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Prologue

The day had been long.

And as Kendall Johnson crossed the threshold from the corridor to the inside of his quarters, he knew the sentiment was, without a doubt, an understatement.  When he had arrived in the science lab earlier in the day, Kendall had noted his desk was lost in a mountain of PADDs that needed his attention.  He was needed in the cetacean lab for final approval of some stupid energy transfer.  The worthless bioneural gel packs on deck nine were malfunctioning, and his incompetent team couldn’t figure out why… 

Five minutes into the “exhilarating” first PADD on his desk, his communicator had chirped; he was needed to solve some trivial problem in the mess hall.  Certainly, somebody else could have done it, but no…because the Captain had found the problem, it had to be solved now.  

An hour later, Kendall had been able to return to work in his office, only to be interrupted—yet again—by Christopher.  The Captain had read the report Commander Harrison had filed regarding Johnson’s brisk—and unauthorized—departure from the Starlight to join Talyere’s rescue party.  Following another lengthy talk, the Captain finally issued a “stern warning,” and put a reprimand on Kendall’s permanent record.

When lunch finally rolled around, Lucas popped in and invited Kendall to the mess hall for a quick something.  But Kendall had to refuse; after letting Lucas get shot during the rescue mission, he found himself unable to congregate with his “friends” without feeling utterly worthless.  Surely Lucas could find better company…someone that wasn’t as hopeless a human being.

Someone that wasn’t a failure.

The Elorg guard stood and taunted Kendall Johnson’s poor marksmanship; laughter echoed throughout the corridor, rubbing in the fact that Kendall was a cowering chicken…

Lucas was on the floor… dying for all Kendall knew… “Fire!”… The words emanated from Kendall’s mouth as he stared down the Velora warship.  But to his chagrin, the barrage of weapons fire that followed did little to dissuade their new nemesis.  Instead, countless pillars of light filled the bridge—the ship was being boarded.

The Velora systematically shot—and apparently vaporized—every member of the bridge crew, until Kendall was all that remained.  As he stared down the barrel of the Velora weapon, Kendall—out of fear for his life—backed down into the command chair.  “I surrender!  The ship is yours!”

What kind of person would allow his friend to get shot?  What kind of person would surrender his starship to save his own life?

The answers quickly came to Kendall.  “A failure,” he muttered under his breath.  Slowly, he peeled off his hefty gray jacket and carelessly threw it on the floor.  Usually, such clutter would bother him, but not today…  Never again would such things bother him.

He approached his desk in the corner of the room and sat down before the computer terminal.  A quick touch of the screen brought it to life with a vivid LCARS display, ready to perform whatever menial tasks Kendall desired.  Fortunately for the computer, he had but one meager task for it to do.  “Computer,” he said softly as he reached into his desk drawer, “deliver message Johnson-Omega to Captain Alan Christopher in exactly one hour.”

It chirped pleasantly.  “Acknowledged.”

He looked up and nodded sullenly.  “This is all my fault!” he snapped.  “Last night, I dismissed our alien attackers as background radiation just because I wanted to go to bed! …But I knew that radiation was more than what it appeared to be.  I just didn’t want to deal with it.  So I ignored it, hoping it would go away and that everything would fix itself.  And as usual, everyone is paying the price.”

The Mersah Tolidas had ravaged the Starlight, leaving the vessel in shambles; had Kendall been more competent, the situation could have been avoided. 

“Kendall, this is ridiculous!” shouted Rachael Meyer.  “You can’t blame yourself for every little thing that goes wrong on the ship!”

“Yes.  I can,” he insisted.  “I am a failure.  There is no other way to put it.”
After resting in the drawer for several moments, Kendall’s hand finally emerged…with a type-two phaser in tote.  He brought the weapon to eye-level and placed it under close scrutiny.

It was sleek, the apex of Starfleet hand-held weaponry.  Not that Kendall cared anymore.  It had other qualities that he admired, now more than ever.  It was efficient.  Quick.  It would get the job done in no time…

Slowly, he distanced his face from the weapon and ran his fingers over the discharge settings.  As was standard Starfleet protocol, the phaser was set on level one, stun.  Anyone in the path of such a beam would suffer quite a jolt of energy, but little more than that.  Damage to the body was negligible.

Kendall touched the button on the right, and the power indicator slowly climbed upward.  Level two…level three…level four…five…six…seven…eight…

He paused.

Level eight was beyond stun.  If someone were unfortunate enough to get in the path of such a beam, death was certainly a possibility.  But most of the time, it merely generated agonizing pain, so much, that the unfortunate victim would certainly wish death upon himself.  So…that wouldn’t do…

Nine…ten…eleven…twelve…

Kendall gulped.  Death was a certainty at that level.  But it was messy.

Thirteen…fourteen…fifteen…

Level fifteen was the penultimate phaser setting.  It would vaporize its target with ease, but unlike level sixteen, nothing else.  Structural damage would be negligible, and Kendall Johnson would be dead.

Yes, level fifteen would be sufficient…

Erin looked into his deep green eyes, and smiled faintly.  “Look, Kendall, you’re definitely one of the smartest, funniest people I know.  And it was very sweet of you to ask me out.  I was glad that you did.”

Johnson could have died right there; the woman he had loved for so many years was rejecting him.  And as the pain shattered his already broken heart, her warm words did little to help…  “Why are you doing this?” he asked.

“Kendall, after three years, I couldn’t just tell you ‘no’ and walk away.  You’ve become a good friend, someone I can trust and depend on.  But you’re not somebody I can fall in love with.  I’m so sorry, Kendall.”

I’m so sorry…

So sorry…



So sorry…




So sorry…

“So sorry,” he muttered, gazing down at the phaser.  It was his ticket to freedom…all he had to do was redeem it.

Just imagine the burdens you would be lifting from this crew, said his mind.  With you gone, the ship won’t fall into danger as often, because you won’t be there to make the stupid mistakes.  In fact, this crew is probably better off without you!  End your miserable life already!

If Kendall Johnson had learned one thing in his entire life, it was that one cannot deny his innermost feelings, for they were the ones that came from the heart.  And though his was an empty one, Kendall’s heart still spoke, and when it did, he listened.

With little hesitation, he raised the phaser to his head and trained its barrel in the middle of his forehead.  Pulling in his last few breaths of air, Kendall Johnson closed his eyes, mustered his courage and…

And…

And the door chimed.

Kendall tossed the phaser to the ground.  “Damn it!” he cursed.  As the weapon clinked around on the floor under his desk, Kendall turned his attention to the doors.  “What is it?”

Rachael Meyer’s slender figure appeared at the door moments later.  She stood at the threshold, utterly still, and peered into his darkened quarters.  “Is everything okay?” she asked before taking a hesitant step into the room.

No was the obvious answer, but Kendall did not choose to enlighten the counselor with it.  Instead he sat in his chair, his arms folded, malevolence glimmering in his eye, and stared outward into some distant netherworld.

The counselor approached his desk.  “Kendall?”

He sighed.  “What?”

She produced a faint smile.  “Is everything okay?”

Utterly exasperated, Kendall rolled his eyes and shoved himself away from his desk.  “Yes,” he lied.  “Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Rachael shook her head.  “I think work can wait,” she said softly.

“I think not,” he replied, recalling the mountain of PADDs on his desk.  “Unlike some people on this ship, I actually do work!  And it’s people like you that keep me from doing it.  Now unless you have something important to say, please leave.”

Rachael was obviously taken aback by Kendall’s outburst—so much so that she had absolutely nothing to say.  His actions were so unexpected—so out of character—that something had to be amiss.  But it was clear that answers would not be forthcoming at the moment.  And so, Rachael slowly stepped away from Kendall’s desk, and made her way for the exit.

