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Prologue

When she closed her eyes at night, Erin Keller often found herself lost in a wondrous world of magic.  On some nights, the world she visited was indeed inhabited by fairies and wizards; after listening to Alan tell the grandiose tale of his latest holodeck adventure, it was almost hard not to dream up a vast mythical world at night…

Still, there were nights when Erin found herself alone in bed, far from Alan’s influential tales.  She was never fond of those nights, for it was almost always difficult to fall asleep… And so, her mind would begin to wander.  At times, her musings would take some odd directions, but ultimately, Erin always found her thoughts returning to one magical notion: family…

Nearly a year had passed since her most endearing vision.  At the time, it had seemed like little more than a pleasant fantasy, and when she awoke from the dream, Erin made certain to hold its kindred spirits in her heart.  So pleasant was the memory, she never wanted to let it go.  But on that fateful eve one year ago, Erin had no idea her fleeting moment of bliss was more than a simple dream.  It was her destiny—and it was about to be fulfilled…

On the heels of another uneventful day, came what Erin Keller hoped would be an equally uneventful night.  Her wedding was only a few days away, and the last thing she wanted was some sort of major disaster to ruin the event.  Of course, if something terrible was going to happen, it was completely beyond Erin’s ability to control… but she remained optimistic that the silent universe would maintain the status quo for just a couple more days.  Besides, the universe owed her a favor or two…

The relative light of day had long ago receded into the darkness of simulated night, and though Erin had no idea what the display on her chronometer read, she had the distinct feeling that it was very late in the night.  Naturally, sleep proved as elusive as the shadows in her darkened lair, and her mind began to wander…

What secrets did the darkness hold?  Once, several years ago, it had occluded a curious Yelss from Erin’s sight; she had been unable to sleep for weeks in the aftermath of the incident.  Even now, as she recounted that dreadful night, a chill crawled down her spine, and she was tempted to call for the lights, just to be certain that she was safe…

But she was safe.  Resting comfortably at her side was Alan Christopher and—though lost in a deep slumber—he would provide whatever protection Erin needed from her shadows in the night…  Comforted by the sentiment, Erin’s eyes almost immediately grew weary, and practically begged her to sleep.  She smiled, and slowly rolled onto her side to do just that—entangling herself in a mess of sheets in the process.

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

Erin’s mind wandered for a few more minutes, pondering what might happen when she woke up in the morning, considering what she might do that day…  And then sleep started to whisk her away…

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

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

It was Angela, and much like her mother, she did not like to be all alone in the dark.  And so, with a wry smile upon her face, Erin slowly tossed aside the covers she had worked so hard to procure, and slid out of bed to comfort her little bundle of joy.

The excitement managed bring Alan from his slumber and, prompted him to activate the dim reading lamp that rested on the table beside their bed.  Erin looked back, and greeted him with a warm smile, which he promptly returned—along with a candid sigh, of course.  It seemed that the many dark spaces in the Christopher abode bred monsters continuously, as this was the third time in as many nights that Angela had visited.  But Angela was certainly worth every second of her parents’ time.

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

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

She nodded into Erin’s shoulder, and with her delicate little arms, gave her the biggest hug she could muster as thanks for the protection.  Erin smiled, trying her hardest to force back the tears welling in her eyes.  Nearly a year had passed since Erin had foreseen this very moment, and after the long and arduous struggle to bring Angela into her life, it was certainly a momentous occasion… 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re a princess,” Erin warmly added, the smile on her face widening.  “They don’t turn into monsters.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sweet dreams,” Erin whispered as the little girl fell asleep.

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

But Erin wasn’t alone…
* * *

When he looked back upon his life, Kendall Johnson could easily pick out a number of days he would describe as “bad.”  In fact, he would describe most days in that unfortunate manner, because most days were simply not that great.  The universe was a cruel and loathsome place, filled with unspeakable evils and a day could not pass without some unfortunate occurrence.  Indeed, there were plenty of “bad” days… but then there were those rare days that filled Kendall Johnson with dread—and one of them was on the distant horizon.

In just a few short days, Erin Keller would be wed to Alan Christopher—and he knew that the very moment they vowed to spend eternity with each other, his eternity of sorrows would begin.  Kendall would still dream of Erin’s ethereal face every day, hear her warm voice in his mind… but that voice would never whisper sweet nothings into his ear.  They would not fall in love.  They would never marry.  Their waning years would be spent light years apart.  And Kendall Johnson would be alone…

Very alone.

Tormented by this bleak reality, Kendall wearily rolled over in his bed and expelled a solemn sigh.  His throat was raw, his nose dripped, and tears welled in his deep green eyes.  He didn’t want to be alone; more than anything, he wanted a companion in life—and he wanted that companion to be Erin Keller—but he had long ago accepted his lonesome destiny.

And as he had done many times before, Kendall Johnson rolled over and cried himself to sleep…

Chapter One

Though the night had not been nearly as restful as she had hoped, Erin Keller was not about to complain.  If there was such a thing as a perfect moment, the time spent with Alan and Angela in the wee hours of the morning easily qualified.  Even hours later, the serenity of those precious moments still brought a smile to her face, and gave Erin confidence that the coming days would be filled with nothing but happiness.  All the troubles in the universe seemed a billion light years away…

Trouble of a different variety, however, loomed only a few hundred kilometers off the starboard bow, and as Erin approached the transporter room, she could not wait to see Allison Duford.  When they parted ways at the conclusion of the Elorg War, they had never really had a chance to say good-bye.  In fact, given all the chaos during that bloody campaign, they never really had a chance to speak at all—and after years of separation, Erin certainly had a lot to say.

As the doors parted, she could see Ensign Flora Sanders already pecking away at the controls.  With a happy spring in her step, Erin quickly approached Sanders’ console.  “Hey Flora,” she greeted.

Flora briefly looked up from her work and flashed a pleasant smile.  “Erin,” she replied.  “How are you?”

“I am quite well, thank you very much.”  She casually folded her hands upon the top of the workstation.  “How are you?”

“Good,” said Flora as she tapped a few additional commands into her console.  “I’ve just received word from the Gemini.  Captain Duford is ready to beam aboard.”

Excitement flooded Erin’s veins, and she quickly came about to face the transporter platform.  “Energize,” she ordered.

Flora nodded agreeably, and immediately set out to complete the task.  Within moments, a pillar of shimmering azure light swirled about the transporter pad, slowly dissolving into the slender figure of Allison Duford.  Allison was about as tall as Erin, slightly more muscular, but every bit as kind—and of course, her silky black hair—parted neatly down the center—always fell perfectly upon her shoulders.  Bad hair days simply did not exist in Allison’s world…

Allison stood still as a statue while the last sparkles of azure light wisped away—but the moment she was free of the transporter beam, she dropped the bag slung over her shoulder and hopped from the transporter platform to the floor.  “Erin!” she exclaimed.  “How the hell have you been?”

Erin grinned sheepishly, and welcomed Allison aboard with a generous hug.  “I’ve been quite well,” she chirped.  “How are you?”

Allison expelled a weary chuckle.  “Tired,” she admitted before taking a few steps back.  “The Gemini was nearly diverted to the Zhargosia Sector to patrol the border with the third fleet.  We gave our engines a hell of a workout to get here on time.”

Mention of the Zhargosia Sector immediately sent a chill down Erin’s spine.  So many starships had been lost there in recent weeks, including the Enterprise, and they still had no idea what was going on.  But Erin tried to put it out of her mind.  “I guess it’s a good thing Alan has some pull with Admiral Grayson,” she mused.

