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PROLOGUE

The night had proven to be a restful one for Talyere Rosat, as had the majority of the nights on the Starlight.  Only on a few rare occasions had the ship been in grave danger at night—and it was even more of a rarity for Talyere to be needed at those events.  Hence, he had enjoyed many restful nights of sleep—a statistic that stood in stark contrast to life on an Elorg ship.

Elorg beds were built not for comfort, but for durability and efficiency.  They were all dreadfully flat, metallic alcoves that in most cases were affixed directly to the wall.  They had no sheets or blankets, and prior to his arrival on the Starlight, Talyere did not know what a pillow was.  Suffice it to say, Talyere quickly found that sleep was no longer a chore, but a daily event to look foreword to, much as the other members of the crew had noted.

But unlike the rest of the crew, Talyere also held no reservations about ending his dormancy period.  After his body logged six hours of rest, it simply woke up.  Such was the case every morning, including this one.

Another thing Talyere found himself falling into was a routine—also a rarity on Elorg ships.  At first, his activities seemed to be randomly distributed throughout the morning—rise, eat, meditate, bathe, staff meeting… rise, bathe, meditate, eat, staff meeting… rise, staff meeting, bathe, meditate, eat… the possibilities were sufficiently randomized to keep him on his toes.  But after observing the crew and their routine, Talyere subconsciously fell into one of his own.  He would rise, bathe, meditate, eat, and then proceed directly to the staff meeting, a process that would take an average of twenty minutes, up until the start of the morning’s staff meeting.  

This morning began like any other.  He rose from his bed, strolled through the sonic shower, and proceeded to the mess hall to meditate before ingesting breakfast—sufficiently early to beat the morning rush.  But as he entered the corridor in route to the mess hall, Talyere quickly noted something was not right.

The lights were still dimmed for the night shift.  That was not uncommon, but Talyere had risen late enough so that the corridor lights should have been illuminated to at least seventy-five percent.  They were not.  Furthermore, there were no crewmembers in the corridors.  Given the fact that this was the transition of the night and day shifts, Talyere had expected to see countless of his fellow crewmembers in the corridors. 

But there were none.

“Perhaps I have arisen early,” he suggested to himself.  He halted in front of a computer terminal and tapped on its controls, bringing forth the ship’s internal chronometer.  The time read exactly as he had anticipated.

Confused, Talyere terminated the interface and with an increased pace, headed for the turbolift at the end of the corridor.  The doors quickly opened, and Talyere stepped inside, calling out for the computer to take him to the conference lounge on deck one.  It chirped happily, and complied, sending the lift into motion.

After a few moments being subjected to the strumming and chugging of the turbolift, it came to a halt, and the doors opened to reveal, as expected, the conference lounge.  Only it was pitch black.  

Talyere hesitated as he stepped out of the lift.  “Computer, lights,” he called out.

They whimpered to full illumination, generously casting light upon the empty chairs around the table.  Talyere slowly rounded the table, stroking his pale white hands over the tabletop as he made his way for the other set of doors across the room—the set of doors that led directly to the bridge.

He stopped a few meters from the doors, hesitant to take any more steps out of fear of what he may—or may not see on the other side.  What he had seen so far was possible—terribly unlikely, but possible.  Perhaps the crew was just enjoying their shore leave on Deep Space Seven…  But the bridge was always manned with a full staff, shore leave or not.

As he stepped into the sensor range of the doors, Talyere closed his eyes and hoped he would see the friendly faces of Captain Christopher and the others.   But to his dismay, as the doors slid apart, nothing greeted Talyere except utter darkness…

ONE

Not wanting to take another step closer to the bridge, Talyere stopped dead in his tracks and retreated to the conference lounge.  “Computer,” he called out, “how many life signs are on the ship?”

It chirped several times, indicating it was processing the command.

And it chirped again, to indicate that it was still processing the command, and that it was taking a lot of time to do it.

But finally, after the third series of chirps, the computer finally provided Talyere with an answer.  “There are three life forms on board.”

Talyere suddenly perked up.  “Identify them.”

This time, the delay was considerably shorter.  “Talyere Rosat, Kendall Johnson and Alan Christopher.”

“Where is the rest of the crew?”  Talyere demanded.

“Unknown.”

Talyere sighed.  “Specify the locations of the remaining crew members,” he ordered.

The computer bleeped again, but as it did so, the bleeps gradually became more drawn out and sickly, until they came to a complete stop.  “Talyere Rosat is on deck one, section two.  K  e ndall Johnson is… deck four, section thirty-one.  Alan Christopher is on deck eight, section four..”

Talyere smiled quaintly.  “Really?”

“Please restate question.,” the computer blurted out in response.

Seeing that in addition to his problems with the lack of crew, Talyere realized that they were suffering from computer problems, as well.  He sighed at his fortune, and decided that with his technical skills, it would be a waste of time to attempt repairs when Kendall Johnson was presumably situated on deck four.

Presumably.

The trip back into the heart of the ship was substantially longer that the trip away from it, despite the fact that the trip was in all reality, shorter than the one from his quarters on deck seven.  Instead of strumming and chugging, this time the turbolift seemed to hmphf and groan.  And it moved slower than Talyere could have possibly imagined.  Had he known this ahead of time, he simply would have crawled through the Jefferies Tubes.

But it was too late, and the trip had started.  He simply enjoyed the ride, and waited for the doors to part—and keeping with the rest of his turbolift ride, when the doors finally open, they did it with the utmost slothfulness.

Talyere sighed, wedged his hands between the opening, and shoved the doors aside, finally granting him access to the dimmed deck four.  He negotiated several bending corridors before coming upon a body slumped up against the wall in the precise coordinates the computer had specified.  Relieved that the computer wasn’t totally unreliable, an infinitesimal number of his fears subsided, and Talyere rushed to Johnson’s side.

He gave the Lieutenant a brief visual analysis, but given the poor lighting in the corridor, all that Talyere was able to discern was the obvious:  Lieutenant Johnson was unconscious in the middle of deck four.

Talyere contemplated the situation for several moments before coming to the conclusion that he wasn’t alone in this situation after all.  Though his salvation was less than thrilling, Talyere knew it would still be in tact.  He scooped Johnson from the floor and carried him to sick bay.

Unlike the rest of the ship, sick bay remained at full illumination twenty-four hours a day.  Doctor Hartman probably regarded the inferior lighting as an annoyance, and had it stopped.  Which was fine with Talyere.  He set Johnson down on the bio-bed directly to his right and then took a few steps closer to the center of the medical facility.

“Computer,” he called out slowly, dreading what was about to come, “activate the Emergency Medical Hologram.”

Talyere grumbled as the annoying little bald man faded into existence a few meters away, standing very much like a mannequin.  “Please state the nature of the medical emergency,” demanded the Doctor.

“He is hurt,” said Talyere, motioning to Johnson.

The EMH quickly grabbed a medical tricorder and waltzed over to the bio-bed.  “I would have never guessed,” he said without even opening the tricorder.

“What?” said Talyere, keeping his back to the Doctor.

“Obviously, he’s been shot by a type-six disrupter,” said the EMH.  He flipped open the tricorder and ran a small scanning device over the wound situated squarely in Johnson’s chest.  “Don’t worry, it’s not as bad as it looks.  The wounds are mostly superficial.”

He grabbed an dermal regenerator from the tray at the head of the bio-bed and began waving it over the wounds.  “If you want to make yourself useful, you can find a hypospray and load it with sixty cc’s of impedrizine,” said the EMH as Talyere continued to stand.

“Of course,” said Talyere.  He slowly approached the workstation in the middle of the room and extracted a hypospray from its collection.  Then he rummaged through an auxiliary drawer and found the designated medication filed away in the proper location.  He pulled it from its slot and shoved the vile into the base of the hypo before handing it back to the EMH.

“Thank you,” said the Doctor.  He carefully inspected Talyere’s workmanship, and then, when he was satisfied, released the prescribed dosage into Johnson’s body.  He handed the hypo back to Talyere.  “If I may ask, where is the rest of the medical staff?” 

Talyere grabbed the hypospray.  “I do not know,” he said.  “They were rather absent this morning.  The computer also seems to be failing, so calling for help is not possible.  Thankfully, Lieutenant Johnson did not venture out with the others, otherwise, we may have been doomed.”

“Why is it whenever I’m activated, the news is never good?” the Doctor moaned as he placed the dermal regenerator back into the tray.

“Perhaps,” said Talyere, “because you are an Emergency Medical Hologram.”

The hologram sighed.  “I suppose you’re right.”  He glanced down at Johnson.  “He should be regaining consciousness any moment, now.”