Once the doors hissed shut behind Meyer, Kendall’s eyes went straight to the floor beneath his desk.  Immediately, he spotted the phaser and plucked it from its home.  “Now is not the time,” he whispered before setting it back in the drawer.

“Computer,” he grumbled, “cancel message to Captain Christopher…”

Chapter One

Alan Christopher was not fond of medical examinations.  He wasn’t sure why; it was merely one of those things that didn’t resonate with him.  Perhaps the reasons were based upon the fact that these were situations in which he had little control.  His fate was in the hands of one of the Starlight’s experienced medical practitioners—and in this instance, that experience was culminated in the eternally cranky form of Sarah Hartman.

“Nothing is wrong,” she said as she waved a cylindrical scanning device in front of Alan’s chest. 

“Of course nothing is wrong,” he said pleasantly.

Hartman stopped mid-scan and looked at Christopher with a quizzical glare.  “Being hit with polaron torpedoes and phasing into an energy being certainly is not right,” she retorted.

The events were still vivid in Christopher’s memory.  The Doctor, of course, spoke of the events that had taken place on Ka’Tula Prime several weeks ago when Christopher had stumbled upon an ancient Elorg lab while searching for his sister.  The lab had contained a highly advanced weapon that had prematurely activated, striking down Christopher.

In the days that followed, he had “phased” into an energy being on several occasions.  At first, they had believed the weapon caused the instances, but now, Alan wasn’t so sure.  “My contact with Drayan must have had something to do with it,” he decided.

To heal her brother, Drayan used her advanced psionic powers to merge with him.  Certainly that theory had some merit, but it was not one that Drayan had been eager to pursue, for she did not want her abilities to become general knowledge among the Ka’Tulan population.

“I’m not worried about it,” Christopher added.

Jamming the scanning device into the top of the tricorder, Hartman raised yet another quizzical eyebrow.  “You could have a gaping hole in your head, and you still wouldn’t be worried,” she mused.  “Hell, you probably wouldn’t even come to sickbay.”

“And miss out on this wonderful bedside service?”

Hartman sighed.  “You’d be dead without me.”

“No,” countered Christopher, “I’d just have one less thorn in my side.”  He chuckled, and then slid off the biobed that he had been seated upon.

Shaking her head to the contrary, Hartman persisted, “Dead as a doornail.”

“Strange, I don’t see too many nails on these doors,” mused Christopher.

Slowly coming up alongside of him, Hartman matched his tone.  “That’s because I haven’t killed too many patients.”

Though the Doctor spoke in jest, Christopher knew there was some truth to the statement.  Doctor Hartman’s record was impeccable when it came to number of lives saved.  And reluctantly, he had to admit—if only to himself—that he was indeed among that group of saved patients.

Clasping his hands together, Christopher expelled a long sigh and turned back to face Hartman.  “So what are you going to do with me?”

“Observe you.”

“I said it was nothing to worry about,” said Christopher evenly.

Hartman frowned.  “Who’s the Doctor, here?”

That was an easy one.  “You are,” replied Christopher.

She nodded.  “And so, we will observe you until I am not worried.”

Alan didn’t know what to say; he was practically flabbergasted.  “You…are worried?”

“It’s my job to worry.”  The tone in her voice had been so utterly neutral that Christopher found himself unable to tell if she had been kidding or not…  And amidst that air of confusion, Hartman turned on her heel and made her way to her next patient.

Standing in the center of his relatively Spartan quarters, Talyere couldn’t believe that, after six months, they remained virtually untouched.  Everything was just the way he remembered it, so much so, that Talyere thought he could envision the very footprints he had planted in the carpet before his fateful journey to Inferno’s Citadel all those months ago.

Running his fingers along the edge of his desk, Talyere smiled at the opulent environment in which he currently resided.  Blood did not stain the floors, handcuffs did not adorn the chairs, and treachery did not taint the crew.  That was daily life on any given Elorg vessel, and after spending five months on one, Talyere had suddenly realized that he was not one with his people.

But that was hardly of consequence to Talyere.  The majority of his people believed him to be dead, killed at the hand of Xi'Yor only moments before the Inkhezi’s fateful demise in the sulfur lagoons of Gildebron III.  At the time of his rescue, Talyere had simply been pleased to be alive, but when he realized he was considered dead, he began to sulk… But knowing that he was not one with his people helped to lessen the blow.

Suddenly, Talyere was brought out of his deep thoughts by the chiming of his door.  He quickly came about.  “Enter.”

The doors slid apart to reveal Talyere’s good friend, Lieutenant Bator.  In his hands, the Phobian held the thick, archaic book that had landed Talyere in so much trouble to begin with, The Tome of Na’zar.  The Elorg smiled faintly.  “En taro adun, Lieutenant.”

Bator nodded politely.  “Talyere.  I was relieved that we were able to save you from Xi'Yor’s ship.”

“I, too, was relieved,” admitted Talyere.  “Death was not something I was looking forward to experiencing.”

Bator grunted.  “You were lucky,” he said.

“Perhaps,” allowed Talyere, nodding indecisively.  “Perhaps not.”

“Oh?”

Talyere nodded.  “During my stay, I spent many cycles in isolation, during which not even Xi'Yor would make his presence known.  Not wanting to squander the time, I naturally turned to meditation to focus my strength.”

“Strength and luck, then,” said Bator, revising his earlier statement.

Still, Talyere demurred.  “While it is certain that strength comes from within, it alone was not enough to keep one’s morale intact.  Consequently, I appealed to the chi-goehs for their strength and wisdom to assure my endurance.”

Chi-goehs was an Elorg term meaning “sacred echoes,” referring to the honored dead in Elorg society.  Even so, the very notion of sacred echoes was considered preposterous by most Overseers, and consequently, was not widely accepted by the rest of the Bloc.  But Talyere, no longer in the good graces of his people, had little else to turn to.

“And?” said Bator, waiting for Talyere to continue.

The Elorg expelled a generous sight.  “They did not speak, of course,” he said evenly, “but perhaps my appeal to their eternal wisdom prompted them to look out for my well being…”

Bator only nodded.  Clearly, he shared the feelings of the majority of the Elorg, dismissing the sacred echoes as myth.  Talyere had no evidence to prove that the chi-goehs truly existed, and consequently could not dispute Bator’s position; he would simply respect it.

With that said, Talyere turned his attention to the torn and tattered book in Bator’s arms.  “Did you find it useful?” he inquired.

Bator looked down at the book and nodded.  “On many occasions; the data on the Mersah Tolidas was invaluable.”

Though he had heard of the malevolent species, Talyere had never encountered them.  But from his understanding, anyone that did encounter them never returned.  “Was there an attack?”

“Yes,” said Bator.  “The Starlight.”

“And you survived?”

“Yes.”

“Astonishing.”

“Indeed.”  Bator hefted the book from his arms and started to hand it back to Talyere, but the Overseer quickly refuted.

“Keep it,” he said evenly.

Bator frowned.  “I couldn’t,” he said softly.  “I know how important this book is to your people.”

Talyere raised his index finger and pointed at the sentiment.  “Genetic structure is the only thing I share with the Elorg; they are not my people anymore.”

“You can’t turn your back on them!” protested Bator.

Talyere sighed.  “The Elorg are a decadent species.  For 200 thousand years, they have sat in that subspace cavity and decayed into an abysmal, treacherous culture devoid of moral centers.  They have abused the greatness that was once The Tome of Na’zar, and reduced it to political shield.”  He paused, and looked Bator in the eye.  “Do you know when the last new law was passed in the Elorg Bloc, Bator?”