Allison seemed to hang on the mention of Alan.  “I still can’t believe you’re getting married,” she quipped.  “It seems like just yesterday we were cadets at Starfleet Academy, drooling over that cute guy in our stellar cartography class…”
Erin nodded agreeably.  “I nearly failed stellar cartography because of him,” she recalled.  But that was about the only thing she could recall.  “What was his name, anyway?”

“Kevin… something,” Allison slowly replied.  Her shoulders sank a bit, and the smile she had worn since her entrance slowly began to fade.  “I miss him,” she continued.

“…So do I,” said Erin softly.  At one point in time, Erin’s circle of friends was expansive.  But it seemed to grow shorter with each passing year, while her list of friends among the honored dead grew longer.  Kevin was on that second list, right along with her parents.  With Brian, Tarik, Rachael, and so many others…  Erin knew they would not want her to mourn them in the midst of this joyous time; they would encourage her to enjoy herself—and so Erin resolved to do just that.

She quickly grabbed Allison’s bag from the transporter platform and then motioned toward the doors.  “This is no time for sorrows,” she said forcefully.  “We’ve got a wedding to plan!”

When Matthew Harrison first suggested they plan Captain Christopher’s bachelor party over a friendly game of chess, Lucas Tompkins didn’t have any problems with the arrangement.  And from the moment he entered Harrison’s quarters, things seemed to be going well enough; not only was Tompkins winning their little game, the bachelor party looked to be one hell of a celebration.  That was, of course, until Tompkins made one small—but terminal—error.

“A stripper?”  The words rolled off Matthew Harrison’s tongue like poison, and given the wildly disapproving cringe upon the Commander’s face, Lucas Tompkins believed it was safe to assume his suggestion was not a popular one.  With Harrison, anyway.  But in his years, Lucas had attended more than a couple bachelor parties, and strippers were certainly a requisite.

“Hell yeah,” Tompkins affirmed.  “Matt, you haven’t lived until you’ve had dozens of scantily clad women jumping out of cakes and crap like that.  And trust me, on a man’s last night of freedom, that’s definitely something he’s going to want to see.”

Harrison blinked, and slowly turned his eyes to the chess game.  He considered his move for only a moment before he casually moved a black rook across the board, taking a pawn in the process.  “And what, pray tell, do you know about ‘a man’s last night of freedom’?”

Lucas shrugged.  “More than you.”

“Naturally.”

Lucas quickly slid a bishop into the rook’s position, and removed Matt’s obsidian castle from the board.  “What did you have in mind for the entertainment?”

“There were many things on my mind, but that was not one of them,” Matthew said.  He pushed a pawn forward and then looked to Lucas for a response.

Lucas carefully plucked his knight from the board to intercept the approaching pawn—but the moment he touched the horse, his mind synced with Matthew’s.  “You want to have one of your epic battles on the holodeck,” he realized.

Harrison smiled.  “Exactly,” he replied.  “The Captain and I embark upon such quests with frequency.  He finds them most enjoyable.”

“Heh…  Well, this is a bachelor party,” Tompkins explained as he took Harrison’s pawn.  “It has to be more than ‘most enjoyable.’  We have to give the Captain the night of his life!

“If you want to have an epic battle, we need to be knee-deep in the dead—and once that’s over with, we’ll have to bring Kiki and friends in for a victory celebration!”

Harrison rolled his eyes with disgust.  “Certainly not!” he exclaimed.  “I shall not turn my holonovel into an epic smut-fest!”  And on that note, he moved his obsidian rook across the board, removed Tompkins’ ashen equivalent, and wearily proclaimed, “Checkmate!”

Now that his king was dead, Tompkins saw every last flaw in his plan for victory; he was too eager to conquer, and it cost him dearly.  But in a way, he was glad their game had ended, because the conversation certainly had; there was no longer a reason for Tompkins to stay and talk.  Thus, he gladly disembarked.

“Chess sucks, anyway,” he commented on his way out.

In his youth, Alan Christopher never pictured himself as a married man.  He always thought he would become the next Captain Kirk—romancing every beautiful woman he came upon whilst exploring the final frontier.  But the moment he received his captaincy all those years ago, Christopher knew he would not be Kirk.  He would have to blaze his own unique trail into the history books—and as the cogs of fate began to turn, Christopher knew he would blaze that trail with Erin Keller at his side.

Thus, it was fitting for them to wed on the very planet that brought them together three years ago.  It was, in essence, a homecoming—one that Alan Christopher was very eager to see.

“We’re approaching GSC-44209,” Neelar Drayge happily announced over his bleeping workstation.  He paused for a brief moment, and then turned to Christopher.  “GSC-44209… otherwise known as Alarin III.”

Christopher grinned, and eagerly scooted to the edge of his seat.  “Slow to impulse and assume a standard orbit once we’re within range.”

“Aye, Captain,” said the Bolian.

“Alan,” called out Megan Reinbold moments later, her voice somewhat concerned, “are you sure this is the right planet?  I’m not picking up anything on the surface.”

Christopher’s heart immediately panged with concern.  “Nothing?” he inquired.

Megan glanced back at the sensors.  “I’ve got trees.  Lots of trees,” she said.  “And a few small animals.  But that’s it.  If you were hoping for some sort of settlement—”

“—or secret mountain estate,” Christopher playfully interjected when he realized that everything on the surface was as it should be.

Megan nodded indecisively.  “Well, whatever you’re looking for, it’s not down there.”

A coy smile fell upon Christopher’s face.  “Have I ever been wrong before?”

“I could ask Erin,” said Megan.  “I’m sure she could share a few instances.”

She could name more than a few, actually—and not wanting that to happen, Christopher immediately spoke the first lucent thought that came to mind.  “Sadly, she’s… um… allergic to you,” he hastily replied,  “and is presently unable to answer any inquires you might have.”

Naturally, Megan did not believe the sentiment, but she was at least kind enough to humor her Captain.  “This ‘illness’ must have come on recently,” she said, sounding rather diplomatic, “because Erin seemed fine when I talked to her the other day.”

Suddenly, the stars on the viewscreen blinked away, replaced by a majestic blue and green orb shrouded in wisps of white clouds.  It was Alarin III, and it was as beautiful as Alan Christopher remembered.  “Traveling all those light years was certainly worth the effort,” he mused as they drew nearer.

For a long moment, Christopher simply sat and stared at the pristine planet.  It was far from paradise…. and civilization… and perhaps those were the reasons the planet remained untouched for so many millennia.  Whatever the case, Christopher was not about to complain.  He simply wanted to sit back, relax, and enjoy the next couple of days.  But as yet another series of sensor alerts filled the air, Christopher suddenly realized that relaxation would likely be the last thing on his mind.  

“A small Ka’Tulan craft has emerged from transwarp,” Bator announced moments later.  “They are hailing us.”

Since Ka’Tulan patrol ships rarely left the Kilka Sector, Christopher immediately knew what the denizens of that small ship required—and it was not something he really wanted to give, for the denizens of that ship were his family, and they were here for a little hospitality.

Slowly, Christopher rose from his command chair and expelled a long sigh.  “Acknowledge the hail,” he said wearily, “and welcome them to GSC-44209.  I’ll be in my ready room.”

Chapter Two

The Starlight’s myriad corridors were hardly the most scenic pathways in the known universe—in fact, they were a little boring in Erin Keller’s opinion.  But as she strolled through them alongside Allison Duford, none of that seemed to matter.  Over the past couple of hours, they had probably discussed a million different things—and Erin was only getting started.  She had so much to say, and so little time to say it in… 

“Traditionally, a father always walks his daughter down the aisle,” Erin continued as she and Allison crossed a little intersection in the heart deck five.  “So that leaves me with a problem, now doesn’t it?”