With the hypospray back in its proper place, Talyere slowly walked back over to Johnson’s bio-bed and watched.  But his attention was slowly drawn from the science officer’s face, to the scorch marks on his uniform.  “Did you not say he was shot by a type-six disrupter?”

The EMH nodded.  “Set to level three, if I’m not mistaken.”

“According to my analysis of the Federation database, the Tholians use type-six disrupters on both their vessels and hand-weapons.”

“The Tholians!” exclaimed the EMH.  “They’re our allies!  Why would they attack?”

Talyere looked to the Doctor.  “They didn’t,” he said slowly.  “A type-six disrupter did.”

The Doctor thinned his lips at the prospects of being out-witted, and then folded his arms, turning his attention back to Johnson.  “Well, I suppose we could as Lieutenant Johnson, here,” he said. 

Talyere’s eyes instantly darted back to Johnson’s face.  He hardly looked like he was at his prime, but Johnson’s eyes were slowly starting to flutter open, and his mouth parted to take in a deep breath.

“Easy, now,” said the Doctor.  “You’ve just been shot by a type-six disrupter.”

“Great,” moaned Johnson unenthusiastically.

Talyere nudged the EMH aside, and ever so slightly leaned over Johnson.  “Lieutenant, what is the last thing that you remember?  It is extremely important that you tell me.”

Johnson sighed, and closed his eyes as the gears in his mind began to turn.  “Well, I was… with Lucas on DS-Seven.  We were at the Black Hole talking about…” He seemed to have lost his train of thought, when his eyes suddenly popped open and he exclaimed, “Erin!  Yes, we were talking about Erin!”

“Then you don’t remember who shot you?” inquired the EMH.

“No,” said Kendall, shaking his head. 

The EMH looked back to Talyere.  “Well, so much for that avenue of information.”

“It would seem so,” agreed Talyere.

Johnson sighed, and his eyes widened.  He knew something was wrong.  “What happened?”

Talyere simply shook his head.  “We don’t know,” he admitted.  “When I arose this morning, the ship had been virtually abandoned.  Aside from you, me and Captain Christopher, the ship is empty.”

“The Captain!” exclaimed the Doctor.  “You didn’t say he was on board!  Where is he?”

“Unknown,” said Talyere.  “The computer failed before it was able to inform me of his location.  However, I suspect he is somewhere below deck five.”

“But can you trust the computer?” Kendall rasped.

“You trust me, don’t you?” asked the EMH.

“You are an autonomous system,” said Talyere, “designed to function under extreme conditions when most other ship systems have failed or malfunctioned.  The simple fact that you activated when I called for you indicated you were fully functional.”

The EMH smiled faintly, an effort to occlude the real emotions flowing through his emotional subroutines.  Respect was not something very many holograms received.  And those who did get it had to fight many battles to win it.  And given his relative disuse on this vessel, this EMH felt almost certain he wouldn’t be winning very many battles at all.  “If my services are no longer needed, I wish to be deactivated in order to conserve energy,” he sighed, deciding to retreat and fight another day.

“Agreed,” said Talyere without a second thought.  “Computer, deactivate EMH.”

And he vanished.

Once they were alone, Talyere sidestepped to take the holographic doctor’s position near Johnson at the head of the bed.  “I was beginning to think I was the only one left,” he admitted.  “I am thoroughly pleased that I am not.”

“Likewise,” said Johnson.  He slowly sat up on the bio-bed and brushed his hand over the hole in his uniform.  The gesture elicited countless black ashes to flutter into his lap, forcing him to conclude, “This uniform is ruined.”

“So it would seem,” said Talyere.  “Have you any suggestions as to our course of action?”

“Have you tried contacting Deep Space Seven?”

“No.  The computer failed before I was able to access anything other than your location.  But the view from the windows in the observation lounge and my quarters did not elicit the station.  Either we have moved away from it, or it was destroyed by whomever attacked us—possibly the Tholians.”

Kendall turned on the bio-bed, and brought his legs to dangle over its side.  “The station is a considerable distance from Tholian Space.  It would have taken weeks for them to reach it, even at transwarp speeds.  Besides, an armada big enough to destroy a station as large as DS-Seven would have undoubtedly been intercepted by Starfleet before it got there.  Which leaves the other option.”

“We have moved,” said Talyere.  “But how far could we have gotten in one night?  Not very, I suspect—certainly not far enough to cross the Tholian border.”

“Which means someone else has acquired type-six disrupters,” Johnson surmised.  “You’ve been studying the Federation database… who else is in league with the Tholians?”

Talyere closed his eyes as he recounted what he had read on the Tholians—which, to his chagrin, was not very much.  “Admittedly, no specific race comes to mind…  We would need to access the computer, however, it is off line.  Do you feel well enough to journey back to the bridge?”

Johnson quickly assessed his condition before hopping off from the bio-bed and onto his feet.  “I think so,” he determined after a moment.

Talyere nodded, his orange eyes glistening in the harsh lighting of sick bay.  “Let us proceed.”

With that said, he turned on his heel and marched out the doors, followed quickly by Johnson.

The moment he stepped onto the bridge, Kendall Johnson didn’t like what he saw: pitch black.  No lights were on, no computer terminals, not even the emergency lights.  It was totally dark, and as he took a few hesitant steps into the command center, the air quickly became stale and tinted with a curious metallic scent that he couldn’t quite pinpoint.

“Computer, lights,” Talyere called out from behind.

Nothing happened.

“The verbal interface must be completely dysfunctional,” Johnson surmised.  He flicked his wrist light on and began waving it about the darkened bridge until the beam of light landed on the mission ops station, located directly behind the Captain’s chair.  “We should be able to restore some ship functions from here,” he said as he approached.

“Preferably the lights,” said Talyere.  “I find this stealth most unfavorable.”

“Agreed,” said Johnson as he began to peck away at the controls.  But his pecks were not greeted by much of anything except the thump of his fingers tapping the dead controls.  Distressed, Johnson took of his wrist light and set it on the mission ops station so he could better see what he was doing.

At a glance, everything seemed to be okay.  The power grid was functional, and everything seemed to be in tact—just the station was off-line.

“Lieutenant,” said Talyere softly as Johnson began to fiddle with the keys once more.

Johnson looked up, and saw the Elorg alluding with his fingers to some scorch marks very near the place where he had set down his wrist light.  He quickly snapped his light back up and affixed it around his wrist.  “That could explain a few things,” he said slowly, trying not to show his nervousness in his voice.

As he stepped away from the console, its auxiliary controls came on line.  Johnson let out a brief sigh of relief—his efforts had proven fruitful.  But he did not celebrate.  The scorch marks on the console itself were still of greater concern to him.

Now standing a few meters away from mission ops, Johnson began to slowly cast his beam of light over the station.  The scorch marks grazed the bottom-right side of the station, skipped over most of the control interface, and then charred a great portion near the top-middle, where it proceeded to leave the station, and strike the railing directly behind it.

Curious as to where it ultimately wound up, Johnson slinked around to the foreword section of the bridge, and began to concentrate his beam of light on the nearby walls, looking for additional scorch marks.  There were none.

When suddenly, Johnson felt his boots suddenly squish down into the carpet.  He could hear something bubbling up from beneath, oozing outward.

He froze in place.

“What is it?” Talyere inquired.

Johnson clenched his teeth.  “I don’t know.”  He wanted to flash his light down and look, but given his current frame of mind, he did not have the ability to do both things simultaneously.  If he shined the light on the floor, his eyes would immediately look elsewhere.  But when they finally made their way to the floor, his arm had already moved the light to a different location.  

His heart was pounding so rampantly in his chest, that he could hear it, and his stomach was filled with butterflies.  But Kendall knew he had to look down, otherwise, he’d be locked in place forever.

So he took in a deep, deep breath, and counted to three.

One.

Two.

Three.

The light shined down on the floor, Kendall’s eyes were looking on—closed, but in the right direction.  He tried to force them open, but couldn’t.

“…I’ve been chosen to lead the ship through another perilous night shift, and I’d hate to be late.”  The words of Commander Keller pierced through his mind light lightning in a dark sky, clearing all other thoughts.  Erin should have been standing in the very spot Johnson found himself residing in.  

So he opened his eyes.

The entire illuminated area glistened with blood.

TWO

Talyere quietly looked on as Johnson stood, absolutely mortified, over the bloodied carpet.  The Lieutenant had virtually become a statue in the moments following his discovery, and had yet to even more from the pool of blood beneath him. 