He shrugged.  “No.”

Talyere grabbed The Tome of Na’zar and opened the book to its table of contents. He slid his finger down the page until it stumbled upon a scratchy figure that was the date.  “Read it.”

Bator squinted as he made out the words, “Thirteenth Day of Rahvel, in the year…” But his voice summarily trailed off as he saw the year.  “You are saying that there has not been a new law in over 200 thousand years?”

It was pathetic, really—a species so stagnant that its laws had become something of an immutable legend.  “The Elorg are dying, Bator.  I will not serve that in which I no longer believe.”

The Phobian sighed.  “In any moment of decision, the best thing you can do is the right thing.  The worst thing you can do is nothing at all.”

“Wise words,” said Talyere softly.  “But committing another act of defiance against the Elorg would be comparable to tempting fate—and we cannot tempt fate without eventually getting scorched by it.  The time to deal with the Elorg will come soon enough, and I assure you, when that time comes, I will not back down from it.”

A faint smile suddenly cracked Bator’s stoic face.  “When that time comes, I would gladly be at your side.  If you will have me.”

“That,” said Talyere, “is what friends are for.”

“I’m worried about Kendall.”

It was not the first time that Alan Christopher had heard the words.  It certainly would not be the last.  But now that he had heard them from Rachael Meyer, he would certainly take those words much more seriously, for it was her opinion that something was terribly wrong.

They sat across from one another at the desk in Christopher’s ready room, casually sipping away at their beverages of choice.  For Christopher, it was a mug of hot chocolate—a habit he seemed to have picked up from Erin Keller.  Concurrently, Meyer was sipping at a tall glass of water.

“Jayla had some concerns about him earlier,” said Christopher, recalling his conversation with the young Trill in the science lab.  “He looked…depressed, I guess.”

Meyer nodded her agreement.  “It doesn’t take a doctor to figure that one out.”

“So I take it you talked to him…”

She sipped her water.  “I don’t know if you could call it that.  I got about a meter into his quarters before… well… Alan, he practically yelled at me.”

The words had caught Christopher so off-guard that he was forced to spit his mouthful of hot chocolate back in his mug to keep from choking on it.  “Yelled?”

She nodded.  “And insulted.”

“Why would Kendall do that?”

“I don’t know.”

Setting down his mug so he would not be tempted to take another sip, Christopher let out a long, nervous sigh.  “Should I talk to him?”

Rachael considered the question for several moments, swirling the water around in her glass the entire time.  “I don’t think so,” she finally said, sounding more than a little uncertain of herself.  “Kendall has always come to me with his problems; I’m one of his closest friends.  If he won’t talk to me, I don’t think he’ll talk to you.”

That was not what Christopher wanted to hear.  “Someone has to talk to him.  We can’t have him sulking in his quarters for the rest of his life.”  Interlacing his fingers on the surface of his desk, he locked his gaze with Rachael.  “What is your professional opinion, as ship’s counselor?”

“He’s clearly a troubled person that needs help,” she said softly.  “The problem is, he doesn’t want it.  I suggest that both you and I approach him.  If that doesn’t work, we may have a larger problem on our hands… something that requires more drastic measures.”

The moment he heard the words, Alan didn’t like what he was hearing.  “How drastic are we talking?”

Rachael shrugged.  “I wish I knew…”

Sprawled out on the floor without a care in the world, Cleo elicited several pathetic “meows” in order to entice her owner to visit her down on the floor.  But after several failed attempts to garner attention, the tiny brown cat flopped over, again calling to her owner for pets and rubs.

Unable to resist the cuteness any longer, Erin Keller’s heart finally melted, and she found herself kneeling down beside the ball of fluff.  “You’re just too cute!” she told the cat as she reached out to stroke its belly.

But she got no further than that.

With lightning reflexes, Cleo bolted from the floor and clamped his tiny teeth into Erin’s hand.  “You little shit!” she cursed as Cleo zoomed away at nearly the speed of light.  He zoomed by several more times before finally collapsing in front of the sofa—belly up, and meowing yet again.

Erin only smiled, and after shaking the pain out of her system, looked down to inspect the damage.  Sure enough, a tiny stream of blood trickled down her hand.  “You’re lucky I’m such a sweetheart,” Erin mused as she headed for waste extraction to wash off her wounds.

But her trip to waste extraction was cut short by the chiming of her door.  She wasn’t expecting company, which meant it was probably Alan, attempting to get himself out of the doghouse.  With that thought in mind, Erin almost ignored the chime and continued about her business, when it chimed again.

“Come in,” she beckoned, turning to face her visitor.

But when the doors parted, Alan did not appear.  In fact, it was probably the last person Erin had expected to see.  Her jaw dropped slightly.  “Kendall…”

Chapter Two

“Can… I come in?”

Kendall’s arrival was such a surprise to Erin that she had completely forgotten about the wounds on her hand.  And now that he was standing at the threshold of her quarters, Erin was even more surprised by his appearance.  

Rugged was the very first term that popped into mind—and for a moment, Erin found it to be a little attractive.  But then she remembered whom she was dealing with—and Kendall Johnson was anything but rugged.  His hair was wild and untamed, sticking up at odd angles all over his head.  He hadn’t shaved in days, and his uniform was extremely wrinkled.

Erin nodded slowly.  “Sure,” she said softly.  “Come on in.” 

He hesitated for only a moment before stepping into Erin’s humble abode, after which, he stood—arms folded—and sighed.  “I…um, just thought I’d stop in and say hello.”

Never in the three years that Erin had known Kendall had he stopped in simply for a chat—not that she would have minded.  It just wasn’t something that he did, which led her to believe that something was amiss.  Of course, she couldn’t be sure, so Erin said nothing to tip him off, and proceeded normally.  “That’s very sweet of you,” she said.  “I always like to have somebody to talk to.”

“Not that I’m much of a somebody,” Kendall groaned moments later.

“Sure you are!” Erin replied.  “I think you’re very sweet.”

He grunted.  “Sweet doesn’t cut it.”

“Are you saying you want to be…buff and rugged?”

“It wouldn’t hurt.”

After having known Kendall for so long, Erin was aware that he didn’t have very high self-esteem.  He had always been hard on himself—but the deeper Erin got into this particular conversation, the more concerned she became.  He seemed…darker that usual, and Erin was unsure of what she could do to solve it.

“Do you want something to drink?” she asked, slowly making her way toward the replicator.

“Sure.”

“Hot chocolate,” Erin told the replicator before turning back to Kendall.  “What’ll it be, little buddy?”

As Erin’s beverage came into existence amidst a swirl of blue light, Kendall carefully considered his options.  It wasn’t a very hard question, but Erin noted that he was certainly giving it a lot of thought.  “A Ka’Tulan Sunset,” he finally decided.

Her eyes widened.  “Kendall, that’s poisonous!”

His eyes widened, too, though Erin could tell the action was forced.  “Really?” he said unenthusiastically.  “I didn’t know that.”  He sighed.  “Then…I’ll have…um…water.”

Trying desperately to hide her concern, Erin turned back to the replicator.  “Water,” she said, practically stumbling over the word.  What is wrong with him??

As the tall glass of water appeared, Erin forced a pleasant smile upon her face, and delivered the beverage to her taciturn guest.  When he finally took the glass, it seemed to be an almost reluctant action, as if he didn’t really want it.
He wants that Ka’Tulan Sunset, that’s why, thought Erin as she sat down beside him on the sofa.  She readily noted that in addition to his mangled, unshaven look, it had also been quite some time since Kendall had visited the sonic shower, and a rather potent body odor lingered around him.  How could he not notice?  Or was it that he simply did not care?