Allison shrugged.  “Why not have Alan walk with you?” she suggested.  “Or just go alone…”

“That’s now how it’s supposed to be,” Erin protested.  She had dreamed of this wedding since she was a little girl, and she wanted everything to be perfect.  But with each passing day, perfection seemed become more of a deferred dream than an achievable goal.    Eventually, she knew she would have to compromise on something.  
“Well, I don’t know what to tell you,” Allison said a moment later.  “But you’ve always a resourceful person.  I’m sure you’ll come up with something.”

Erin smiled.  “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” she stated.  “And with any luck my resourcefulness will kick in any time, now…”

And as if by magic, her communicator chirped.  Erin very much doubted it was the golden platter presenting all her answers, but the timing couldn’t have been more ironic.  She shrugged, and quickly tapped the metallic Starfleet insignia upon her breast.  “Keller here.  What’s up?”

“Erin,” Alan replied a moment later, “I need you to do a favor for me.”

She smiled.  “Anything for you.”

He seemed to hesitate for a moment, an action that immediately raised a few red flags in Erin’s mind.  Alan rarely asked anyone to do anything beyond his or her usual responsibilities—and this added bit of hesitation certainly gave rise to some concern.  “My parents’ ship just dropped out of transwarp a few minutes ago,” he finally stated.  “I’m in an important meeting with Admiral Grayson at the moment… so…”

“You want me to greet them for you,” Erin concluded.  She very much wanted to believe Alan was conversing with Admiral Grayson, but considering his uneasy relationship with his family, Erin suspected he was simply trying to avoid them.  Still, she decided to give him the benefit of the doubt—this time.  “I’ll meet them in transporter room two.”

“Thanks.”  And that was that…

Allison immediately turned to her friend.  “I thought the Admiral’s ship was still a few days away…”

“It is,” Erin confirmed.  “They must be sharing this ‘very important’ information over subspace, that way all our enemies can intercept it.  It’s always good to keep the playing field even.”  The sarcasm in her voice was—no doubt—very obvious.

But Erin wasn’t about to dwell upon Alan’s troubles.  She had an important job to do, and nothing was going to keep her from doing it.  Transporter room two was only a short distance from her current location, and she certainly did not want to keep the Christopher family waiting.   Thus, with Allison at her side, she set out to complete her task.

“When I met them last year, they seemed pretty nice,” Erin recalled as they came upon a junction in the corridor.

“They probably were nice,” Allison replied.  “You’re a pretty good judge of character.”

Erin wasn’t so sure.   In the beginning, she thought Alan to be a vile, untrustworthy individual, and made every effort to avoid him—and as she turned left into the corridor at the junction, another prime example of Erin’s misjudgment emerged from the medical lab a few meters away: Sarah Hartman.

The moment she met Sarah Hartman, Erin knew the Doctor was not the most pleasant woman in the universe, but it was not until a few weeks ago did she realize the true extent of Hartman’s obnoxious attitude—and ever since their encounter in the turbolift, Erin had nothing to say to the Doctor.  Thankfully, Hartman’s reclusive nature made her easy to avoid, but as she marched out of the medical lab, an encounter seemed unavoidable.

They nearly brushed shoulders as the disgruntled Doctor stormed past, but the confrontation went no further.  Hartman simply drilled an icy glare into Erin’s skull and went on her way without so much as a single rude comment.  Erin was surprised, but she wasn’t about to complain; the less time she thought about Sarah Hartman the better.

“What was that all about?” Allison inquired once Hartman was out of earshot.

With the transporter room in sight, Erin knew she would not have time to relate the entire tale for Allison, but a quick version was certainly possible.  “Basically, the Doctor doesn’t like my stories about Angela, she doesn’t like my thoughts on our community, and she doesn’t like me.”

Allison’s eyes widened.  “What a bitch.”

“You took the words right out of my mouth,” Erin replied as the transporter room doors hissed open before her.  

Flora Sanders was still standing patiently at the transporter console, just waiting for Erin to give the order to energize.  Erin admired the young Ensign’s devotion to her duties, but one thing was certainly unfathomable:  “Don’t you get bored in here, Flora?”

The Ensign flashed a smile.  “Yes,” she confirmed.  “It’s not the most glorious job on the ship, but somebody’s got to do it.”

“And you do it quite well,” Erin commended as she approached the transporter platform.  “Is Alan’s family ready to beam aboard?”

“Yes ma’am,” Sanders replied.  “Should we wait for the Captain?”

Erin shook her head.  “No,” she replied.  “He’s not coming.  Just beam them over whenever you’re ready.”

Sanders’ deft fingers immediately fell upon the control interface, and within seconds, three pillars of shimmering light swirled about the transporter platform.  As the sparkling azure light faded away, Alan Christopher’s parents and sister stepped down from the platform, all three of them looking a little confused.

“Where’s Alan?” asked his mother, Riana, if Erin’s memory served.  She was a petite little woman with short gray hair deep purple eyes that seemed to radiate kindness—a far cry from the evil henchwoman that Alan described her to be.

Erin forced a smile to her face as she reiterated Alan’s story.  “He’s in an important meeting with Admiral Grayson right now,” she explained.  “He sends his greetings, though.”

Alan’s father, Ti’yenn, expelled a doubtful sigh.  He was a rather distinguished gentleman with short-cropped gray hair and a well-groomed mustache.  Erin had no trouble picturing him at his office at the Federation Embassy on Ka’Tula Prime.  “The starship Captain is too busy to greet his own parents,” he said curtly.  “He should have been an archaeologist.  Or a politician…”

Erin’s smile widened.  She could easily see Alan playing in the dirt in search of some ancient artifact, but there was no way he would ever become a politician… like his father.  And perhaps that was where the friction arose.  “Don’t worry,” Erin assured them, “I’m sure the meeting will be over shortly.”

None of them seemed overly concerned to begin with, but Riana at least provided Erin with a polite nod.  “So,” she said, apparently eager to change the topic, “where is Angela?  I’ve been eager to see my granddaughter for quite some time.”

Angela was a subject that Erin was always eager to discuss.  “So what did you bring her?” Erin playfully asked as she led the way out of the transporter room.

“What makes you think we brought her something?” Ti’yenn inquired as the group stepped into the corridor.

As she thought back to her youth, Erin could recall nothing but fond memories of her grandparents—and for a very good reason.  “In my experience, the grandparents’ job has been to spoil their grandchildren rotten.  At least on Earth, anyway.”

“Well,” Ti’yenn continued, “Ka’Tula Prime is nothing like Earth…”

“But the role of grandparents is the same,” Drayan quickly added.  Erin had encountered Alan’s sister a few times over the years—and they had gotten to know each other fairly well.  Hopefully, they would be able to build upon that relationship in the coming days.  “I swear, the whole cargo bay is filled with crap for Angela.”

Erin’s heart nearly skipped a beat.  “You’re kidding.”

“I am,” Drayan confirmed.

“But not by much,” Riana happily added.  The group rounded a corner and then headed for the turbolift at the end of the corridor.  “Now let’s take a look at that cutie!”

A subharmonic flux discriminator was not something Lucas Tompkins thought easy to lose—but after spending the better part of an hour scouring main engineering in search of the device, the chief engineer ultimately stood corrected.  Someone probably left it in a Jefferies tube after a maintenance check… or a group of aliens stole the damn thing.  Whatever the case, that bad boy was gone.  Thus, Tompkins made the brief journey to the science lab to procure another.

As usual, the science lab was bustling with activity—but unlike in main engineering, there was no chatter amongst the crew.   Each and every person in the lab simply sat before his or her computer terminal and worked.  In silence.  It was enough to drive Tompkins insane—but thankfully, he wouldn’t have to put up with it for long.  He quickly negotiated the spacious lab until he stood outside Kendall’s office; Lucas promptly tapped the door chime and then waited for a response.

