “How bad is the damage?”

“The breach didn’t penetrate the outer hull,” Keller replied after a moment.  “And sickbay reports only a few minor casualties.”

“Shields are at twelve percent,” Bator added.  “However, the gravitational currents in this sector have been radically altered by the destruction of the quark star.  I suggest we depart before any additional damage is incurred.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher, turning his gaze back to the helm.  “Neelar, set a course for…” He paused, and gazed at the myriad stars on the viewscreen.  Any one of them would be worth visiting, but a vibrant azure star twinkling near the center of the screen had garnered the majority of his attention.  “That star,” he said, pointing accordingly…

* * *

Erin Keller had her family.

Nearly three weeks after Felicia Gayle’s visit, a small craft from the Morning Star Institute came to the Starlight with a very special delivery.  Erin was not certain what Alan had done to change Felicia’s mind, but she was not about to complain.  She had her little girl, and that was all that mattered.

Angela was as perfect as Erin remembered: wild blonde hair, large blue eyes, and an insatiable sense of curiosity.  It had taken her a few days to adjust to her new home, but she was a smart little girl; she remembered her time spent on the Starlight several months prior, and seemed perfectly happy once she realized that she was not going anywhere.

Now, after a hard day of playing and tormenting Cleo, Angela sat quietly on Erin’s lap, her bright blue eyes slowly drifting away to a world of dreams.  Erin gently ran her fingers through Angela’s hair and smiled.  “I should not have doubted you, Alan.”

He grinned, and wrapped his arm around Erin’s shoulders.  “Just remember my golden rule: I’m always right.  When I promise to do something, you can bet I’m going to get it done—especially when it is something as important as this.”  His eyes slowly wandered to Angela’s little body.  “Though next time, I’m going to dispense with the cheesy ‘mature façade.’  We both know I’m never going to grow up.”

Erin shrugged.  “I don’t know,” she said softly.  “I’d say you’ve grown up quite a bit in recent months.”

“…Well, maybe just a little,” he conceded.  “This girl I know has had some influence on me.  I don’t know what it is about her, though.  Maybe it’s her teeth…”

Knowing she was that influential young lady, Erin abruptly flashed Alan a toothy grin.  “I think it would be in your best interest to keep her around.”

“Don’t worry,” said Alan softly, “she’s not going anywhere.”  His gaze slowly wandered back to Angela; the sleeping little girl was a motionless picture of perfection.  “But perhaps we should put her daughter to bed?”

“…Our daughter,” corrected Erin.  She gently scooped Angela into her arms and then planted a kiss on her forehead before heading off to the bedroom, leaving her words behind for Alan to ponder.

“Our daughter,” he repeated.  It would take some getting used to, but Alan definitely liked the sound of it.  He paused for a brief moment to savor the sentiment, and then followed Erin to the bedroom to tuck their daughter into bed.
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