“So what’s new?” asked Erin, hoping the question would prompt some sort of explanation on Kendall’s behalf.

It did not.

He only sighed, and swirled his beverage around in the glass.  Then, he sat—in silence—and watched the resulting vortex go round and round until it finally vanished, leaving the watery surface placid once more.

“I just thought I’d stop in and say hello,” he repeated.

Erin nodded.  “And you have…”

He took another sip of water; for her part, Erin found herself unable to even look at her hot chocolate—not that Kendall had noticed.  He had yet to take his eyes away from his fragile little glass.

“You know…you’ve been a good friend,” he said finally, sounding terribly nostalgic.  “Someone I could always trust… someone I could depend on.”

“I try,” said Erin, growing increasingly concerned about the direction Kendall’s reminiscing was taking.

“Someone I have always loved,” he sullenly interjected.  “Not that it mattered.  I don’t blame you though.  It’s my fault.  It’s all my fault.”

Erin’s heart skipped a beat.  “Kendall,” she said, extending a caring hand to place on his shoulder.

It was immediately deflected.  “I don’t need your pity,” he snapped.  It was clear that Kendall was getting angry.  His face was turning red, and the grip on his glass was growing increasingly tight.  Along his forehead and neck, veins started to become more apparent…

“Then what do you need?” asked Erin, hoping it would lessen his anger.  “I’m here, Kendall, and I’ll listen to anything you want to tell me…”

She would hear his words, but as Kendall sat—utterly silent—it became clear that he would not reciprocate.  His anger was building.

And building.

And building.

Until it finally snapped.

The glass shattered under the pressure, and in an instant, a thousand daggers of glass crashed to the floor amidst a shower of tiny glistening water droplets.  The shattered glass sat on the floor undisturbed for several seconds before tears of velvety red blood started dripping to the floor.

Kendall’s hand was thoroughly saturated.  He indolently stared at it for several moments before snapping out of whatever trance he was in.  “I… I’m so sorry, Erin!  It must have slipped.”

Obviously, it was a lie.  Had the glass slipped, Kendall’s hand wouldn’t have been drenched with blood.  But Erin chose to ignore the instance and instead focused on his well-being.  “You need to get to sickbay,” she told him.

Kendall looked down at his blood-covered hand.  “It’s just a scratch,” he muttered.

Erin held out the palm of her hand and revealed the tiny bite-marks Cleo had inflicted earlier.  “That is a scratch!” she told him.

He relented.  “Right.  I’m on my way…” With that said, Kendall rose from the sofa and started heading for the doors—but he halted nearly a meter away.  “Erin,” he said softly.

Standing before the mess on the floor, Erin slowly trained her gaze upon her friend.  “Yes?”

“Good-bye.”  And without another word, he turned on his heel and left.

A chill slowly ventured down Erin’s spine… and a tear manifested itself in her eye.  “Good-bye,” she whispered.  Something told her that would be the last time she would ever see Kendall Johnson alive.

I will not serve that in which I no longer believe.

The words echoed throughout Talyere’s mind as if his head were an empty cavern.  The sentiment he had shared with Bator was certainly a powerful one, and at the time, one he had fully believed.

But was it possible to completely turn ones back upon his own people?

Perhaps not… No matter what happened, Talyere knew that the Elorg would always be a part of his life.  It was Elorg blood that ran through his veins, Elorg beliefs that had been drilled into his head, and ultimately, it would be the Elorg that he would turn to in his times of greatest need.

But the system was flawed.  Laws were archaic.  Rulers were slowly turning into tyrants, and the idea that was once the Elorg Bloc was slowly withering away, much like the faded pages of The Tome of Na’zar.  

Let them fade, thought Talyere.  He was seated on his plush gray sofa, turned so that he could gaze out at the starfield with minimal discomfort, and contemplate the universe in which he existed.

With each passing moment, Talyere began to realize that the imperfections he saw in his own people were not uncommon.  All around him, civilizations in a downward spiral…

The Cardassians had yet to fully recover from the Dominion War; perhaps they never would.  They had suffered the most in the twenty years since the war had ended, and after losing more than a billion people in the war, the damage to their society was unimaginable.

A year had passed since the Romulans had sealed their borders, and nothing had been heard of them since; their empire was as good as dead.

The Klingons were a warrior species that Talyere had never encountered… Even so, he had devoted a considerable amount of time to studying them.  What he saw was a group of psychopathic maniacs lurking within their borders massing weapons, allegedly to protect themselves from evil, but since there were no evils to oppose them, conquest was an eventual certainty.  But the political turmoil within the empire condemned them to failure… 

In almost every species, Talyere could see some sort of descent; it seemed that the entire universe was flawed.  Certainly, there was no way for Talyere to correct those flaws, and in fact, he was positive that many of those species would endure, in spite of them.

It was certainly strange how the universe worked, and despite his efforts to understand it, Talyere remained at a loss.  All of his years devoted to The Tome of Na’zar resulted in virtually nothing in the way of enlightenment… Which meant there had to be another way…

Growing tired of his pondering, Talyere slowly turned his back to the majestic starfield and closed his eyes to clear his mind of the cluttered thoughts therein.  After performing a fairly simple meditation, Talyere’s mind was focused and poised once more…but to do what, he knew not.

Consequently, his mind slowly wandered back to the troubled thoughts that he had so much desired to leave behind for the time being.  Another meditation would easily clear his mind, but Talyere knew not what he would do with a clear mind, for he was not seeking clarity.  He was seeking answers.

And suddenly, an idea came to mind, the chi-goehs…  Their wisdom was allegedly infinite, and had proven of some use the last time he had spoken with them.  Perhaps those sacred echoes could provide Talyere with yet another enlightening revelation…

Talyere carefully slinked off the couch and seated himself Indian-style on the floor.  With his fingers steepled, he closed his eyes and began his chant,  “Meris kudio entaro gau julin a pah temp-les ju chi-goehs.  Chi-goehs ju liir suvana tulin an revek siltoro besiir…”

But his eyes blinked open less than a nanosecond later.  The chant, though something that had been passed down to Talyere from his parents, was not something most other Elorg children learned.  In fact, it probably something that had become lost over the ages, and existed only in the minds of the few who still knew it.

It was a piece of Elorg history that would eventually fade from existence within the next few generations… unless Talyere did something about it.  He quickly rose to his feet and sought out a PADD to jot down his notes, but as he strolled passed the replicator, something seemed to stop him dead in his tracks, begging him not to use a PADD.

Five minutes later, Talyere sat at his desk with a pen in his hand, scribing the first words of the chi-goehs summon, much like Na’zar had done in his tome 200 thousand years ago…

Chapter Three

Captain Christopher wanted to talk.

Kendall Johnson was not enthused about the summons, given the fact that his last encounter with the Captain had ended on a sour note.  And considering the fact that Christopher rarely summoned people to his ready room indicated to Johnson that perhaps the Captain was about to deliver him another dose of bad news—not that he would be surprised.

Consequently, a dreadful feeling fell upon Kendall like a blanket as the turbolift deposited him on the Starlight’s bridge.   He absolutely did not want to enter that ready room.  He wanted to go back to his quarters, find his phaser and…

“Lieutenant…”

Kendall looked up to see Bator standing before him.  He sighed, and rolled his eyes; chatting pleasantly with Bator was about the last thing Kendall wanted to do.  The bulky Phobian stood for only a moment longer before realizing that Johnson had no intention of speaking.  He shrugged off the encounter and retreated to the tactical station to go about his business.