Moments later, the doors slid open, revealing the interior of Kendall’s cramped little office—had there not been a desk in there, Lucas would have thought he stood inside a storage closet.  He smiled at the thought, and then got down to business.  “Kendall,” he greeted, seating himself on the edge of the sleek obsidian desk.  “You’re going to kill me, but I need to borrow your subharmonic flux discriminator.”

Kendall immediately looked up from his workstation and nodded.  “Go ahead,” he said flatly.  “It’s in the compartment by the test chamber.”

Lucas nodded, and started to retreat, when he realized that something wasn’t right.  Kendall was never very talkative, but Lucas was his best friend, and they almost always spoke for a few minutes when they met—but as far as Lucas could tell this conversation was over… and in his mind, it barely constituted a conversation.  “Kendall,” he promptly interjected,  “you’ve been quiet lately.  Something on your mind?”

Kendall haphazardly dropped a padd on his desk, and abruptly began tapping at the control interface with increased frustration.  “I have a lot on my mind,” he said.

“How illuminating,” Tompkins replied.  “Like what?”

Kendall shook his head, and cleared all of the data he had input a few seconds earlier.  “Stuff,” he grumbled.  “Lots of stuff.”

Now Lucas was certainly something was up.  Kendall was only this evasive when he had something big on his mind.  “Are you thinking about leaving the ship?”

“No.”

“Too much work?”

“No.”

“Was it something I did?” 

“No.”  Kendall tapped a few more characters into the computer, and then cleared the interface completely, leaving a plain black desktop.  “It’s Erin,” he finally admitted.  

“Erin!?”  Lucas didn’t bother hiding the surprise in his voice.  “I thought you were taking Megan to bed!”

Kendall shrugged.  “I… I thought about asking her out a few months ago,” he admitted.  “But Megan is not Erin.  I just don’t feel the same way about her.”

Lucas couldn’t believe his ears.  “Woah, hold it!” he quickly interjected.  “Are you out of your mind, man?  Megan is hot.  She likes you.  And if you ask, I’m sure you could get a little action.  Erin, on the other hand, is about to get hitched.”

Kendall rubbed his eyes.  “Think I could change her mind?”

Lucas shook his head.  “No way.  Not in a million years.  So you’re just going to have to let go, and move on.”

Kendall sighed, obviously uncomfortable with the sentiment.  “I’m not like you, Lucas.  I can’t just throw my feelings aside on a whim.  I… love Erin, and I can’t let her go!”

Love was a powerful thing, and Lucas knew it could drive a person to do some pretty extraordinary things.  But in Kendall’s case, he wasn’t sure that was such a good idea.  “So, what are you going to do about this?”

Kendall sat in silent contemplation of the question for a long moment—so long, in fact, that Lucas wasn’t even sure he had heard the question in the first place.  But just when he was about to repeat himself, Kendall snapped out of his trance.  “I’m going to tell her,” he proclaimed, sounding incredibly unsure of himself.  “It might not change her mind…  but at least I won’t have to carry this burden for the rest of my life.”

It was a hurtle that Kendall had jumped many times before, but this time Lucas suspected this would perhaps be the last time Kendall would have to face it.  He smiled, and patted Kendall on the shoulder.  “Thanks for the discriminator,” he said before making his departure.

“Dinner was very good, Erin.”

Erin Keller was not accustomed to receiving such high praise in the aftermath of one of her dinners, but as Riana Christopher cleared her flowery lavender plate from the table, Erin couldn’t help but smile.  “Thanks,” she replied.  “But I’m not really a very good cook.  I’m a good programmer, though, and I would be more than happy to share the code… you know, just in case you want to add it to your replicator’s database.”

“We would first need to get a replicator,” Riana chuckled while stacking a few more emptied plates onto her pile.  “Ka’Tulans don’t usually eat replicated food.  I know it sounds archaic in this day and age, but the replicator just doesn’t do our cuisine justice.”

After suffering through more than a couple of Alan’s special Ka’Tulan meals, Erin could easily concur.  “It’s too bad that real Ka’Tulan food is poisonous to humans.”

Riana smiled, and carefully handed Erin her stack of soiled plates.  “Well,” she said softly, “if tonight’s meal was any indication, I’m sure you could program a decent Ka’Tulan meal into that replicator of yours.”

Erin grinned, and carefully set the dirty dishes on the replicator basin to be recycled.  “Then I will let you know if I come up with anything edible,” she chirped.

“I’m sure you will,” Riana replied, her voice emanating with warmth.  “You’re a very smart young lady, Erin.”

Erin could feel her heart beginning to melt.  “You are too kind,” she replied.

“I’m only speaking the truth,” Riana proclaimed as she cleared the last few glasses from the table.  She sighed, and then turned a pleasant gaze upon Erin’s face.  “So, how are the wedding plans coming?”

“Quite well,” Erin replied.  She placed the glasses in the replicator and then tapped a few buttons on the control interface beside it.  A blue glow suddenly befell the conglomeration of dirty dishes, and moments later they were gone.

“Do you need any help?” Riana inquired.  “Drayan and I would be happy to do whatever we can.”

In her mind, Erin quickly ran through the list of things to do.  Over the past several months, she had embedded every single wedding-related task into her memory, and could practically recite the list in her sleep.  And much as she suspected, there was essentially nothing for Riana to do; still, Alan’s mother had been so kind, Erin did not want to leave her out of the activities.  “You’re a botanist, aren’t you?”

A wide smile spread across Riana’s face.  “I am,” she happily replied.

“Would you mind helping with the floral arrangements?  Megan and I were going to replicate some arrangements tomorrow, but there are so many beautiful flowers down on the planet’s surface, I think it would be wonderful to have some of them at the ceremony.”

“We’ll get started tomorrow,” said Riana.  She stood still for a moment, and then turned toward the doors.  “It’s getting late.  Ti’yenn is probably ready to turn in for the night… and so am I.”

Erin smiled.  “I will see you tomorrow, then,” she said.  “Give Ti’yenn my regards.”

“I shall do that,” Riana replied on her way out.  “Good night, Erin.”

“Good night!”

And the moment the doors slid shut behind Riana, Erin’s eyes darted to the chronometer on the panel near the replicator.  It was nearly twenty-two hundred hours; more than three hours had passed since they had sat down for their late-evening dinner.  And now, evening was slowly turning to night, and Alan was still nowhere in sight.  “That must be one hell of a meeting,” she grumbled. Of course, Erin was certain, now more than ever, that Alan had never been in a meeting to begin with…

Chapter Three

Almost every morning for the past year, Alan Christopher had the pleasure of waking up to the ethereal face of Erin Keller.  It was a sight far more beautiful than any sunrise, and as far as Alan was concerned, there was no better way to start the day.  But as his eyelids parted on this quiet morning, the face that greeted Alan was anything but pleasant.

“Where were you last night?” Erin demanded, drilling her most evil gaze into Alan’s bright teal eyes.  “I very much doubt the Admiral holds meetings until twenty-three hundred hours.”

“Ahh,” said Alan softly, hoping his gentle tone and pleasant charm would diffuse Erin’s evil gaze.  But his hopes were instantly dashed, for Erin didn’t even flinch at the sound of pleasantries.  Alan knew if he wanted to live, he had best speak.  “I had a lot of work to do.  You know, important stuff.  Captain’s eyes only…”

Erin was unimpressed.  “Isn’t it convenient that all this work comes just a couple of days before our wedding?”