Talyere, on the other hand, had seen far worse during his tenure with the Conclave of Overseers, and was unfazed by the relatively small puddle.  Though Talyere had to admit, the crimson red of human blood was a far more ominous sight than the buckets of black Elorg blood he had been witness to over the course of countless satisfying interrogations.

Nevertheless, it was merely blood, and posed little threat.  They needed to proceed.  Talyere quickly approached the mission ops station and pecked away at the newly functional controls, finishing the work that Johnson had started.

Talyere found his studies of the EPS and other ship systems to be sufficient, and within a few moments, the light slowly faded back into existence, lifting the dreadful cloak of darkness, and revealing the extent of the pool of blood Johnson was situated in.

As Talyere rounded the railing to the front of the bridge, he quickly noted the puddle of blood was little more than a meter in diameter, and had thoroughly saturated the carpet.  Sitting very near the perimeter of the mess was a lone communicator, covered with ash and smeared with bloody fingerprints; it was all that remained of whomever was wearing it.

Talyere picked the device up and carefully inspected it.  “Lieutenant,” he called out, “do you know who was in command last night?”

Johnson looked up from the puddle.  “Erin,” he said slowly.

Talyere sighed, and closed his eyes.  “I had feared as much.”

“Why?”

Talyere showed the communicator to Johnson.  As he took it into his hands, Kendall immediately noticed the initials E.K. under the ash and blood.  Johnson furiously wiped at the markings, hoping it was simply an illusion formed by the waste material on the badge, and that it would wipe away Erin’s initials. 

It did nothing but smear the ash and blood into a dark spot on the communicator.

Talyere stepped away, giving Johnson some time to himself.  As he did so, he touched his own communicator.  “Computer,” he called, “activate the EMH and transfer it to the bridge.”

Moments later, the Emergency Medical Hologram faded into existence behind the conn.  “Please state the nature of…” His voice trailed off as he saw who had summoned him.  “Oh, it’s you again.”

Talyere stepped over the bloodstains to greet the Doctor.  “We require an analysis of the carpet,” he said, handing the EMH his tricorder.

He merely rolled his eyes at the gesture.  “You expect me to perform an analysis with that?  That’s like using a hammer to cut down a tree.  It just won’t work.  I’ll need a medical tricorder to properly analyze the test material.”

Talyere snapped his tricorder back.  “Then get one,” he grumbled.

The EMH quickly walked back to the tactical station. When he returned with a medical tricorder and kit in hand, he quickly began analyzing the blood on the floor.  As he drew nearer, the tricorder began to whine.

“This blood belongs to Commander Keller.  What happened?”

Johnson slowly stepped out of the puddle and sat down in the Captain’s chair directly behind him.  “We don’t know,” he stuttered.  “We were hoping you could tell us.”

The Doctor rose from beside the carpet and snapped the tricorder shut.  “Without a body, it is extremely difficult to diagnose, however, given the extreme loss of blood, I suspect she was the victim of a brutal physical attack.”

Johnson remained silent for an extreme period of time, and when it became clear to Talyere that he was not going to further the conversation, the Elorg decided to do it for him—only the Doctor beat him to it.

“Have you heard from the Captain?”

“No,” said Talyere.  “We have not been able to restore the communication systems as of yet, however, I will endeavor to do so soon…”  He looked at Johnson.  “If Lieutenant Johnson is in the mood.”

“I am, don’t worry,” snapped Johnson.  “But I think our priority should be finding the Captain.  If he was attacked, he could be in bad shape right about now.”

“Or dead,” said Talyere.

Johnson sighed.  “Yes, or dead,” he muttered.  Without even looking to Talyere for confirmation, he rose from the Captain’s chair and darted for the exit.  “Let’s go,” he snapped.

Once Johnson was out of earshot, the EMH slowly approached Talyere.  “Was it something we said?”

“I do not know,” he admitted.  “But from what I’ve seen of the Lieutenant, he was emotionally attached to Commander Keller.”

“Then this situation undoubtedly has some strong emotional resonance for him,” said the EMH.  “Keep an eye on him… and keep me apprised on the situation, if you will?”

Talyere sighed.  “If you wish,” he grumbled.

Surprised by Talyere’s response, the Doctor smiled.  He had been expecting some sort of rebellion on Talyere’s part that would force him to defend his reasoning.  Unlike last time, the Doctor wasn’t prepared to stand down, and so, this unexpected course of action was indeed… a victory on the part of all holograms.  “Thank you.  I’ll be in sick bay if you need me.”

Talyere nodded his approval.  “Computer, transfer the EMH back to sick bay.”  And just as quickly as the EMH had appeared, he vanished, leaving Talyere alone on the bridge.

He slowly took one last visual survey of the command center before making a gradual retreat to the turbolift to rejoin the disgruntled Lieutenant Johnson.

When he entered the turbolift, Johnson wasn’t even sure what he barked out as his destination, and so, when the computer deposited him on deck eight, it was a total surprise.  Still caught in his emotional turmoil, Johnson didn’t care that deck eight was probably a very bad place to search for the Captain—as it seemed to be an ideal place to search his soul.

Ever since the first time she had smiled at him, Kendall knew he had feelings for Erin.  She embodied everything that was exemplary about humanity, from her vast mind to her stunning physique, Kendall had rapidly placed Erin on a pedestal so high that he could never hope to reach it.  And for two long years, their relationship continued on that basis alone.  She was cordial and polite; he was cumbersome and evasive.

After awhile, Kendall found himself beginning to accept those terms, and didn’t even apply himself to her flattery.  They still chatted, worked long hours together, and had managed to form high opinions of each other, but nothing more.  Still, deep down inside his heart, Kendall knew it wasn’t enough.  But his brain, being the ever-so-wise leader of Kendall’s world, told him otherwise.

You don’t have a chance… don’t waste your time… Shouldn’t you be recalibrating that transonic imaging scanner?

But the moment he saw Erin’s initials scratched into the charred and bloodied communicator, he knew his mind had been absolutely wrong.  It had been denying him of his true feelings, and now… now that she was gone, possibly forever, Kendall’s heart had taken over, and brought him to realize that his feelings for Erin went beyond infatuation or attraction.  They went beyond anything his mind would let him imagine.

It was love.

“Lieutenant!”

Kendall stopped dead in his tracks, and came about to see Talyere rapidly approaching, his orange eyes not the tranquil shade of usual, but a more vivid, fearsome one.  “What?” he called out, not bothering to hide the bitterness in his voice.

Once Talyere came up alongside, the Elorg placed both of his strong hands on Kendall’s shoulders, effectively locking him in place.  “What is your problem?” demanded the alien.

Johnson simply blinked.  At first, he considered remaining silent, but given what that had gotten him with Erin, Kendall quickly changed his mind.  “You,” he said tersely.  “And the EMH.”

Talyere was clearly taken aback by the statement, as Johnson felt the Elorg’s firm grip falter considerably in the moments following his statement.  “Why?”

Kendall pushed Talyere away.  The Elorg held on at first, but still slightly distracted by the earlier statement, he eventually released Johnson.  “Why?” repeated Kendall.  “Isn’t it obvious why?  The two of you and your speculations about Erin and the Captain…  You’ve practically signed their death certificates before we’ve even got proof that they’re dead!”

Talyere’s eyes fluttered, but he quickly brought his rage under control.  “I’ll admit, we may have been speculating prematurely, especially on behalf of the Captain.  However, our analysis of Commander Keller may have more merit than you wish to believe.  Though I have not thoroughly studied human biology, I have learned enough to know that when one of your kind loses that much blood, it is highly unlikely that one could survive without immediate medical attention.”

Johnson threw his arms up in the air.  “I don’t want to hear it,” he muttered.

“Of course you don’t,” said Talyere tersely.  “You would be content roaming around in a trance all day while I completed all of the necessary repairs.”

Johnson ignored his statements.  “She’s alive, I know it…”

Talyere rolled his eyes.  “I will not humor your delusions, nor will the Doctor.  You should drop this charade and proceed to assist me in restoring the communication systems.”

Kendall shook his head in defiance.  “No,” he said softly.

Seeing that he was again losing Johnson, Talyere reaffirmed his grasp on the Lieutenant’s shoulders, this time with more force than previously.  The action quickly brought Johnson back to reality.  “Listen to me, Lieutenant.  I will not allow your personal feelings to cloud your judgment and place this vessel in any more danger than it is already in.  You are a Starfleet officer, first and foremost, and this kind of behavior is unacceptable.”

“And you are nothing but a glorified civilian,” Kendall shot back.  “You have no right to tell me what I can and cannot do.”

“But the EMH does, and if necessary, I will call upon him to do so,” Talyere snapped.