Glad that the encounter was over, Johnson darted across the bridge as fast as he could move without breaking into a jog, effectively avoiding any other stupid conversations.  He stopped a meter from the Captain’s door, and expelled yet another long sigh, reminding himself that it was not too late to turn back.

And it wasn’t.

So he turned on his heel and started back for the turbolift, only to realize that while he might be able to avoid the Captain for now, he couldn’t do it forever.  He would eventually have to force himself to meet with Christopher, and the longer he waited, the more unpleasant it would be.

Reluctantly, he stepped back to the doors and rang the chime.

“Come in,” came the Captain’s voice a moment later.

The doors parted to admit Kendall, and he hesitantly stepped through, a part of him still wishing that he had turned back when he had the chance.  But now it was too late—he was past the point of no return, and had little choice but to face the Captain—and as he entered the room, he noticed Rachael Meyer was also present.

Immediately, Kendall knew what waters the coming conversation would tread—waters that were uncharted, but certainly very, very muddy.

“Kendall,” said Christopher warmly.  “How good of you to join us.”

He rolled his eyes and nodded.  “I did as I was told.”

“Would you like a golden star?”

“No.”

Christopher nodded.  “I thought not.”  His eyes darted to the unoccupied chair beside Rachael Meyer in front of the desk.  “Sit.”

Kendall shook his head.  “I’d rather stand.”

Following in suit, Christopher also shook his head.  “No, I think you want to sit.  We’re going to have a nice, long chat, and I’d hate for you to grow tired standing up.”

Sensing there was an order buried in there somewhere, Kendall decided it would be in his best interest to sit—if only to get the Captain to shut up.  He sighed—making his feelings well known—and proceeded to plop down haphazardly in the chair beside Meyer.

Christopher’s eyes drilled into him.  “Your attitude needs a minor adjustment, Kendall.  Unfortunately, I can’t send you to engineering to have Lucas do the deed.”

It was a stupid pun to say the least.  Most of the Captain’s puns were stupid, but that one was ranked particularly low.  Kendall started to groan, but refrained, not wanting to upset Christopher.  “Just get to the point,” he grumbled.  “I don’t have all day.”

“Sure you do,” said Christopher.  “You don’t seem to be visiting the science lab very often, so I figure you can visit with me all afternoon.  Lucky you.”

“Hardly,” Kendall grumbled.

Christopher immediately raised an eyebrow.  “Excuse me?”

“Nothing.”

“Kendall,” said Christopher sternly, “we know you’re going through some…difficult times.  So, perhaps if you tell us what’s on your mind, we can work through this and get things back to…semi-normal, at least.”

Kendall glared back at Christopher.  “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Sure you do,” he replied.

“No, I don’t!”

Folding his arms, Christopher clearly didn’t like the way his little conversation was going.  “I think you—”

“Alan.”

Rachael Meyer’s calm voice immediately silenced the Captain.  He looked to her, eyes wide, and asked, “What?”

“He doesn’t want to talk about it,” she said evenly.

“I gathered as much.”

“So leave him alone.  We can’t force him to talk.  And you could use a little more tact in your persuasive efforts.”

He folded his arms.  “I’m not a counselor, Rachael.”

“Obviously.”  She turned to Kendall and placed a kind hand upon his shoulder.  “Look, Kendall… I don’t know what’s bothering you.  But whatever it is, I want you to know that you can come to me with it.  I won’t think any less of you, no matter what it is.  Neither will the Captain.  Or Lucas… or Erin.”

 Kendall should have felt comforted by the sentiment.  They all appeared to care so much about him… but he knew it was only an act.  The mindless personal problems of Kendall Johnson were of little concern to them when he wasn’t in the room—so the less he was present, the better it was for everyone.

With those thoughts in mind, Kendall slowly scooted to the edge of his seat.  “If that’s all…”

“It’s not,” said Christopher flatly, apparently not convinced by Meyer’s words.  “You certainly don’t have to tell us what’s going on.  In fact, I don’t suppose your personal life is any of my business.  I was just trying to help.  Still, I’m not pleased with your performance, your attitude, or your attendance.”

Kendall almost laughed.  Clearly, the Captain was straining to say the words, as discipline was not his forte.  He expected everyone to do their duties and be shiny, happy campers while doing it.  “Do you have a point?”

His eyes narrowed.  “Yes, Lieutenant, I do have a point.  I don’t know if I trust you with the lives on this ship anymore, and until you straighten out your problems, I’m afraid you’re going to be relieved of duty.”

Relieved of duty.  For almost a second, Kendall was glad to hear the words, for he would no longer have to put up with the stupid sensors and reports that needed filing.  But just as those thoughts exited his mind, a new set rolled in.  While he may not be on duty, Kendall would still be under Christopher’s command.  He would still have to take orders, and some of those would probably include visiting Rachael Meyer to talk out his problems—and he would still be bothered by Christopher’s long chats when he refused to go.

It was at that moment, Kendall knew he need out.  He couldn’t stand it on the Starlight anymore.  He couldn’t stand his life.  He had to end it all.  And quickly.  But he didn’t have to might to do it on the Starlight…

Slowly, his mind drifted back to something he had been considering for several weeks, resigning his commission.  Kendall would be completely absolved of his duties, and have free reign to do as he pleased—and nobody could say anything about it.

He smiled.  “That won’t be necessary,” he said of the Captain’s plan to relieve him.

“I think it is.”

“No,” said Kendall.  He plucked the comm badge from his uniform and stared at it one last time before setting it down on the Captain’s desk.  “I’m resigning my commission, effective immediately.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “You can’t do that.”

“I just did.”

“Kendall,” said Rachael softly, “think about what you’re doing!”

Deflecting Rachael’s incoming hand of compassion, Kendall rose from his seat and took a few steps away from the desk.  “I’m tired of thinking.  I’m tired of talking!  I’m tired of everything!  Just leave me alone!”

For one last time, Kendall Johnson stared directly into the eyes of Alan Christopher.  Though he was trying not to take it personally, the Captain was clearly hurt.  Hurt by Kendall…  Hurt by the fact that he had failed one of his own… 

But Kendall wasn’t about to stick around and console him.  Instead, he turned on his heel and without any hesitation whatsoever, strolled out of the ready room.

Once the doors hissed shut behind Johnson, Christopher’s gaze turned immediately to Rachael Meyer.  “That did not go well,” he said softly.

“It did not,” she agreed.  “We’re going to need to watch him—closely—over the next couple of days.”

Christopher agreed completely.  But before he could verbally share his sentiments with the counselor, he was cut off by the soft chirping noise of his communicator.

“Hartman to Christopher.”

His eyes widened.  What did she want?  There was only one way to find out.  “Yes, Sarah?”

“I need to see you down in sickbay right now.  It’s important.”

In an instant, Alan’s heart was in his throat.  “What’s the emergency?”

There was a brief, eerie silence that made Christopher wish he hadn’t asked the question, and when the Doctor replied, he was certain of it.  “You,” she said simply.

Christopher was out the door seconds later.

From the moment she heard what had happened to the Captain in the Elorg lab on Ka’Tula Prime, Sarah Hartman was certain her tricorder was broken.  As she had stated on several occasions, being hit with polaron torpedoes was not a normal circumstance, and it certainly had to have consequences.  But the medical tricorder, in its infinite wisdom, was adamant that nothing was wrong.

So was the Captain.

And so, Hartman allowed herself to believe them—for all of an hour.  It was at that point that she downloaded the data on Captain Christopher into the computer for a more in-depth analysis.  At first, it only seemed to confirm the medical tricorder’s readings, blatantly indicating that the patient was normal (Hartman had problems with that, even when Christopher was in good health).  But she remained unconvinced.  So she dug around some more, and some more, until she finally ran a comparative analysis on his DNA before and after the event.