“Things in the Zhargosia Sector are going rather poorly,” Alan countered.  “We’ve sent out a few probes to investigate, but—”

“Save your breath,” Erin interrupted.  “How stupid do you think I am?  I know what you’re doing… You’re parents are here, and you’re hiding in your ready room so you don’t have to talk to them!”

Alan cringed upon hearing those harsh words, but he could not deny them.  While he did have plenty of work to do up in his ready room, none of it was so important that it couldn’t wait.  “I told you months ago that inviting them would be a bad idea.”

Finally, Erin withdrew her icy gaze, and haphazardly slumped down into the warmth of their bed.  “In your mind, perhaps.  But if they really didn’t care about you, then they wouldn’t have come all this way to begin with!”

Alan almost laughed; Erin obviously knew little about his parents.  “They’ll go to any lengths just to get off a few rude comments.  Avoiding them is the simplest solution.  Isn’t it?  You know all about avoiding people.”

Erin bolted upright faster than Alan thought possible.  “And what is that supposed to mean?”

“Sarah,” Alan whispered.  “You’ve been avoiding her for weeks just because of one little incident in the turbolift—yet you have the nerve to scold me because I don’t want to see my parents after a lifetime of torment.  That’s a little hypocritical of you, now isn’t it?”

Erin’s shoulders immediately sank as her edge in the conversation slowly withered away.  “Perhaps it is,” she admitted.  “And I’m sorry… but when it comes to family…”

Alan slowly set aside some of the warm, pink sheets draped around his body, and then scooted up alongside Erin, carefully wrapping his arms around her petite body. “I know,” he softly replied.  “Family always comes first.”

She smiled, and gently set her head upon his shoulder.  “After all these years, I’m glad to hear that some of my words actually got through that thick skull of yours.”

“I treasure each and every word you share with me,” Alan softly replied, carefully leaning his head upon hers.  “Some words, however, tend to stick better than others.”

Erin giggled.  “I’ll keep that in mind.”  

“I’m sure you will.”  And of course, she would bring it up at the most inopportune moment—but that was Erin’s playfully devious way, and Alan would not change it for the world.  “And if you insist, I… suppose I could chat with my parents.”

“I insist,” Erin softly replied.  “And hopefully, you’ll emerge from that meeting with a greater appreciation for them.  You don’t know how lucky you are to still have your parents around.  I would give just about anything for mine to be here with me right now.”

“They are here with us,” Alan assured her.  “You’ve said it yourself a hundred times—as long as we remember them in our hearts, a part of them will always be here with us.”

Erin was about to reply, but the tender moment was abruptly shattered when a meowing ball of fluff jumped onto the bed demanding food, attention, and a clean litter box.  Alan gently planted a kiss on Erin’s cheek, and then turned his attention to young Cleo.  “Give us a moment, okay?”

The cat meowed, and planted his behind firmly on the bed.

“Or not,” Erin giggled.  “He must know we’re in orbit of Alarin III.  He wants to see his old stomping grounds, I bet!”

“Or he wants food, attention, and a clean litter box,” Alan mused.  Though he could not deny the cat’s intelligence, he highly doubted Erin’s theory.  Cleo was a cat, not a sensor grid.  Even so, Alan found himself incredibly attached to the little fur ball… Cleo was as much a family member as anyone else, and his demands carried a fair amount of weight—and so began the daily grind with food, attention, and a clean litter box…

In all his years on the Starlight, not once had Matthew Harrison set foot in Lucas Tompkins’ quarters.  And as he stood in the midst of the chief engineer’s living quarters, Harrison suddenly knew why…

The décor was dreadful.  Numerous weapons adorned the walls—ranging from Klingon swords to phasers and other firearms.  Prominently featured alongside the weapons were pictures of scantily clad females posing on what appeared to be ancient land-based vehicles; the bookshelf was filled not with books, but a wide variety of alcoholic beverages (an atrocity), and most of the furniture was covered in a hideous zebra-striped fabric.  Suffice it to say, Harrison could barely force a smile to his face.

Tompkins, however, seemed right at home in the mess as he seated himself on the repugnant sofa.  “So, what do you think of the place?” he inquired after a moment.

Harrison’s eyes once again retreated to the scantily clad women hanging upon the wall.  “It suits you well,” he murmured.  After less than a minute, he was already poised to disembark—but they had work to do, and the last thing Harrison wanted was yet another meeting with Lucas Tompkins.  So he forced himself to sit in the zebra-striped chair beside the sofa, intent on getting down to business.  “We have much to discuss today.”

“Yeah,” said Tompkins, nodding.  “And I’ve got some good news about the chicks.  I did some digging, and several of the Athena’s finest say they would love visit the Starlight for the night.”

Much to Harrison’s chagrin, the conversation was apparently going to resume in the exact same spot it left off yesterday.  “I believe I was not in favor of such females,” he reiterated, just in case Tompkins had forgotten.

The engineer nodded.  “Yeah,” he said.  “I know, but I told them to come on over, anyway.”

Harrison rolled his eyes.  “How magnanimous of you.  And how shall I explain this to Commander Keller, should she inquire about our gathering?”

“You don’t,” said Tompkins.  “It’s as simple as that.”

“The Commander can be very persuasive.”

“Ignore her.”

Harrison sighed.  “Very well.”

Glad to see they were in agreement, Tompkins clasped his hands together and said, “So, we’re going to have this bad boy in the holodeck, are we?”

“I believe that has been established, yes.”  Harrison swiftly reached into his pocket removed a small black pad; he quickly glanced over its contents and then turned his attention back to Tompkins.  “By my estimate, the Rise of the Ancients on the hills of Frostmourne should provide the epic atmosphere you require.  We may not be ‘knee-deep in the dead,’ but I do not believe anyone will be disappointed…”

“Good,” said Tompkins.  “Now about those chicks… The Captain wouldn’t have asked me to help you with this party unless he thought my input would be of assistance… so he must want to see some action at this party.”

Though Harrison was still rather opposed to the idea of such… action, Tompkins had thus far proven very receptive to all of Harrison’s ideas.  And since he did not wish to be totally unreasonable, Harrison thought it best to return the favor.  “I shall consider considering your plan,” he said softly.

It was far from a ringing endorsement, but apparently it was enough for Tompkins.  “It’s a start,” he said excitedly.  “We’ll just go from there…”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  He was certain the party was about to be ruined, but he would not pass final judgment until tonight…

Despite the festivities, the Starlight was still a Federation starship, and there was work to be done.  And much to Erin Keller’s chagrin, she was not exempt from that work.  Even though all the wedding plans appeared to be under control, Erin very much wanted to be a part of those activities—but the latest sensor sweep of the Zhargosia Sector could not wait.

Thus far, none of the probes the Starlight launched yesterday had encountered anything out of the ordinary, and all was looking well.  Of course, Erin knew it was only a matter of time before things would ultimately turn unpleasant.  They always did…  But it seemed that dark day would not be today.

Suddenly, Erin heard the doors behind her slide apart.  It was not an uncommon occurrence in the astrometrics lab, but she had not been expecting company for at least another half hour, when the majority of the astrometric lab’s staff arrived.  Of course, they were a dedicated group, and it was totally possible that some of them had arrived early—but Erin wasn’t going to sit around and guess.  She immediately rose from her seat and came about to face her visitor—and much to her surprise, it was Kendall Johnson.

“Hey there, little buddy,” she warmly greeted.  Erin always enjoyed her time spent with Kendall, and thusly provided him with a warm smile as he approached her position atop the platform in the back of the lab.  Still, she was at a loss for the reason of this spontaneous visit.

“Hi.” The expression on Kendall’s face yielded little emotion.  In his perpetually nervous state, it was almost impossible for Erin to guess what was on his mind, so she simply stood and waited for him to reveal his intentions.  “Um… how are you, this morning?”