Feeling himself being backed into a corner, Kendall’s adrenaline rush suddenly call it quits.  His usual nerves took over, and Johnson simply submitted to Talyere’s whims.  “You’re right,” he stuttered.  There was so much more he had wished to come out, but now that his usual cowardice had returned, Johnson knew it wouldn’t be happening.

Talyere, seeing that Johnson was quickly backing down, released his grip, and restored his vivid orange eyes to their usual pleasantness, taking a few steps back to give them each some breathing room.  “Has your search for Captain Christopher progressed very far?” Talyere inquired after a long, but very necessary silence during which their tempers cooled.

“No,” admitted Kendall.  “I was… distracted.”

Talyere frowned.  “I see.  So you’ve had only minimal progress.  We shall check his quarters on deck seven before progressing to deck eleven to repair the communication systems…. Agreed?”

Kendall nodded.  “Agreed.”

The trip to deck seven was one filled with an utter silence.  Neither Talyere nor Johnson uttered a single word. 

Prior to today, Talyere had considered Johnson to be an efficient officer, someone he considered a colleague of distinction, much like the Captain.  But that opinion rapidly changed after being subjected to the young Lieutenant for so long.  Now, he regarded Johnson as a haphazard individual driven by reckless emotions and cowardice.  Hardly someone worthy of his attention.

Johnson on the other hand, had viewed Talyere as an outsider.  He had no particular qualms about their guest, and considered him a valuable ally in their battle against the Elorg, but tried not to form an opinion much beyond that.  That also changed, and Johnson found himself forming a rather strong opinion about Talyere Rosat, one depicting an arrogant, emotionally detached individual.  He exuded an atmosphere that squandered Kendall’s own atmosphere, and even if he had something to say, Johnson knew he wouldn’t say it…

So they walked to Christopher’s quarters in dead silence.

When the silent duo finally reached the Captain’s quarters, Talyere, without any regard for Kendall’s position, nearly knocked the Lieutenant over as he moved to touch the control pad mounted on the wall next to the doors.  When nothing happened, Talyere stepped back, and allowed Johnson to look at it.

Kendall cast the Elorg an icy glare before tapping a short sequence into the limited controls.  “Computer, override door-lockout, authorization Johnson-6-7-Omega.”

Again, nothing happened.

“Verbal interface is still dysfunctional,” Talyere sneered candidly.

Johnson glared back at Talyere once more.  “I noticed.”  He slowly drew his phaser, trained it on the controls, and opened fire, sending a short streak of energy bolting into the computer.

The control panel erupted in a brief cacophony of sparks and smoke before dying out, and the doors haphazardly scooted open a couple of inches, enough for Talyere to stick his fingers between, and manually shove the doors the rest of the way open.

As they entered Christopher’s dim quarters, it didn’t take long for them to stumble upon his body lying carelessly on the floor in the middle of the room.  Both Johnson and Talyere rushed to his side.

“Is he injured?” Talyere demanded as Johnson scanned him.

Kendall looked at his tricorder.  “I’d probably have better luck with a medical tricorder,” he said, placing sarcastic emphasis on the latter parts.  “But he doesn’t look badly damaged.”

“That’s good to hear,” Christopher rasped a moment later.  “So… what the heck happened?”

“We don’t know,” said Talyere quickly, not giving Johnson time to respond.  “However, the three of us, and the Emergency Medical Hologram are the only remaining crew.  The rest were presumably abducted in a brutal attack.”

Christopher squinted.  “I don’t seem to recall any attack, let alone a brutal one.”

“You’re not alone,” said Johnson.  “But the ship is heavily damaged and,” he hesitated before continuing, “the bridge had signs of a phaser fight, and…”

“What?”

“Commander Keller was most likely killed during the assault,” said Talyere.  “We found her communicator and a large amount of her blood on the ground.”

The news sunk in just as Christopher started to sit up.  Startled, he almost dipped back down, but caught himself before such an event could happen, and shook off the bad feelings.  “We… have to find out what happened,” he said, suppressing his emotions in a manor Talyere found most acceptable in such a crisis.  He only hoped Johnson was paying close attention.

“We were going to venture to deck eleven to begin repairs to the communication system, but since the three of us have been united, I believe such a course of action can be delayed for the time being,” Talyere said.

Christopher nodded.  “Then we’ll proceed to astrometrics,” he decided.

“Do you want to go to sick bay?” Johnson asked.

Christopher shook his head.  “I’m okay,” he stated.  “Let’s just get to astrometrics.”

With their efforts rejuvenated, and their hostilities subsiding thanks to Captain Christopher’s presence, Johnson finally found he could begin to concentrate on things other than his feelings about Erin, and his dislike of Talyere.  He was once again in an atmosphere conducive to his way of working.  And it pleased Johnson greatly.  He was unsure how much more of Talyere he could have taken before something unpleasant happened.

As they entered the astrometrics lab, Christopher quickly darted for the master control station atop the platform at the back of the room, where the massive panoramic view screen was situated.  The Captain pecked at the controls for a few moments before the view screen flickered into existence.

A moment later, a spatial grid appeared on the large view screen, and a tiny red circle highlighted their position relative to the center of the galaxy.  The image slowly came about, a choppy, delayed animation that updated only a few parts of the screen at a time, creating a rather unconvincing representation of movement.

“Computer functions continue to degrade,” Talyere noted.

Christopher sighed.  “So.  It.  Would.  Seem.”

As the Captain and Talyere watched the computer struggle to show their position and, more importantly, define it, Kendall quickly took up residence at the other half of the master control station and began accessing the computer core.

Though his access was limited, and processing speeds very slow, Johnson noted that his own search of the database was more successful than the Captain’s.  “I’ve got the sensor logs,” he said as the computer slowly displayed the data on the monitor.

Christopher glanced down at the data.  “According to this, we left Deep Space Seven… six weeks ago.”  He folded his arms and took another look at the view screen.  It was still drawing up their position.  “No wonder I’m so well rested.  And it’ll probably be another six weeks before the computer is done calculating our position.”

Talyere’s eyes suddenly glowed.  “Lieutenant,” he called out to Johnson with the faintest hints of alarm in his voice, “assuming we traveled directly from Deep Space Seven at transwarp speed, how close would we be to Tholian Space by now?”

Johnson calculated the data on the computer.  “Through it,” he said after a long moment of processing.  “…And probably half-way back to DS-Seven.”

“Then our route must have not been very direct,” Christopher said a moment later, looking at the view screen.

Johnson looked up from the monitor to see the computer had finally finished processing.  It showed a computer representation of the Starlight situated near a rather large pink line on the map.  “We’re in the Yedar Sector,” said Johnson.

“Inside Tholian Space,” Christopher added.  “No wonder we were attacked.”

Talyere stepped back from the computers and folded his arms.  “So, what are we doing so far from Deep Space Seven… and why do we not remember the trip?”
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Christopher tapped a few controls on the interface.  “I’m scanning for the rest of the crew,” he explained.

Given the computer’s current frame of mind, Talyere didn’t put much faith in its abilities to accurately scan for data.  And not surprisingly, it sluggishly emitted a series of sickly bleeps indicating its failure to complete the task at hand.

“They’re not in range,” Christopher read off from the monitor.

Nevertheless, sensors had taken the liberty to place a circular red frame around a tiny blip just off the center and to the left of the middle of the main view screen.  With his phlegmatic finesse, the computer produced a choppy animation that honed in on the speck of light, indicating the true state of the ship’s systems as it did so.  The vessel that appeared on the screen was terribly boxy, and severely blurred.

“Sensor resolution is extremely poor,” said Johnson.  “It is a vessel, unknown configuration, located approximately 2.8 light years from our current position.”

Christopher forced a smile as he read the next line on the monitor.  “At our current maximum velocity, it will take 2.8 years to get there,” he bemoaned, throwing his hands up into the air.  “I’m afraid we don’t have that kind of time.”

“Indeed,” Talyere agreed.  “It would be prudent for one of us to venture to engineering and begin repairs on the warp drive.”

The Elorg cast his vibrant orange eyes upon Johnson.  Despite his growing feelings of discontent toward the Lieutenant, Talyere knew that Johnson was their best hope at getting the ship moving once again—that was, if he could see past the end of his nose, and throw those erroneous feelings out of the picture.

Upon feeling Talyere’s eyes falling upon him, followed closely by Christopher’s, Johnson began to grow uneasy.  He took in a deep breath and stepped away from the control station.  “Maybe I should go,” he suggested.

Christopher smiled.  “I think that would be a good idea,” he said.  “Go.”