The results rendered her speechless, and as she looked up at Christopher from across her desk, Sarah Hartman did her best to explain what was going on.  “Your DNA is in a state of molecular decay,” she said delicately.

The expression on his face remained blank.  “What does that mean?”

Hartman knew that he had an inkling, of course, but it was a fact so hard to believe that it probably could not sink in.  “It means that your DNA is slowly breaking down.  I can’t make it any more clear than that.”

Christopher remained utterly still, silently pondering the situation.  His skin was pale, and his eyes were wide with concern.  “What can you do to treat it?”

Immediately, Hartman felt her heart sink.  She had reviewed the data hundreds, if not thousands of times hoping that her analyses had been wrong.  But each and every time, she came to the same conclusion.  “Nothing… I’m afraid your condition is terminal, Alan.  I… I don’t know what to say…”

He shook his head.  “Don’t say anything.  It’s okay.”

“You’ve had the condition for several years,” Hartman added.  “But the rate of decay was so slow that it would never have shown up on a regular medical scan…in fact, you might have lived a completely normal life had you not been hit with those torpedoes.  They seemed to act as a catalyst, speeding up the rate of degeneration.”

Taking deep, labored breaths, Alan looked up into Sarah’s eyes.  “How…long do I have?”

“I’m not certain,” Hartman replied softly.  “Weeks.   Months.  Maybe even years.  But forever is certainly out of the question…”

“But I’m not going to fall over dead tomorrow…”

“No.”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Alan expelled a very long sigh.  “Now would be a great time for me to say something profound…”

Hartman scoffed.  “That would be a first,” she said, attempting to lighten the mood.  To her relief, Alan did crack a faint smile, but it lasted only a moment.  Then again, it was better than nothing…

After an additional few moments of silence, Alan straightened his uniform and rose from his seat.  “Thank you, Sarah.  I have a meeting with Admiral O’Connor, and it is absolutely imperative that I attend.”

“Aren’t you going to…?”

He shrugged.  “I’m going to live my life, Sarah.  Certainly you don’t expect me to sit around for…however long I have left?  I have business to attend to, and as long as I’m able…I’ll attend to it.”

Fair enough.  Hartman knew that she would be doing the exact same thing had their positions been reversed.  “You shouldn’t experience any…problems for the time being, so…go about your business.”

Alan nodded, produced a faint smile, and made his way to the transporter room for another unpleasant visit…

 Despite his numerous delays, Christopher arrived with Talyere at the conference lounge on Starbase 241 well ahead of schedule—in fact, as he stepped into the conference lounge, Christopher noted only one other figure in there, and to his chagrin, it was not somebody he wanted to see.

The portly Admiral O’Connor sat at the head of the table eating a large doughnut, while reading a PADD that undoubtedly had some superfluous tactical data on it.  But as he approached, Christopher had no idea how the Admiral could concentrate on her reading, given the extreme amount of lip-smacking she made while ingesting her doughnut.

Rolling his eyes, Christopher slowly led Talyere into the lounge, and took a seat as far away from O’Connor as possible, desperately hoping that she would continue to ignore them.

She did not.

Instead, her eyes came up from the PADD and fell directly upon Talyere.  And she smiled, the glaze from her doughnut glistening on and around her lips.  “Xi'Yor,” she exclaimed.  “Welcome!”

Talyere looked immediately to Christopher and frowned before turning back to O’Connor.  “I am called Talyere,” he corrected.

“Are you?” asked O’Connor in a strident voice, utterly shocked at the revelation.

“I am relatively certain,” said Talyere, barely managing to keep a neutral tone in his voice.

O’Connor frowned.  “There’s no need to get snooty.  Just answer the question in a civilized manner.”

Staring at the glistening glaze upon the Admiral’s face, Talyere had trouble keeping himself civilized.  But he managed.  “Yes.  I am called Talyere.”

“Thank you,” said O’Connor.  “Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

He shook his head curtly.  “Not at all.”

With that said, O’Connor delved back into her PADD and tapped away at the controls, eliciting a series of muted bleeps.  “Oh, here it is,” she muttered after a moment, turning the PADD for Talyere to see—but given is position at the other end of the table, he saw nothing but blurry text.  “Captain Christopher’s report indicated he had rescued Xi'Yor from Gildebor III.”

Gildebron III, of course, was the planet from which Talyere had been rescued, but given the sheer stupidity of the Admiral, he decided not to inform her of her error.  Instead, he watched as O’Connor tapped on the PADD yet again, giving the illusion that she was rectifying the errors—unfortunately, her taps were not accompanied by bleeps of any kind, indicating that she was just tapping the surface for show.  Talyere suspected Captain Christopher’s report to be flawless.

“I’ve notified Command of the errors,” she said after making a few additional computations.  “So, Xi'Yor, I have been looking forward to talking with you about your people.”

He nodded.  “The Iconians, yes.”

O’Connor nodded, taking another bite of her doughnut.  She was about to speak, but suddenly noticed the glaze on her fingers.  She frowned at the sight, and proceeded to lick each and every one of her flabby fingers clean before wiping them clean on the front of her uniform.  “So Xi'Yor…”

“Talyere.”

“That’s what I said,” said O’Connor, eyeing up another doughnut on the tray in the middle of the table.

The Elorg forced a smile to his face.  “I must have misunderstood.  ‘Talyere’ and ‘Xi'Yor’ sound so very much the same.”

She nodded, and touched her communicator.  “O’Connor to Schmid.”

“Yes, Admiral?” came a female voice a moment later.

“We need some fresh doughnuts in the conference lounge,” she said.

“Yes, Admiral.”
With her doughnuts en route, O’Connor attempted to get back to business, but on a completely different topic.  “Captain Christopher, where is that status report I asked you to make?”

His eyes widened.  “In your hand, perhaps?”

She frowned, and looked down at the PADD.  “No, this is Captain Talbot’s report,” she said, again waving the PADD in front of them to see.

Christopher only smiled.  “If that is Captain Talbot’s report, why then, did you attribute all of the errors to me?”

“Did I?” said O’Connor with a shrug.  But that was the end of it; she made no efforts to correct that particular error.    Instead, she brooded over the allegedly stale doughnuts on the unreachable platter before her, and mumbled, “Since you didn’t submit your report, Captain, I’m going to need a new one by tomorrow morning.  Command is already on my tail about it.  The delays are intolerable.  I stick up for you guys way too much.”

Christopher rolled his eyes at the sentiments.  “Of course…”  Not only did O’Connor not ask him for a report in the first place, Christopher highly doubted that Starfleet Command would be on her tail over some inconsequential report… He nearly wished himself dead just to escape this infernal meeting.

As luck would have it, the doors suddenly parted, revealing a young ensign bearing a large tray of doughnuts.  The Admiral’s eyes immediately lit up—until she saw the contents of the tray.  “Wh… what is this, Ensign?”

Looking at the tray with confusion, the Ensign could only shake her head for several moments.  “The doughnuts you asked for…”

“I asked for glazed doughnuts!” she exclaimed.  “These are chocolate!  We can’t hold a meeting with chocolate doughnuts…”

As O’Connor’s ranting continued, Talyere slowly turned to Christopher.  “Is the Federation’s equivalent of surrender?”