“I’m quite well, thank you.”  Erin slowly clasped her hands behind her back and stepped closer to Kendall.  “How are you?”

His head bobbed with indecision.  “…Um, I’m okay.  I guess.”  He took a hesitant step forward, and nervously started to fidget with his hands.  “So… what are you doing?”

Erin motioned to the panoramic viewscreen wrapped around the platform.  “I’m checking out the situation in the Zhargosia Sector,” she replied.  “Starfleet’s really keeping a close eye on the situation.”

“Yeah,” Kendall agreed. 

He was trying to get at something, but Erin was not exactly certain what that something could be.  He was obviously struggling to broach the subject, so it was probably something a bit more personal than a sensor sweep.  Thus, Erin decided to help the limping conversation along.  “So what brings you to the astrometrics lab?”

Kendall’s face suddenly turned ten shades of red.  Erin had obviously struck a chord with her question; with any luck, it would get Kendall to speak.

His eyes carefully monitored the floor for several moments as he stumbled over a series of “ums” and “ahs,” but ultimately, composure fell upon his racing mind.  “Well, um… I guess… you.”

“Aww,” said Erin softly.  “That’s so sweet!”

Kendall nodded.  “Yeah,” he agreed.  “It’s been awhile since we talked.”

“It has,” said Erin.  In fact, she could not even recall the last time the two of them spent time together.  “So, what did you want to talk about?  I’ve got another half-hour of sensor sweeps ahead of me, and I could really use the company.”

Finally, Kendall’s verdant eyes rose from the floor, slowly scaling Erin’s body until they fell upon her angelic face.  He flashed a faint smile, and slowly closed the distance between the two of them—and as he drew nearer, Erin could see the torment burning in his eyes.  “Erin,” he whispered.

She licked her lips.  “Yes?”

He paused, but his eyes remained fixed firmly upon Erin.  “There’s something that I have to tell you…”

Her curiosity was immediately piqued.  “And what might that be?” she inquired.

His mouth parted, but no words fell from his lips.  Instead, he simply gazed into Erin’s ethereal brown eyes with awe, frozen in that single magical moment in time…

Erin gently placed a caring hand upon his shoulder.  “What is it?”

Kendall abruptly blinked out of his trance.  “Erin,” he said softly, “I… I love you.”

It was a simple statement, but one with incredibly complex ramifications.  For many years, Erin had been aware of Kendall’s feelings; in fact, this was not the first time he spoke of them.  But in that first instance three years ago, Erin was an unattached individual; on this occasion, however, she was just a day away from her wedding…  Still, as she closed the gap between herself and Johnson, Erin could not deny the bond between the two of them.

Over the past four years, they shared many moments of laughter, they wept for their fallen comrades, struggled through many trials and tribulations, and ultimately forged a relationship that could not be denied.  When Kendall first mentioned his feelings three years ago, Erin had shunned them away—but not again.  She smiled, wrapped her arms around Kendall’s body, and softly proclaimed,  “I love you, too…”

And for the first time, they embraced as something more than just friends.  They were family—and on the heels of that fleeting thought, Erin was struck with a curious idea…

“Kendall,” she whispered into his ear, “would you like to do me a big favor?”

His bright green eyes—now free of their torment— immediately met Erin’s.  “Anything,” he said.

“How would you like to walk me down the aisle tomorrow?”

Kendall’s eyes immediately welled with tears.  “I… I would be honored,” he said.

Not only would his presence take care of Erin’s dilemma, it was a beautifully symbolic gesture to begin with.  And the very notion brought a wide smile to Erin’s face.  It was going to be a wonderful day…

Chapter Four

Alan Christopher had never been close to his parents.  The relationship had been a strained one since day one, and only grew worse over time, reaching its nadir on the day Alan announced his intent to join Starfleet.  They strongly opposed the very notion, and suggested he find a more suitable occupation—but Alan defied their wishes, and went off to create a life he found far more desirable than his humdrum existence on Ka’Tula Prime.

But Erin was right.  The time for redemption was finally at hand, and as he marched through the Starlight’s corridors in search of his parents’ quarters, Alan was confident that things would ultimately work out for the best.  When he finally reached the cabin in question, Alan’s hand hesitated over the door chime for a long moment.  Overcoming years of mutual disrespect was not an easy task—in fact, it would likely be a Herculean effort.  But family was the most important thing… and with his mind hanging on that single thought, he rang the chime.

Almost instantly, the doors slid apart, and Drayan stood coyly at the threshold, arms folded upon her chest.  “Alan,” she said.  “Good of you to finally show your ugly mug.  We were beginning to think you were dead.”

Alan flashed his sister an evil glare, and quietly forced his way into the cabin.  “Where are Mom and Dad?”

“Dad is in waste extraction,” Drayan replied, gesturing appropriately.  “Mom and I are getting ready to beam down to the surface.”

“Go on ahead without her,” Alan ordered.  Of course, since Drayan was not in Starfleet, the order did not have much weight behind it, but she seemed to sense the nature of the situation and—for the first time in her life—departed without so much as a single word.

As the doors hissed shut behind Alan, he took a few hesitant steps deeper into the room when he simply decided to stand around and wait for his parents to emerge.  And since he knew they were infamously slow, Alan prepared himself for a considerable wait—but much to his surprise, the pair in question quietly meandered into the primary living space only a few seconds later, and were obviously surprised by their guest.

“Since when does the Captain of a Federation starship have time to visit lowly civilians?” asked Ti’yenn tersely.  “I thought you’d be busy with important meetings all day.”

Alan sighed.  “Some things are more important than meetings with Starfleet Command,” he replied.

“So you’re on your way to waste extraction,” Ti’yenn promptly concluded.  Aside from politics and Riana, the man had only one other love in his life, and that was talking about waste extraction.  It was a crude and vulgar habit, and one Alan certainly did NOT miss.  “Must have to go pretty bad if you had to leave the bridge.  Didn’t want to stin…”

“I think that’s enough,” Riana promptly interjected, much to Alan’s relief.

“Indeed,” said Alan.

Riana flashed a faint smile, and slowly took a step closer to her son.  “So, what do we owe this occasion?” she inquired.  “We weren’t expecting to see you until the wedding tomorrow.”

Slightly ashamed of his foolish behavior, Alan slowly cleared his throat and admitted, “That was the plan.  But my wife can be a very persuasive person at times…”

“Erin is a wonderful young lady,” Riana concurred.  “You have done well for yourself, Alan.”

“We are proud of you,” Ti’yenn promptly added.

And Alan’s jaw nearly hit the floor.  He had come into the conversation expecting a clash of the titans, not this!  “If only you had been this supportive years ago,” said Alan softly.  “It would have made things a lot easier between us.”

Riana’s faint smile slowly widened into the vast, glowing smile that Alan expected of a mother looking upon her son.  “We have always been proud of you, Alan,” she said.  “Though we might not have agreed on certain things in the past—like your career choice—we always supported your decisions.”

As he thought back to that moment in time all those years ago, Alan could not recall this alleged support.  But then again, he was a rather angry, immature teenager at the time.  It was certainly possible that his memories were obscured.  And of course, once he left Ka’Tula Prime, not once did Alan look back—so the hatred remained, and simmered for years to come.  “Our lines of communication were a little off, I suppose…”

“We’ll have to fix that,” Ti’yenn replied.