Kendall hesitated for a moment before turning on his heel and retreating through the large doors of the astrometrics lab.  Talyere watched his exit carefully, noting that the Lieutenant’s metered gait was not filled with confidence or enthusiasm, but nerves and tension.  Johnson seemed to be constantly walking as if he were on ice, like someone who was fearful of slipping and falling down, or even worse, finding a patch of thin ice, and completely falling through.

Talyere did not like that analogy one bit, despite the truth it conveyed.  And as the doors slid shut, the Elorg had a very distinct feeling that Johnson would falter…  He needed to get down to engineering and oversee the activities, make sure everything was going smoothly, and without unnecessary emotional baggage.  To his chagrin, Christopher had other ideas.

“Tell me, Talyere, what do you think has happened?”

He shrugged.  “In all honesty, I have no idea.”

“Speculate.”

Talyere frowned.  “It would not be a logical course of action to speculate without more information.”

“You’d make a good Vulcan,” mused the Captain as he turned his attention back to the controls.  “But you’re not a Vulcan, so I expect more than that…”

“So you have lower expectations for Vulcans?”

“No—I have higher expectations for you.  You’ve been in the thick of this mess for awhile now… surely you’ve got some insights on the situation which can enlighten me.”

Talyere stopped and quickly ran a few half-baked ideas through his mind before simply resorting to a pretend-deep thought.  “The Starlight, for whatever reasons, was called from Deep Space Seven.  Perhaps while en route to the destination, we received a distress call, and were attacked.  The crew was kidnapped, and the three of us were somehow left behind.  There are many items I still cannot account for, but that is my best guess.”

Christopher considered Talyere’s take on the situation for several moments.  “That’s about the same thing I was thinking,” he admitted.  He tapped at the keys for several moments before turning back to Talyere.  “We should probably get back to the bridge.  Was it in very bad shape?”

“No,” Talyere recounted, “aside from the scorch marks and Commander Keller’s residual residue, the bridge is in tact.”

Christopher nodded.  “As soon as Lieutenant Johnson brings the warp drive back from the dead, we’ll set a course for the alien vessel.”

Talyere nodded his agreement.  “In the mean time, I suggest we concentrate our efforts on bringing the rest of the ship’s systems back online.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher as he began to head for the doors.

“I will meet you on the bridge,” Talyere said as they departed.  “I require access to deck eleven to begin repairs on the communication systems.”

Christopher halted.  “No!” he called out quickly.  “… I happened to see that deck eleven was flooded with… berthold radiation.  You’d be rendered unconscious if you attempted to go there.”

Talyere nodded skeptically.  “Very well,” he said.  “I can perform the necessary modifications from main engineering, as well.  I will report to Lieutenant Johnson, make the repairs, and report back to you.”

“Good.  Good,” said Christopher hastily.  “I’ll see you on the bridge.”

Johnson was less that thrilled when he saw Talyere’s stark figure looming in the shadowy doorway of main engineering.  Undoubtedly, the Elorg had fabricated some excuse to visit deck sixteen, and simply made it a point to stop in and see the progress Johnson had been making.  But to Kendall’s relief, his progress had been substantial.

“…and I’ve reopened the antimatter flow regulators back to their normal capacity.  The magnetic constrictors are aligned, and the plasma coolant tanks are back within tolerable temperatures.”

“Thank you,” Talyere snapped before Johnson could continue his analysis.  “Your analysis was more than sufficient.  But that is not why I am here.”

Kendall’s eyes widened.  He looked up from the master control island and turned to Talyere.  “Oh, really?”

“Do we have sensor readings on deck eleven?”

Johnson looked down and scanned the computer screen before him.  “Deck eleven took heavy damage, readings there aren’t very reliable.”

“Is there anything there that could be a source of berthold radiation?” Talyere continued.

Kendall, growing more suspicious, again conferred with the computer.  “No,” he said.  “Berthold radiation is extremely lethal to most humanoids—death is practically a guarantee.  Because of that, it is extremely rare—almost impossible—for it to coalesce on a Federation starship.  Why?”

Talyere let out a grim sigh, and slowly approached Johnson.  “The Captain insisted I stay off deck eleven because it had been flooded with berthold radiation.”

“The readings could have been wrong,” suggested Kendall, but his optimism was quickly shot down.

“I had been watching the Captain accessing the database, much as I usually do.  He did not even access internal sensors.”

Johnson curiously looked up from the controls.  “What are you suggesting?”

To that, Talyere wasn’t even sure what to say.  He simply found the Captain’s actions to be slightly irrational.  But Johnson’s inquiry provoked more thought than the Elorg had anticipated… “Does he seem different to you?” asked Talyere cryptically.

Johnson shook his head, unsure how to answer.  “I just figured any errors on his part were due to stress.  Some of us do get stress at times.”

Talyere nodded.  “True, the Captain Christopher is a highly trained Starfleet officer.  Over the past six months, I have carefully observed his actions, and noted that he rarely succumbed to the effects of stress.  This situation, though extreme, is simply another situation to be handled as usual.  And while the Captain exuded his usual aura of coolness, he was hardly what I considered to be collected.”

Kendall raised a quizzical eyebrow.

“For example, he attributed the attack to the Tholians…”

“…and they’re our allies,” Johnson finished, finally catching on to Talyere’s train of thought.    

“Furthermore, I noticed him refer to you as ‘Lieutenant Johnson.’  The Captain usually maintains a first-name basis, even in emergencies.  When he ordered you to depart for engineering, he did not use one of his customary farewells, either.”

Johnson stopped and considered it.  “He told me to, ‘go,’ instead of, ‘have fun,’ or ‘stroll on down there…’”

Talyere nodded.  “You see my point.”

“I’m beginning to.”  Johnson pushed himself away from the controls and slowly approached Talyere.  “But I’m not convinced he’s out of his mind.  He made a few mistakes… so what?”

Talyere’s eyes flared.  “‘So what?’  I believe you are dismissing my claims to easily, Lieutenant.  Your loyalty to the Captain is admirable, but do not allow yourself to become blinded by that, as well.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Talyere wanted very badly to confront Johnson about his inefficiency and how his feelings for Commander Keller had blinded him into it.  He wanted to extract those feelings and turn Johnson into the efficient officer that he knew was there—and had they been on an Elorg ship, that was exactly what Talyere would have done.  But he wasn’t… so he didn’t.

Instead, Talyere clenched his jaw.  “Nothing,” he grumbled.  “Perhaps we should visit deck eleven.”

Johnson glared at Talyere, only for a moment before the Elorg manifested the vividness of his eyes to the point where Johnson’s own fears turned him away.  “Fine,” muttered the Lieutenant as his eyes retreated.

As was becoming tradition, their trek through the corridors of deck sixteen to the turbolift were dead silent.  Only the sound of their footsteps, and in some cases, breathing, pervaded the air.  The duo quickly walked into the turbolift.

“Deck eleven,” Talyere called out, momentarily breaking the silence.

The computer chirped, and sent the lift into motion, eliciting a few mechanized chugs before coming to a halt on deck eleven.  The doors parted, revealing something Talyere had been utterly unprepared for: Nothing.

It wasn’t nothing, as in the lights were off.  It was… nothing, as in, deck eleven was gone.  There were no science labs, no EPS conduits, no bulkheads… nothing.  Nothing except a pure white light visible in all directions as far as the eye could see.

Talyere didn’t dare step foot into the threshold out of fear of what might happen.  Instead, he turned to Johnson, who as already looking back with wide eyes.  “That is not berthold radiation,” said the Elorg.

“No kidding.  But on second thought, the Captain has been acting a little strange…”

From what Christopher could tell, Johnson’s repairs were moving along at a fairly rapid pace.  Verbal interface had been restored, along with secondary power and a plethora of other systems.  The bridge was no longer a pool of darkness, but nearly restored to its former glory… the only detriment to that label being the blood and scorch marks.  But Christopher was not concerned about that for the moment.  All would be well soon enough.

The Captain was situated behind the helm, and had taken the liberty to plot their course to the alien ship even before Johnson reported the warp engines back to reasonable operation standards.  But to his chagrin, the progress on those repairs had come to a halt over the last few moments.  At first, he attributed the delays to Talyere—questioning Johnson for an update before making his own repairs and coming to the bridge.

But even that scenario was starting to lose its feasibility as the moments passed.  He gave brief consideration to the idea of complications—but quickly decided against it, as the warp engines were already functioning—just not very efficiently.  No massive work or feats of engineering genius were required.

So what was taking so long?

Christopher tapped randomly at the keys on the helm for several moments, amusing himself with a crude, unrecognizable tune played out with the bleeps and beeps.  Before he realized what he was doing, Christopher had set in a course for Borg space, and almost engaged it, when he heard the turbolift doors parting behind him.