Chapter Four

With her concerns over Kendall mounting, Erin Keller found her day creeping by at a snail’s pace.  Seconds seemed like minutes; minutes seemed like hours.  At the rate she was moving, it would be next week before this one day ended.  Then she sighed, realizing that she was simply being silly.  The day would end when the time came, just as it always did, and to help matters along, the halfway point in the day had finally arrived…

As she strolled into the mess hall, Erin quickly scanned her company.  It was still early, but there was a good-sized crowd congregated to celebrate the middle of the day with her, including Neelar Drayge, who sat quietly at his customary seat at their table.  Relieved she would have a good friend to talk to, Erin made haste to the replicator.  “Chicken salad,” she ordered.

Once the dish faded into existence on the replicator’s basin, Erin plucked it up and seated herself across from the Bolian.  “Hi, Neelar,” she said warmly.

Looking up from his beverage, the Bolian produced a faint smile.  “Hello,” he said, sounding a bit sullen.

Erin frowned.  “What is it?”

His eyes widened, as if Erin should have known the reason for his mire.  She did not, but Neelar’s curious gaze persisted for several moments before he pulled himself together.  “You have no idea, do you?”

Erin shook her head.  “Um…none.  Is it about…Kendall?”

“No,” he assured her.  “Maybe you should talk to the Captain about it.”

That was not what Erin wanted to hear.  She was still upset with him over his acts of stupidity in the Elorg lab.  Still upset over his betrayal, still brooding over the feelings she had for Alan Christopher.  And she still needed more time to brood…but given the odd look on Drayge’s face, Erin wasn’t sure she had the luxury of waiting.  “What is it?”

Drayge sloshed his beverage around for a moment before downing it in its entirety.  “Talk to him.”  With that said, he rose from his seat and departed, leaving Erin alone with her thoughts…

Rumors floated through engineering all day.  It was not an uncommon event, given the number of people on the Starlight, but for the most part, they were simple rumors.  Lucas Tompkins paid little to no attention to them, for he usually had little interest in such gossip.

But today was different.  No longer were the rumors about some faceless ensign on deck nineteen.  Instead, the majority of them seemed to be focused on Kendall Johnson—and what Tompkins heard was of some concern.  Of course, Lucas didn’t take them for face value; he was certainly skeptical about their nature, for most of the rumors seemed totally out of character for Kendall… And for the majority of the day, Lucas allowed himself to believe just that.

“Lucas…”

Kendall’s soft voice barely penetrated the constant thrumming of the warp core.  It sounded weak, and lacked any enthusiasm.  Already, those ugly rumors began to pop back into mind, and as he came about Tompkins prepared himself for the worst, and the moment he saw Kendall, he knew those were not mere rumors, for they spoke the truth.

Kendall was frazzled and burnt out.  Bags had formed under his eyes, his hair was mangled, and he hadn’t shaved in days.  His clothes were—in their entirety—black, and his hand seemed to be sporting some strange scars that Lucas had never noticed before.  He tried his best to stay calm, but the sight was not something he had expected.  “Kendall…  How are you?”

“Fine,” he said with a shrug. 

Lucas could see it was a lie.  “You look like hell,” he said rather bluntly.  “What’s wrong?”

He shook his head.  “Long couple of days, that’s all.”

Lucas didn’t believe it for a nanosecond.  Kendall might have been able to fool the others, but not his best friend.  “I’ve had more than my share of long days,” said Lucas, folding his arms.  “But I never looked like that at the end of them.  What’s wrong?”

 “Nothing.”

Rolling his eyes, Lucas came around the large workstation between them and firmly placed his hands on Kendall’s shoulders.  “How can you stand there and lie to me like that?”

Kendall considered the question for several moments.  Then he smiled.  “I’ve lied to myself all these years.  It would seem lying to you is no different.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that if I have learned one thing over the past several years, it’s the fact that I’m a worthless nobody.  But because of my alleged friends, I allowed myself to believe that I was an actual person that could make a difference.  Of course, when it came down to it, I always screwed up.  I’m tired of putting up with it.  I’m not going to deny myself any longer.”

Lucas’s eyes widened.  “Is that what this is about?  Screwing up?  We all screw up, Kendall!”

He shrugged.  “Not like I do.”

“That’s because you’re too damn hard on yourself!  If you would open your eyes once and awhile, you just might see that!”

 “Trust me, Lucas, my eyes are wide open…  I’ve made my last mistake.”

For a moment, Lucas thought Kendall had resolved to change.  But when he gazed into his friend’s eye, there was no such resolve there.  Only darkness.  And then it hit Lucas like a brick wall.  “I won’t let you do something stupid, Kendall.”

He scoffed.  “It’s too late for that!  Where were you when I let the Mersah Tolidas attack?  When I surrendered the ship to the Velora?  You even got shot by the Elorg because of me!  You’ve let me do plenty of stupid things!”

“Well I’m not going to let you do this!”  Lucas hastily moved to touch his communicator, but got no further than that movement.

Moving like lightning, Kendall’s fist came out of nowhere and struck Tompkins in the jaw with incredible might.  In an instant, pain surged through Tompkins’ jaw, and the faint taste of blood tainted his mouth.  After an additional few moments, his vision started to blur… There were two of…everything… Haze filtered in… and then there was dark.

The incident had already begun to draw a crowd, and as Kendall started making his way for the doors, the crowd started to move with him, a few of them with their hands on their phasers.

Panicked, Kendall turned on his heel and bolted through the doors and into the corridor.  Charging through them at full speed, he burst into the turbolift moments later.  “Shuttlebay!” he rasped once the doors slid shut behind him.

In the blink of an eye, Kendall had fabricated a plan that would get him out of this wretched universe.  It would be painful, but very quick… destructive, but utterly efficient.  But everything hinged on getting to the shuttlebay without any interference on behalf of the crew.  Thus far, they had not shut down the turbolift.  They were either stupid, or waiting for him on the other side.  

When the doors slid open, Kendall hastily judged them as stupid, and quickly darted from the lift into the empty corridor before him.  After negotiating a few short corridors, he came upon the large set of doors that housed the shuttlebay.  They happily opened with a mechanical cacophony; Kendall sneaked inside and darted toward the shuttlecraft nearest him.

It was a sleek type-six shuttle, practically top of the line.  It didn’t deserve death, but Kendall did, and he willing to sacrifice a decent shuttle to ensure that he carried out his mission.  As he hopped into the craft, Kendall noted the irony of the situation, for the shuttle was designated the Hope.

Slipping into the pilot’s seat in the cockpit, he touched the blank controls to activate the system.  As they faded into existence, Johnson quickly put them to work, soaring through the preflight sequences as he prepared himself for his demise.  All he needed to do was find the courage to give one simple command, and the computer would take care of the rest…

Placing his hands on the controls, Kendall activated the engines and brought the Hope about.  “Computer,” he said softly, “activate shuttle’s auto-destruct sequence, authorization Johnson-Zeta-4.”

“Acknowledged.”

“Set countdown to thirty seconds, on my mark.”

“Kendall, what are you doing?”

Captain Christopher’s voice emanated loud and clear through Hope’s intercom, but Kendall virtually ignored it.  “Mark,” he said softly.

The computer bleeped.  “Unable to comply. Secondary authorization required.”

“Damn it!” cursed Kendall, slamming his hands on the console.  “I’m all alone!  Just do it!”

“Unable to comply.”

“Kendall…power down that shuttle at once!”

Again the Captain.

Again, Kendall ignored him, instead working desperately at the controls, hoping to somehow override the computer lockout.  He knew he could do it, for the process was relatively simple… It was the simple fact that time was not on his side.  “Mark!” he repeated, hoping his shoddy modifications did some good.