Alan smiled.  “I think we already have…”

* * *

Nestled high in the mountains of Northern Lordaeron, the snowbound hills of Frostmourne easily ranked as one of the most unpleasant places Alan Christopher had ever beheld.  It was a place of infinite perils—a knee-deep conglomeration of rocks, snow, and body parts, coated with a thick layer of ice.  The stench of death—fueled by those unfortunate souls unable to traverse the frigid plains—hung in the frozen air like some sort of pestilence, and made even Christopher’s stalwart stomach churn with queasiness. 

Considering the myriad dangers associated with Frostmourne, one would think its glacial mountain paths would be utterly devoid of activity—but in stark contrast, the region was heavily trafficked.  Not only did trolls and ogres frequent the icy trails, so too, did merchants and simple townsfolk—most of them for the simple reason of finding a shortcut to the distant lands of Azeroth.  But buried deep with the wintry snowfield was the legendary masamune, a mythical sword once wielded by the venerated Lord Lothar.

Indeed, the legendary sword was the reason Christopher and his faithful companions had embarked upon the journey to Frostmourne.  But according to Matthew, there was one small detail that had the potential to unleash chaos upon their noble quest: Anadar, the great white dragon that frequented the snow bound hills of Frostmourne…

According to Matthew, stealth was paramount.  If they could traverse the glacial hills quickly, and without fanfare, the lumbering dragon would not bother to vacate his ancient lair.  In theory, they would then be able to resurrect the masamune from its wintry grave and proceed to the lowlands of Azeroth without incident.  But as he trudged through the frigid, knee-deep snow, Christopher knew that theory and reality were often two different stories…

Had Alan been venturing solely with Matthew and Bator, the search for the masamune would have been over by now… But with Lucas, Kendall, and Neelar joining the quest for the first time, stealth and fanfare were both scarce commodities, and the temperamental dragon’s groans had echoed in the ashen skies for quite some time…

And suddenly, the ground began to tremble.  

Christopher slowly gazed up into the ashen sky to see the great white dragon flapping his wings beneath the deck of roiling clouds.  Knowing that the cries of battle would soon fill the air, Christopher swiftly unsheathed his mighty claymore and prepared himself for the brutal onslaught.

Anadar suddenly expelled a thunderous roar, and descended upon his glacial domain with extreme haste.  The dragon promptly landed, kicking up a cloud of twinkling snowflakes, and jolting the ground with a great deal of force.  Christopher nearly lost his footing as he watched Harrison construct an undoubtedly brilliant plan.  “Run!” called out Harrison as a massive claw swung at him.

But the glacial conditions prevented such action, and Christopher found himself skittered across the frozen snowfield like a child learning to walk.  He performed a several less-than-elegant twirls before completely losing his balance and falling face-first into the snow.  Not wanting to become Anadar’s next treat, Christopher pushed himself to his knees and swiftly crawled out of the dragon’s range—but Anadar was not affected by the icy conditions, and easily traversed the snowfield in search of his dinner… 

All around him, Christopher saw his comrades in a similar life-and-death struggle, and as tiny flakes of snow began to fall from the roiling sky, he knew that things were only going to get worse…

The ground trembled as Anadar drew nearer.  Knowing he could never outrun the beast, Christopher decided to roll out of its way—but the moment his back hit the frozen ground, he saw the massive dragon spreading its vast, silvery wings in preparation to strike.  Since running, crawling, and rolling were no longer options, Christopher quickly realized it was time to make a stand.

He quickly looked about his surroundings for help, and glimpsed Neelar and Kendall struggling to their feet less than ten meters away.  Both were armed with crossbows, and so long as they could use them, Christopher suspected he just might survive.  “Kendall!”  he shouted into the frozen air.  “Neelar!  Fire your stinking weapons!”

Suddenly realizing that they were indeed armed, both archers quickly removed a few arrows from their quivers and took aim upon Anadar.  As their arrows flew through the air, Christopher grabbed the hilt of his mighty claymore and thrust it upward—directly into the approaching dragon’s path.

In his bloodlust, Anadar did not even notice the countless arrows plunging into his side—he simply wanted a meal—but damage was being done, and the moment Christopher’s brazen sword pierced the dragon’s thick hide, the rampage came to a sudden close.

But Anadar resisted death.  He breathed long breaths of cold, azure fire into the air, calling forth a blizzard of ice and snow that fell with such virility that Christopher could barely see a meter in front of him.  Still, Anadar was very nearby, and ailing.  There was no better time to strike—and as Lucas and Bator came up alongside Alan, he quickly realized the odds had just bettered.

Or so he thought.

The chief engineer’s face was bloodied, and his sword was broken in half.  Christopher’s heart skipped a beat.  “What happened?”

“We’ve got company,” said Bator.

Christopher quickly readied his claymore.  “Of what kind?”

The Phobian shrugged.  “They appeared to be Night Elves… but visibility was poor.”

In all his time on these myriad adventures, he had not yet encountered the enigmatic Night Elves.  But from what he knew of them, bloodshed was not among their ways—but as he felt the business end of a sword poke his back, Christopher quickly realized that perhaps his memory was in error.  It wouldn’t have been the first time…

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“Your worst nightmare,” came a powerful female voice—a very familiar voice, at that…

“Erin?”

She gently jabbed Christopher’s back.  “My name is Kathras Darkmoon, and I have led the Night Elves to Frostmourne to claim the… um… big sword for my sentinels!  Now where the hell is it?”

Christopher slowly came about to see himself surrounded by a group of unpleasant female warriors.  While many of them were simple holodeck characters, Drayan, Megan, and Allison all stood with their partisans pointed in his general direction.  “Well, Miss Darkmoon,” said Christopher pleasantly, “in case you haven’t noticed, we presently have a huge dragon rather intent on eating us…” He paused, and then quietly added,  “And besides, I don’t recall inviting you to this party…”

She grinned.  “And why should you boys get to have all the fun?”

Alan swiftly raised his sword.  “I’ll have you know, I am the greatest swordsman in all of Lordaeron.”

A devious grin fell upon Erin’s face.  She dutifully threw her delicate partisan to the ground, and then plucked the massive claymore from Bator’s hands.  “We shall see about that.”

Alan nearly scoffed.  “You would challenge me?”

Erin nodded.  “I’m not only going to challenge you,” she chirped.  “I’m going to kick your ass!”

“Heh… This is one hell of a party,” Lucas chimed in.  “Bride and groom engaged in mortal combat on the eve of their wedding…  It’s far from exotic strippers, but hey…”

And suddenly, Anadar’s angry claw pounded the ground.  The mighty dragon spewed another wintry blast into the frozen air, and the chaos began…

Erin swiftly turned to her troops and pointed at the massive dragon with her stolen claymore.  “Warriors of the night, lay waste to the ancient beast and claim… that damn sword for the night elves!”  Slowly, she turned her pristine brown eyes upon Christopher and playfully proclaimed, “I shall vanquish this fiend!”

Flakes of crystal snow blew in the bitter breeze as mortal armies hurtled toward Anadar’s doom.  The frenzied sounds of combat soon filled the air, and blood soon spilled onto the ashen plains.  Alan Christopher easily hefted his claymore into the air, and charged the delicate Erin Keller at full force—but the agile young woman quickly leapt out of harm’s way, and made haste to launch an offensive of her own.

As Alan skittered across the frozen battlefield, Erin swiftly treaded his footsteps, bearing down upon her nemesis with bloodlust in her veins.  Not wasting a moment of her precious time, she quickly lunged her weapon toward his body—but in spite of his foul footing, Alan was ready for the attack, and easily deflected the blow with his own weapon.

Erin was rattled by the deflection, and subsequently fell into the glistening snow.  Had the terra firma been more favorable, Alan would have chose that moment to end their conflict, but uncertain of his ability to tread the frozen terrain, he chose to bide his time, and wait for Erin to come to him.