Relieved, Christopher rose from his seat and began to demand from Talyere the cause of the delays—only to see that the Elorg had brought Johnson to the bridge as well.

“Excuse me… sir,” said Johnson, slowly approaching from behind Talyere.

Christopher, confused, took a few steps foreword. “Yes?”

Johnson stopped dead in his tracks, and turned back to Talyere.

“Convinced?” asked the Elorg.

“I think so,” said Johnson.

Christopher frowned, unsure of the meaning of this banter going on before him.  But that became all to clear when Talyere carefully produced a phaser from behind his back and trained it upon Christopher.  The Captain took a step back.  “What the hell are you doing?”

Christopher watched Johnson’s jaw drop slightly, and Talyere’s eyes flare.  Apparently, he had done something unsatisfactory, and was being thrown from command.  “Look, now is not the time to stage a mutiny!”

Talyere took several bold steps foreword, effectively closing the distance between the two of them.  “Who are you?” he demanded.

Christopher remained silent.

And he paid for it.

Talyere fired.

The orange beam lashed out from the phaser and struck Christopher squarely in the chest.  At first, he was unfazed, but after a few additional moments of exposure, the Captain slowly began to liquefy into a puddle of pasty, gelatinous goo.  The bridge, along Talyere’s phaser, slowly faded away, and was replaced by a steely, dark facility that appeared to be an alien hologrid.

From the shadows of the room came a lone, pale-skinned alien with short black hair and large curved ears.  A Vorta.  He approached the blob that had been Christopher, and watched it glistened back into something more recognizable as a Founder.

Once he was back in his ‘solid’ state, the Founder turned to the Vorta.  “These specimen have proven to be difficult,” he said.  “Eliminate them.”

The Vorta grinned, and then turned his attention to Talyere and Johnson.  He approached them, and subjected them to a quick visual inspection.  “With pleasure,” he said deviously before stepping back to the Founder’s side.  “The Jem’Hadar will eliminate them at once,” he assured his God.

Talyere didn’t even see the first round of teal particle bursts coming.  They soared from the dark, shadowy edges of the room and impacted Johnson squarely in the chest.  The Lieutenant didn’t even have time to scream before his molecules were vaporized.  But as the Jem’Hadar emerged from the shadows, Talyere knew he was next. 

He glanced quickly at the smug little Vorta and the stoic Founder.  They seemed less then affected by the sight of the execution, and the Vorta was almost pleased.   But upon seeing the teal particle beams heading in his direction out of the corner of his eye, Talyere knew he could never forget the cold-hearted Founder, and his completely stoic mannerisms…  

When he bolted up in his bed.
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Talyere’s pulse was pounding.  His skin was clammy and cool from perspiration, and his stomach seemed to have been contorted into a series of intricate knots.  Never in his lifetime had a dream affected him in such a manor.

Never.

He had survived the wrath of Xi'Yor on countless occasions, his interludes with the Cerebrate, and countless other occasions that brought him more pain and sorrow than anything else.  And many of those events had elicited dreams, sometimes disturbing—but none as vivid or deceptive as the one from which he had just awoken.

But it was only a dream, a figment of his imagination.  He needed to set it aside and go about his usual morning routine.  But when Talyere began to do that, he quickly discovered that for the first time in his life, he had overslept.  Not dramatically, but enough to throw off his routine.  

There was no time for breakfast or meditation—probably not any time for a visit to the sonic shower, either, but given the amount of perspiration the nightmare had elicited, Talyere decided it best to do so, for the crew’s sake, the cost of which resulted in him being tardy at the morning’s staff meeting.

“I do apologize,” he repeated for what seemed like the millionth time.  He took his seat beside Captain Christopher, across from Harrison near the head of the table.  “I had a rather unsettling dream,” he explained.

Christopher smiled.  “Don’t worry about it.  You haven’t missed anything of epic proportions that could radically alter the balance of power in galactic affairs.”

Talyere nodded.  “That is good to know.”

“Well,” said Christopher, “let’s get down to business.”  He fiddled with his padd for a few moments before picking it up.  “Pack your bags, people, today’s our last day at DS-Seven—oh, and sorry Lucas, we’re not bringing the Black Hole with us.”

Tompkins smiled.  “Heh…  I think I can live without it,” he said.  

“You’ve got until 18:00 to say good-bye to all the thugs and scum you befriended.”  Christopher snapped his fingers and pointed out the window.  “Then it’s back to the Kilka Sector—maximum warp.”

“Has the situation in the Kilka Sector degraded?” inquired Talyere.

“No,” said Christopher.  “The Elorg are still holding position, waiting for reinforcements… likewise, the Federation is still looking for a way for the fleet to penetrate the verteron radiation.  So the stalemate continues.  I suppose things just aren’t the same there without us.”

The Captain turned to Commander Keller.  “How was the night shift, last night, Erin?”

Erin sighed.  “Long… and boring,” she huffed.  “I could have been in my bed sleeping, rather than in your chair sleeping.”

Christopher grinned coyly.  “So in other words, you did the same thing last night, that you usually do at ops during the day…”

The remark elicited an icy glare from Keller, but it was all in good fun.  She sighed and folded her arms.  “I was just imitating you,” she shot back after a moment.

Christopher’s jaw dropped slightly, and he tried his hardest not to crack a smile while he formulated his own comeback.  But Keller’s statement had been so unexpected that Christopher found he had been rendered speechless.  She he did the next best thing—retreat.  “So… is there anything else?  Rachael?  Bator?  Anyone?”

He made it a point to avoid looking at Keller.  Even from the corner of his eyes, Christopher could see her gloating.  Eye contact would only worsen his situation.  But she was the only one looking at him, the only one who had any desire to continue the meeting.  Christopher thought about ignoring her, and simply adjourning the meeting, but that would be a breech in protocol… so reluctantly, he cast his gaze upon Keller.  “Erin?” he grumbled softly.

She grinned.  “Nothing,” she said before rising from the conference table and beginning to depart.  As far as she was concerned, the meeting was indeed over—which for the most part, it was.  The only thing needed was Christopher’s word, ending it.

He glared at Keller for several moments before rising from his own chair.  “Dismissed.”

Given his nightmares about the Tholians, the idea of retreating to his quarters and absorbing all the data available on them was very tempting to Talyere.  But when he saw the relatively small number of files associated with the elusive aliens, he decided against it.  

Despite their uneasy alliance, despite decades of interaction, the Federation had accumulated very little on the Tholians.  When the time came to study them, Talyere quickly realized that it would not be an all day event.  In fact, he would be lucky to stretch the Tholian files out for more than a few hours.  

And since he didn’t exactly feel like delving into anything else, Talyere decided his studies of the Federation database could be set aside for one day.  He would, of course, return to them tomorrow, but today, he would do something that he had not done in a very long while—make an attempt to enjoy himself.

That in itself would prove to be a very difficult task.  In his six months on the Starlight, not once had he participated in any recreational activities.  Prior to that, his life amidst Xi'Yor and the Conclave of Overseers was filled with events—executions, interrogations, tribute and a plethora of other things—but nothing recreational.  Which left his tumultuous childhood—a time so long ago that any activities Talyere considered recreational then, had no appeal in the present.

He knew Commander Harrison, the Captain and Bator enjoyed visiting the holodeck to participate in some savage medieval battles. Commander Keller played velocity in her free time.  But none of that sounded appealing to Talyere.

So he decided to take a hint from Commander Tompkins, and visit Deep Space Seven.  It was, after all, the Crossroads of the Quadrant.  There had to be something Talyere would find of interest there.

Never had he been so wrong.

The merchant’s boulevard was filled with shops and kiosks.  It had countless recreational facilities, ranging from three-dimensional chess to Inkarian mud wrestling and the rugby galactic tournament of champions, all of which Talyere strolled by with little interest.

He saw countless fortuneteller’s booths, kiosks selling rare artifacts, and galactic maps for only one strip of gold-pressed latinum.  That caught Talyere’s eye for only a moment, until he realized the maps were thirty years old and not labeled.

And so, after practically wasting a morning looking for something to do, Talyere decided that what he really wanted was to simply eat lunch.

He wandered about the myriad species for many minutes in search of a quiet little café or restaurant that would have the ability to meet his nutritional requirements.  Some of his choices, such as the Bajoran restaurant looked pleasing, but there was a considerable noise level inside.  The Betazoid establishment met his noise level requirements, but unfortunately, Talyere did not like the effects Betazoid food had on his gastrointestinal system.  So he simply walked into the quiet facility in the middle of the merchant’s boulevard, the replimat, replicated a few small, random dishes, and took a seat.