They did not.  The computer again refused to comply, and from what Kendall could glean from the sensors, Christopher had dispatched a security squad to put an end to this little act of defiance; Kendall wasn’t going to give them the pleasure.

Without any hesitation, he reached for the phaser on his belt…

With a security team following close behind, Bator rushed into the shuttlebay expecting to find trouble.  Given the Captain’s description of the situation, things were certainly dire.  But as the Phobian looked around the bay, he saw nothing but one misplaced shuttle, the Hope.

He started to approach the tiny craft, but was immediately halted in his journey by the sound of phaser fire emanating from inside—one short blast was all he heard before the eeriest of silences filtered in…

Chapter Five

Standing over Kendall Johnson’s biobed, Rachael Meyer couldn’t help but wonder where things went wrong.  What had she done?  What had she failed to do?  Would she make the same mistakes again?  Would she even have the chance?

It would seem that Rachael had more questions than answers.  But if one thing was certain, it was that she would indeed have her second chance.

Doctor Hartman folded her medical tricorder closed, and stuffed the device in her pocket.  “It was a heavy stun,” she said evenly, inspecting the singe marks on Kendall’s tunic.  “He’ll be out of it for a few days, but should make a full recovery.”

“A full physical recovery,” Rachael corrected, for she was certain that Kendall would not arise from the ordeal a changed man.  In fact, she suspected his problems might even grow worse.  “Mental recovery could be a ways off…”

Satisfied with whatever she was looking for in the singe marks, Hartman sighed, and turned her attention to Meyer.  “Do you think you’re up to the task?  He has a very serious problem…”

Though she was far from sure about her abilities, Meyer nodded.  “I’m having some doubts right now…but I think in the end, I’ll be stronger having done this.”

“I can provide you with any help you need,” said Hartman evenly.  “I may not be a shrink, but I know a thing or two about psychology.”

Staring blankly at Kendall, Rachael again nodded.  She didn’t really know what to think of him anymore.  He tried to take his life, something that Rachael didn’t truly comprehend.  She had liked to think that she knew all of the reasons, all of the symptoms, but when it came down to it…she had looked right over it.  “Any help you’re willing to offer would be greatly appreciated,” she said, not wanting to slip up again.

“So what do we do next?” asked Hartman, carefully watching Meyer.

The counselor stared down at her patient once more.  “I don’t know.  I need some time to think this all out for myself… ”

Hartman arched an eyebrow.  “You’re reconsidering already?  Damn fast turnaround.”

Meyer licked her lips.  “I’m not reconsidering.  I’m just…thinking.”

Patting Rachael on the shoulder, Hartman expelled a semi-sympathetic sigh.  “Well, you can think about whatever you damn well please…just make sure you have a plan before he comes back to his senses.”

Alan Christopher was dying.  It wasn’t going to happen overnight, nor would it be excruciatingly painful.  But it was going to happen, and as he sat alone in his quarters, Alan knew not what he was going to do.  He was shocked, to say the least…confused to say something more…and utterly petrified to conclude.

Since hearing the news from Doctor Hartman, he had tried his best to put it out of his mind, and to go about his business as usual.  For the most part, it worked…aside from the few instances in which he had divulged his fate to a fellow crewmember.  For now, Alan wanted to keep it quiet; there was no need to alarm everyone…but there were several key people that needed to know, the dreaded and evil Admiral O’Connor being one of them.  And…

The door chimed.

…Erin.

A premonition, perhaps, but Alan knew exactly who stood behind that door.  Pulling in a nervous lungful of air, he rose from his soft gray sofa and approached the entrance.  “Come in.”

The doors parted, and much as he had expected, Erin Keller stood placidly at the threshold.  The fire in her eyes that had driven her to anger in recent weeks was all but gone, replaced with a sense of genuine concern.  “Hey, Alan,” she said softly.

He nodded, producing a faint smile.  “Erin.  Come in.  Sit down.  We need to talk.”

“We do,” she said, readily accepting the invitation.  “I have something to tell you.”

“And I have something to tell you,” he replied, following her to the sofa.

Upon sitting, there was an immediate and awkward silence between them.  Of all the people Alan had to tell of his fate, telling Erin was going to prove the most difficult.  She was going to be devastated by the news.  

  But he also knew that she would prove to be his strongest ally in the coming trials.  The person he could turn to when he was feeling poorly; the person he could count on in times of need.  Even so, Alan couldn’t bring himself to speak the necessary words.  Likewise, Erin seemed equally troubled finding the words to convey her own feelings…whatever they may be.

So Alan decided it best to start somewhere else, and do something he should have done a long time ago.  “I’m sorry, Erin.  I didn’t want to betray your trust…but I had to…you know it.”

She nodded her understanding.  “Don’t worry about it, Alan.  I said some things that were unkind, and probably uncalled for.  I guess we’re both to blame.”

“Let’s not worry about the blame.   That situation is over and done with.  We have plenty of other situations to worry ourselves with.  Like…”

His voice trailed off as he felt the knot forming in his throat.  He cleared it away, and tried to continue, but again, words failed him.  Shaking his head, Alan closed his eyes and focused his mind on the task at hand…

“It is not the years in your life that count, but the life in your years,” said Alan softly.  “I’d like to think I’ve had a pretty good run.”

Erin’s smile immediately faded.  “What are you saying?”

He gulped.  Again, words were fading from his mind like stars in the morning sky.  Best to be blunt, he decided.  “Erin… I… I’m dying.”

Her jaw dropped.  “What?”

“Apparently, I have some sort of disease.  It’s causing my DNA to break down…  I don’t understand it completely, but it’s certainly not good,” explained Alan softly.  “It would seem it was triggered by my exposure to the polaron torpedoes.”

Tears welled in Erin’s eyes, and her breathing became quick and labored.  “We can treat it, can’t we?”

Alan only shook his head.

Wiping a tear from her cheek, Erin tried to speak again, but the words did not come to her.  Still, she managed to compose herself, appearing somewhat collected in her thoughts.

Alan closed the already short distance between the two of them and wrapped his arm around her petite body.  “Don’t worry… I’m not going to fall off the face of the universe overnight.  I’ve got the feeling that you’re going to have to put up with me for a long time to come…  And look at the bright side—when I finally do fall over dead, everyone gets an instant promotion.”

“But I don’t want you to fall over dead, Alan!”

“Trust me, I don’t want to.”  Squeezing Erin tight, he smiled, and allowed her to rest her head upon his shoulder.  “So…what did you want to tell me?”

Slowly, raised her head and came about to face Alan.  Grabbing both of his hands, she sighed and licked her lips.  And then, with the utmost delicacy, she closed brought her mouth to his ear and gently whispered the five most powerful words Alan Christopher had ever heard…

“Alan,” she said softly, “I think I’m pregnant.”

Perched high above her subordinates on the bridge of the Jevian, Z’danorax allowed herself a faint smile as she observed their performance.  Like clockwork, the Underlings performed their duties, ensuring victory to the Elorg Bloc in this new war.  Thus far, they had done well… but only time would tell if such performance would endure.

But then, Z’danorax sighed, realizing that ultimately, it was not the Underlings who would be the driving force behind victory, but the Cerebrate herself.  It would be her strategies and her decisions that decided the war, and if she did her job properly, victory was guaranteed…

Soon, Z’danorax would discover the magnitude of her leadership abilities, for Xi'Yor’s quest to the Breat System would either make or break her quest for victory.  But Z’danorax was not worried; soon, another star system would belong to the Elorg Bloc, and Xi'Yor would be dead.  The aforementioned victory was at hand.

…And Admiral Alexis O’Connor sat in an opulent chair behind the mound of PADDs on her desk, enjoying a doughnut…
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