Like a phoenix, Erin swiftly rose from the chilly snowfield and—with her massive double-bladed claymore in hand—charged Alan yet again.  This time, however, his glacial surroundings were not so forgiving.  As he moved to counter Erin’s attack, a patch of ice somehow crept beneath his feet, and though Alan managed to keep his footing, he was unable to get out of the way of Erin’s claymore.

Pain rushed through his shoulder as the sword tore through his tunic and lanced his skin—but the blow only invigorated Alan.  He quickly came about and dueled with Erin for several moments, their swords clanking wildly with each clash.

“Not bad,” he commended between blows.

For the briefest of moments, Erin paused.  “Thanks,” she said—and then she drove her weapon through Alan’s chest.

As buckets of simulated blood oozed from his wound, Alan sighed, and dropped his claymore to the frozen ground.  “I guess I shouldn’t let my guard down like that,” he muttered, staring at the massive blade in his chest.

Erin giggled.  “I guess not,” she mused.  “This was kinda fun, though.  Maybe next time we can fight together.”

“Considering you just impaled my character, I don’t know how easy that will be,” Alan replied.  He carefully grabbed the hilt of Erin’s sword, and gently pulled it from his chest.  “Death is quite an ailment to cure…”

Erin promptly grabbed the bloodied sword.  “Don’t you have some sort of revive spell?”

Alan considered the proposition for a long moment, and then drew himself nearer to his slayer.  “A beautiful princess must sweep me off my feet, and kiss me on the lips…”

Erin smiled and pecked Alan on the cheek.  “Then you shall have your wish,” she chirped.  “Tomorrow…”

* * *

Chapter Five

Thousands of majestic conifers towered into the crisp, cool air, which was still sprinkled with the fresh scent of the morning’s dew.  Thin, wispy cirrus clouds danced high in the azure skies, casting faint shadows on the grassy, flower-filled plain below.  In the distance, the majestic ridges of a forested mountain range the peeked over the horizon, basking in the morning sunlight.

Surrounded by his crew, his friends, and his family, Alan Christopher slowly treaded the grassy terrain, gradually making his way toward the beaming Admiral Grayson standing at the front of the crowd.  Weddings were not uncommon in Starfleet, but in this age of chaos, they seemed too few and far between for anyone’s liking.  Thus, today was an incredibly happy occasion.

Still, as he treaded that grassy aisle, Alan Christopher couldn’t help but feel incredibly nervous.  He didn’t know why, exactly.  He had been living with Erin for over a year… It was not like there were going to be any major changes in his life.  Perhaps it was just the sheer thought of marriage itself that intimidated him.  Whatever the case, his fears were somewhat subdued when his walk down the aisle was completed, and he took his place at Admiral Grayson’s side.

Moments later, Matthew and Allison made their journey through the crowd.  The look on Matthew’s face was a little odd—he was still rather upset about the outcome of their jaunt on the holodeck—but his mood had improved substantially in the overnight hours.  In fact, he nearly cracked a smile as he took his place near Christopher’s side.  But the smile Alan Christopher wore upon his own face widened considerably in the moment that followed, for that was the moment Erin Keller appeared at the end of the aisle—and it was easily the most beautiful sight he had ever glimpsed.

She wore an elegant, form-fitting white dress that shimmered in the morning sunlight.  Her silky auburn hair was carefully pulled into a clasp behind her head, and her eyes beamed like two stars in the midnight sky.  As far as Alan was concerned, he stood before perfection.

Erin, of course, was in no hurry to walk down the aisle.  She very much wanted to bask in every moment of this glorious day, and if that meant taking an hour to walk a couple of meters, then that was exactly what she would do. 

Walking just as slowly at Erin’s side was Kendall Johnson.  He was lost in some sort of trance, but clearly enjoying each moment as much as Erin—and when the finally reached the end of their long road, Kendall turned to Erin and gave her a polite kiss on the cheek.

Erin smiled, and took his hands.  “Remember,” she whispered, “this journey’s end is only the beginning of a brand new journey.  You will thrive.”

And on that curious note, Erin finally completed her journey to Alan’s side.  “You just cut a few years off our wedding,” Alan quietly mused.  “I’ve seen Alverian cave sloths move faster than that!”

Erin tried her best to ignore the sarcastic comment, but Alan was certain he heard the faintest hint of laughter escape from her mouth only moments before Admiral Grayson started to speak.

“One of the most pleasant duties of a senior officer is the privilege of joining two people in matrimony,” the Admiral proudly announced. “Today, I have the honor of joining Erin Marie Keller and Alan Michael Christopher in marriage.”

Grayson smiled, and then turned his deep blue eyes upon Erin.  “Erin,” he said, “do you accept this man as your husband, to love and cherish above all others, until death separates you?”

Erin slowly looked at Alan with her warmest, most endearing gaze.  “I do,” she said, gently wrapping her hands around his.

“Alan,” said Grayson, summarily turning his attention to the groom, “do you accept this woman as your wife, to love and cherish above all others, until death separates you?”

Alan’s heart was racing, and he was sweating like a Klingon in the heat of combat.  He very much wanted to say “I do” and get this moment over with, but as he stood in the presence of his soon-to-be wife, he realized that he needed to give her something a little more exciting than a plain and simple phrase uttered millions of times in wedding ceremonies across the quadrant.  And so he turned to the Admiral and shrugged.  “Let me think about that,” he playfully mused.  “Can I get back to you tomorrow?”

The question obviously caught the Admiral off guard, and it took him a moment to realize that it was only a joke.  Still, Grayson—eager to preserve his longevity—shook his head and said, “It’s now or never.  I understand Erin is skilled with the sword, and I would hate to find out first hand.”

Alan grinned.  “Well in that case… I do.”

A moment later, Matthew stepped forward and presented the Admiral with two small, black boxes.  Grayson nodded his thanks, and carefully handed them to the bride and groom.  “These rings are a symbol of your love for each other and a promise to abide by the vows you have made today.”

Her face brimming with excitement, Erin quickly plucked the sleek golden ring from her box and then grabbed Alan’s hand.  “With this ring,” she said as she slid it over Alan’s finger, “I thee wed.”

Never before had Alan adorned any sort of jewelry, and wearing the golden ring upon his finger felt a little strange.  Conversely, the ring felt perfectly wonderful—which was good, because Alan had no intention of removing it at any time in the future…

Slowly, he popped the lid on the small black box in his hand to reveal the stunning ring he had selected for Erin.  It was a ring far more elaborate than his own, decorated with a large, glistening diamond that sparkled wildly in the sunshine.  Alan carefully placed the ring upon Erin’s delicate finger and announced, “With this ring, I thee wed…”

And suddenly, Alan Christopher was the happiest man in the universe.  All his fears were torn asunder, for the moment that ring reached Erin’s finger, he stood beside his wife, and together, the was nothing they could not accomplish.

“By the power vested in me by the United Federation of Planets, I pronounce you husband and wife.”   As he made the proclamation, the pride in Grayson’s voice was immense.  “Erin,” he said softly as applause began to erupt, “you may kiss the groom.”

The angelic smile that Erin had worn all morning suddenly faded—replaced with far more devious grin that oozed seductive charm.  “Your princess is here,” she proclaimed. “And I’m about to sweep you off your feet, little buddy.”

Alan grinned, and gamely opened his arms.  “Sweep me, baby!”  In retrospect, those were perhaps the stupidest words he had ever uttered, but at that point, he didn’t really care.   He abruptly fell into Erin’s embrace and experienced the most fiery kiss he had ever endured…

Life was definitely good, and though Alan Christopher could not predict the future, one did not need technology to surmise this story would end happily ever after…

Or would it?

Only time would tell…

* * *
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