But the moment Talyere sat down, he spotted an alien walking amidst the crowd that seemed to stand out.  At first, he dismissed it as a figment of his imagination, but as the alien passed by, he could not deny it.  

His clothes had changed, his hair was a little different, and his face was a bit more humanoid, but Talyere had no doubts in his mind that the individual who had just passed by was the Founder he envisioned in his nightmare.  Which led the Elorg to a very disturbing conclusion… it wasn’t over.

He discreetly touched his communicator.  “Talyere to Johnson.”

“Yes?” came the Lieutenant’s voice a moment later.

“Are you occupied?”

“No, why?”
“We have a matter to discuss.  Meet me at the replimat on Deep Space Seven at once.”

There was a brief silence before Johnson replied, “Okay.”
Talyere waited, and pretended to pick at his lunch as he did so.  His appetite had suddenly vanished, replaced by that nagging feeling that something was still terribly wrong…  even though everything seemed just right.

After a few minutes, Johnson walked into the replimat, spotted Talyere sitting alone at his table, and joined the Elorg.

“Thank you for your haste,” Talyere said as Johnson seated himself.

“No problem,” said Johnson.  “So… what is it?”

Talyere drew himself nearer to Johnson’s face.  “It isn’t over,” he said simply.

Johnson frowned quizzically.  “What isn’t over?”

“The dream,” he whispered.

This time, Johnson’s eyes grew wide.  “You were alone on the Starlight?  Erin was dead?”

“That would be the one,” confirmed Talyere.  “I just saw the Founder walk by.  I am assuming he might have some idea what is going on.  We need to find him, and bring those ideas to light.”

Johnson nodded his agreement.

“We will need to acquire some weapons,” said Talyere after a moment.

Johnson frowned.  “Weapons?  Why?”

“Do you expect to catch the Founder with a net?  We have to disable him.”

Johnson shook his head adamantly.  “It would be extremely difficult to disable him.  We’d be…” he stopped.  “We’re at it again,” he grumbled.

Talyere nodded.  “Allow me to be blunt.  I do not care for your attitude.  You are inefficient, timid and at times, haphazard.  You act on emotion, and allow them to control your actions,” said Talyere harshly to Johnson.  “But that is of no consequence—we need not like each other to proceed—but we are in need of one another should we wish to conclude this.”

“Which we do,” said Johnson.  He very much wanted to be blunt as well, but to his chagrin, his timid emotions told him otherwise.  “The sooner, the better,” he said instead.

Talyere rose from his seat.  “Then our next stop is the armory,” he said quietly.  It drew a glace from a couple of passing Naussicaans, but given the Naussicaan mindset, they wouldn’t do anything of consequence.

Talyere left his meal and led Johnson through the crowds, negotiated a few corridors, took a short turbolift ride, and within a few moments, had arrived at the doors of the armory.  Unconcerned about security—since it in reality, did not exist, the duo simply broke into the armory by way of Johnson’s override codes, and emerged a few moments later bearing some impressive compressional phaser rifles.  They followed their same path back to the merchant’s boulevard, and began to hunt.

But unlike their quiet and inconspicuous retreat, their return elicited a lot more attention.  It was in general, not customary to carry weapons on the merchant’s boulevard.  So it drew quite a bit of attention when the duo emerged from the bowels of the station bearing some massive phasers, and began to train them on the countless people nearby.

Talyere noted that Johnson seemed marginally disturbed by the attention, but made it a point not to let the Lieutenant’s emotions take over.  Talyere took the lead, and began barging through the crowds, searching for the elusive Founder.

There was a bit of a commotion up ahead, but as the crowd cleared, Talyere quickly realized that the Founder was not the cause.  It was a security squadron—also armed with compressional phaser rifles.  The Starfleet officers—the exact number was hard to say, but clearly, they outnumbered Talyere and Johnson—instructed them to halt, drop their weapons and surrender…
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Kendall could see the Founder slipping away into the bowels of the station.  He even briefly looked back to see what commotion had arisen, and upon seeing it, made his retreat even faster.  Johnson knew the moment that the Founder had vanished from plain sight, he would change shape, and be almost impossible to find, so their holdup with the Starfleet officers was most inconvenient.

But the Founder was almost gone, his gait now approaching a jog into the far corridor.

So Johnson did the first thing that came to his mind.  He took aim upon the Starfleet squadron, and pulled his phaser’s trigger, eliciting several bursts of orange-yellow energy.  Each burst struck a target, leaving no Starfleet officers standing.

As the last officer went into unconsciousness, Talyere turned to his companion.  “Why did you do that?” in demanded.

Johnson lowered his weapon and began the trek into the bowels of the station.  “A simple line of thinking—if none of this is real, then it doesn’t matter.”

Talyere nodded.  “Good point—but what if this is real?”

“Oops?” Johnson suggested.

Talyere shrugged it off, and continued to plow through the crowd.  For the most part, the crowd was in awe of the situation, and kept its distance from the rogue Starfleet personnel—which worked to their advantage, because they didn’t have to push and shove, shaving that many precious seconds from their time—a luxury the Founder didn’t have, and as a result, tripped him up greatly.

And before long, Johnson realized the crowd had diminished considerably, it’s cacophony of voices replaced by the silence of the corridors that signified the end of the merchant’s boulevard.  But still, the corridor was relatively straight, and the Founder’s choice of places to hide were still limited to a few nooks and crannies in the wall—or as the wall, but Johnson was hoping that was not the case.

When he suddenly stopped.

“What is it?” Talyere inquired.

Johnson didn’t say anything, but simply pointed to the shadowy movements projected on the wall at junction ahead.  They were erratic and not of any certain form—certainly not produced by any normal humanoid.  So Johnson quickly reached the conclusion that the Founder was just beyond that junction.

“I can go around and cut him off at the other end,” Johnson suggested as the shadows began to subside.

Talyere nodded his approval.  “Excellent idea.”

Talyere watched as Johnson turned on his heel and retreated through one of the secondary corridors they had passed en route to their current position.  Once the Lieutenant was gone, Talyere drew his phaser rifle and proceeded toward the junction with caution.

He didn’t hear anything, nor did he see the shadows on the wall any longer, but something inside of him knew that the Founder was still there, a something that grew stronger with each passing moment, until finally, Talyere found himself at the edge of the junction.

He took the final few steps, and turned to look down, his weapon leading the way in case the Founder had any nefarious tricks up his sleeve.  But to Talyere’s relief—and his chagrin, the corridor was empty.

The lights were ominously dim, and the corridor dead silent.  Talyere carefully clutched his phaser with his sweaty hands and proceeded to walk down the corridor, taking note of every single detail that annoyed him.

The carpet looked too shaggy in places.

The walls seemed irregularly curved.

A crumb on the floor seemed oddly out of place.

The Founder could be any of them…

When Johnson suddenly emerged through one of the adjoining corridors.  His phaser rifle was out, and trained on Talyere, but upon seeing his companion, quickly lowered.  Talyere began to perform a similar maneuver, until he saw another shadowy figure emerge into the corridor from the far end.

It was Kendall Johnson.

The second Johnson quickly trained his phaser upon the first, and approached.  “Shoot him,” he shouted to Talyere.

Talyere raised his phaser and trained it upon the first Johnson, his gut reaction being to believe the second one.  But his gut had been wrong before, and as the first Johnson raised his own phaser, and trained it upon his counterpart, Talyere found himself absolutely neutral.  He had no idea which one to take out.  If he shot the wrong one, things could get messy… 

So he did the next best thing—he shot them both.

Immediately, both Johnsons collapsed to the floor.  While the one at the end of the corridor simply collapsed, the one closest Talyere began to convulse with energy.  The entire starbase began to flicker.  Talyere’s phaser vanished, and within a few moments, the entire starbase.

Replacing it, the very same dark, dreary hologrid that they had frequented at the end of the first nightmare.  Only this time, there were no Founders, no Vorta or Jem’Hadar.  Lying before Talyere on the floor was an alien he had never before seen.

Its skin was jet-black, and glistened under the harsh lighting of the hologrid.  Its face was elongated, and dominated by its large, pitch black eyes.  Talyere could make out two slits that made up its nostrils, and a tiny mouth, but little else.  It had no hair or discernable ears.  The rest of its body, aside from its hands, was covered in a dark gray cloak.  The alien, still on the floor, quickly shook off the phaser blast, and looked up at Talyere.

“Who are you?” demanded Talyere, peering down upon the alien with an ominous glare.

The alien hesitated for several moments.  It chattered a few incomprehensible words before composing itself.  “We are the Koth,” it said in a strident, organic-sounding voice.  “We meant you no harm.”

Talyere clenched his jaw, and made his fiery eyes known to the alien.  “Then why all the deception?”

The alien chattered again.  “We are an extremely secluded race.  Direct contact with outsiders is undesirable to us, however, we wish to know about our interstellar neighbors…”

“So you abduct them?” Talyere continued.

“It is our method of learning about other species,” chirped the Koth.  “We subject all of our guests to a series of trial simulations to see how they would react under extreme conditions.  Meanwhile, we will infiltrate your vessel to gather any additional data we require, including first hand analyses.”

At first, Talyere wasn’t sure what the Koth was saying.  Infiltrating the ship surely would have drawn some attention—if not direct visual attention, then indirectly, via the sensors.  Which was precisely the moment Talyere realized that surely, someone would have noticed his absence as well… which was when he put two and two together.  “You replaced us?”

The Koth nodded.  “Yes.  When our analyses were complete, the guests would be returned, and we would part ways—forever.  This however, was an extreme instance.  Usually, our simulations are flawless.  We meant no harm.”

“I gathered as much,” said Talyere.  He knelt down beside the Koth.  “It is not my place to judge your civilization and its ways of exploration, but I suggest you avoid any further contact with this species, and return me and all of the other guests to our ship immediately.”

“It is customary to eradicate the memories of the simulation from our guests’ memories,” said the Koth.  “But in order to ensure there are no misunderstandings between us, we will leave your memories in tact, and return you, your companion, and the holographic doctor to your vessel at once.”

Talyere smiled with satisfaction, and backed away from the Koth, who quickly scrambled to its feet.  It chirped another series of incomprehensible words into the air, and within a moment, Talyere found himself in the midst of a transporter beam.

“…so I said to him, ‘I’m sorry, but that isn’t a waste extraction facility.’” 

Commander Harrison sighed heavily amidst a sarcastic moan as he listened to the end of Captain Christopher’s long-winded story.  It was times like this when he would almost wish for some sort of a crisis just to make the Captain be quiet for a few moments.  Sure, Harrison was fond of Christopher, and enjoyed congregating with him, but after a few uneventful days at high warp, the Captain’s mindless antics were beginning to grow a bit old.

Which was when he heard the faint whining sound of a transporter beam—and a few moments later, saw three pillars of twinkling white light materialize right before his very eyes.

Harrison quickly bolted from his chair and began to call for an intruder alert, but as the transporter finished its cycle, he saw the intruders were hardly intruders at all.

“Hello,” said Christopher curiously from his command chair as Talyere, Johnson and the Emergency Medical Hologram faded into existence.

Almost immediately, Johnson stepped foreword, and upon seeing his duplicate self working at the mission ops station directly behind the Captain’s chair, called for his attention.  “The mission is over,” he said to the duplicate.

At first, the duplicate seemed confused, but after a moment, it simply stepped away from the mission ops station and vanished without a trace.

Harrison was about to demand an explanation, when the ship started to vibrate.  Countless sensor alarms blared from both ops and tactical, and the lights automatically went to red alert condition.

“I’m detecting a massive ship uncloaking,” said Keller.  “Heading two-four-eight, mark seven.  They’re hailing us.”

“On screen,” said Christopher.

Moments later, the jet-black, elongated face of one of the Koth appeared on the view screen.  It cackled inharmoniously for several moments before progressing into something a bit more lucid.  “Everything has been restored,” it said.  “You have proven to be a most worthy subject.  Good journey.”

And the transmission ended.

“They are withdrawing,” Bator announced a moment later.

“Stand down from red alert,” Harrison said before retreating to his chair, more than ready for an explanation.

Christopher grinned quaintly at the trio before him.  “So,” he said, “do you care to provide an explanation?”

“…and we were ultimately able to track the Koth down and demand an explanation,” Talyere concluded after a lengthy meeting in the conference lounge.

Christopher found himself thoroughly amazed by the story—and by the Koth.  For centuries, there had been reports about reclusive species that abducted innocent specimen for study.  But since no one had any conclusive data, these reports took on legendary and mythical statistics—and since nobody could ever disprove the theories, they often bloomed into elaborate tales of horror.   Christopher had to agree, there were some traces of horror in this particular encounter, but for the most part, the Koth were simply explorers, trying to do the same things as the Federation—only in an absolutely clandestine manor.

“Do you think we’ll encounter them again?” Harrison inquired a moment later.

“No,” said Johnson.  “From what I could gather from my position on the floor at the end of the corridor, the Koth have no desire to return to us.  I doubt we’ll ever hear from them again.”

Christopher sighed.  “Sometimes first contact is last contact—but I will admit, the Koth came very close to making no contact at all.  We had no idea you had been replaced.”

“It is a disturbing thought,” said Talyere.  “If the Koth had come off as more hostile, it may have been grounds for concern, but I sincerely believe they use it strictly for the reasons they stated.  Otherwise, they would have erased our memories, and avoided making contact at all cost.”

Christopher leaned back in his chair and stared out at the streaks of light that indicated warp speed.  “Well you haven’t missed much,” he said.  “It’s been nine days since we left Deep Space Seven, and we’ve not had so much as a shred of excitement.  I don’t know, maybe that’s a good thing.”

“Well,” said Johnson, “I’ve had more than enough excitement for one week…”

“Don’t get used to it,” Christopher mused.  “We’re still making repairs to the transwarp systems—we’ve got a good four weeks of high warp before we get back to the Kilka Sector.  And if the pattern holds, those four weeks should prove quite uneventful…”

“Joy,” said Kendall under his breath. 

With that said, the foursome rose from their seats around the head of the conference table.  “The two of you are going to have to report to sick bay before returning to duty,” said Christopher.  “But… I don’t see any problems in putting that off for a few days while you catch up on your rest.”

“Thank you,” said Johnson before the Captain and Commander Harrison quaintly dismissed themselves and headed back for the bridge, leaving him alone with Talyere yet again.

After all they had been through, Johnson just wanted to walk away from Talyere and retreat to his quarters to do something more productive than spatter with the Elorg.  But to his dismay, Talyere seemed to have the exact opposite feelings.

“Lieutenant,” he said sternly, “my feelings toward you remain unchanged.  But some of your actions on the Koth ship were commendable and that deserves to be brought to light.”

Johnson couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I don’t know what to say, Talyere,” he admitted.

“I would have no qualms if you were to remain mute,” said Talyere flatly.  “I have no interest in maintaining a dialogue with you.  As far as I am concerned, the less said, the better.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” said Johnson.  Without another word, he turned on his heel and left, making his way to the turbolift, and eventually the mess hall, where he grabbed a quick glass of synthale before spotting Lucas sitting alone at their usual table near the windows.

As Kendall approached, Lucas looked up from his own synthale and smiled.  “Welcome back,” he said.  “I can’t exactly say that I missed you, since I didn’t know you were gone… but what the hell.”

Johnson sat down and took a quick sip of the bubbly ale.  “Are you telling me that you—you—had absolutely no idea that that wasn’t the real me?”

Lucas downed the rest of his ale.  “None whatsoever.  In fact, I think I may have liked the other one better.  He was quieter, and didn’t go off on these stupid tangents about the Crossroads of the Quadrant.”

“Of course he wouldn’t, I already did that,” said Kendall.  “It would be redundant.”

Lucas forced a smile.  “Whatever.”

“So,” said Kendall quietly, drawing himself closer to the table, “did he have any luck with Erin?”

Lucas smiled again—this time producing a genuine one.  “In fact, he didn’t mention her once.  Sorry.”

Johnson sighed.  He hadn’t really expected anything, but he had to know.  “It’s okay,” he admitted.  “If this whole experience has taught me anything, it’s that Erin isn’t going to be here forever.  And neither am I.  In fact, I’m almost indebted to the Koth for making me realize that, because now, I know where I stand.  No more excuses, no more innuendos or anything.  I just have to tell her.”

Lucas looked into the bottom of his empty glass, swished around the air, and set it back down.  “So in other words, nothing has changed.”

“On the outside, you’re probably right,” Kendall groaned.  “But the outside is just a shell for the truth that lies within.”

He wasn’t sure where that came from, or what it meant, but it sounded good.  And Lucas seemed to agree.  Not wanting to muddy the waters with any further discussion on the topic, Kendall decided to quit while he was ahead, and turn to something else… he wasn’t sure what exactly, but after the past few days, Kendall knew he wanted to do something—today, and from now on—something that allowed him to live each day to its fullest, to cherish each moment while it was there, because Kendall now knew life—and youth in particular, were deceptions all in their own…







2
9

