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Prologue

Alan Christopher was lost.

He had been warned not to deviate from the main road prior to leaving, having heard countless stories of fellow adventurers who never returned from similar journeys.  And not wanting to join the ranks of those gone astray, Christopher initially complied with those warnings, mindlessly following the long and winding path through the gloomy wood with alarmingly robotic rhythm.  But time gradually rendered his forested surroundings monotonous, and curiosity began to rear its ugly head; Christopher couldn’t help but wonder what was beyond the confines of his trail.

As he left the path behind, Christopher assured himself that he would not stray too far—that he would always keep the path in sight.  It was a comforting sentiment, but as he wandered through the ominously silent woods, Christopher knew he had no intention of limiting himself as such.  And so he forged ahead through the dry, browning underbrush until he finally emerged in a wide open plain on the other side of the woods.

Yellowing blades of wild, untamed grass danced in the bitter breeze, occasionally spitting up a few golden leaves that had fluttered to the ground from the branch of a distant oak.  Soon, the ground would be blanketed with leaves, for the winter months drew nearer with each passing moment—but for the time being, the tall, gnarly oaks were content to keep their golden foliage.  

High overhead, a flock of chipper sparrows soared beneath a roiling deck of ashen gray clouds.  Widely scattered drops of icy rain had already begun to pelt the ground, and as another gust of nippy wind rushed across the plain, Christopher was certain a heavier downpour was imminent.

He hastily trudged over the lumpy terrain toward a knobby old oak sitting near the center of the grove.  It was devoid of life, save a lone raven perched upon one of its brittle branches.  

The black bird afforded a moment to squawk at Christopher before spotting another raven in the distance.  Upset by the intrusion, the raven quickly moved off to scare the uninvited visitor away.  At hearing the raven’s strident cries, the intruder quickly flew off, and the bird returned to the foot of its gnarly oak.  It pecked at the ground for a brief moment before something caught its attention—and in the blink of an eye, the raven made a swift departure.

The raven left a deafening silence in its wake.  The leaves were as still as paintings, the birds fell dreadfully silent, and the wind died to an ominous whisper.

A timid chill slowly danced down Christopher’s spine, and every last instinct in his body commanded him to run.  Though it remained unseen and unheard, it was a certainty that danger lurked very nearby.

He forced himself to chuckle.  “It’s nothing,” he assured himself.  “Just the calm before the storm.”

And he almost believed it.

Almost.

Swiftly, with each step harboring more and more trepidation, Christopher guided himself back toward the ominously silent forest, very much regretting his decision to stray from the path.  Thankfully, his detour had been minor… he hoped.  Having declared himself lost earlier, Christopher had little idea where he was in relation to the path—only that it was inside the woods.

“It shouldn’t be that hard to find,” he told himself.  The grove appeared to run parallel with the path, and since Christopher was relatively certain he cut a perpendicular swath through the forest, his task was probably a simple one—he was simply blowing things out of proportion.

A twig snapped.

Christopher’s eyes darted downward, but found no corresponding twig beneath his feet.  In that same instant of horror, one desperate word popped into his head: RUN!
He complied, but got no further than a few feet before a large, gray wolf sprung from the browning thicket and charged at Christopher.  In the blink of an eye, he came about, furiously running in the opposite direction—but it was no use.  The wolf was already ahead of him, bearing its jagged teeth.

“I want the package,” said the wolf.

Christopher’s first inclination was to question the very existence of a package, but as he peered down into his hands, he suddenly noticed that he did indeed carry a package.  It was a small brown box, carefully tied shut with a piece of string.  He shook the box, and the wolf promptly growled.  Christopher quickly decided its’ contents were rather valuable, even though his actions produced no noticeable noise.  He had to keep the package safe—at any cost.  

“The box,” said the wolf.  “Give it to me.  NOW.”  His eyes glowed orange with anger, and he took a few steps closer to Christopher.  

“No,” said Christopher softly, taking a few steps away from the wolf.  He stumbled over a small hole in the ground, but quickly recovered.  “This package is mine.”  Slowly, he tugged at the string atop the package until it fell to the ground, and then removed the lid, curious to see what it was that the wolf was after.

But the box was empty.

Incensed, the wolf sprung into action…

…And Alan Christopher bolted straight up in his bed.  The sudden action movement frightened Cleo terribly, and the little cat bolted away at speeds very near the speed of light.  Erin only grumbled, and placed a caring hand upon Alan’s shoulder as sat in silent contemplation.

“What’s wrong?” she wearily asked, forcing a smile to her face.

Alan’s mind was still racing, and his heart pounded furiously in his chest.  But as he gazed down at his chest, he duly noted that it was free of wolves—and that his experience was little more than a bad dream.  He shrugged nonchalantly and turned his gaze upon Erin.  “Nothing,” he insisted.  “It was just a dream…”

Chapter One

Lucas Tompkins always enjoyed every moment he had to spend on a starbase.  Unlike a starship, that tended to quiet down at night, starbases rarely slept.  There was always something going on—and Starbase 116 was no different.  It was barely mid-morning, and the Promenade was already packed.  Aliens from every imaginable race happily went about their business amidst a cacophony of exuberant chatter.  Some exchanged nothing more than words, while others exchanged goods and services.  It was all very inviting, but for the time being, Lucas was content to simply watch—specifically, the multitude of gorgeous women that frequented the starbase.

While the Starlight certainly had its fair share of beautiful women, it was becoming quite clear to Tompkins that—after four years—they weren’t interested in him.  The women on the Starlight seemed to be interested in long-term relationships—the kind that were considered beautiful and timeless.  And while Lucas was sure that lovey-dovey crap was nice, it wasn’t really what he was looking for.  He wanted action… and on a starbase, he was bound to get some.

This first run of the starbase was his scouting mission.  Not only did it give him a chance to see what he would be dealing with later on, it also gave Lucas some time to spend with Kendall.  Though conversing with Kendall was often difficult—especially when he started to drone on about dinosaurs—Lucas nevertheless enjoyed their discussions.  And as the two of them made their way past a group of drunken Andorians, the previously drab conversation took an unexpected turn.

“I think I’m in love,” Kendall suddenly proclaimed.

“Heh…”  The sentiment had caught Lucas off guard.  Kendall had not spoken of a woman in ages—or more specifically, he had not spoken of Erin Keller in ages.  When it came to Kendall, there was no other woman.  “Well, I’ve got some news for you.  Erin’s going to be a married woman in a couple of months—and I don’t think the Captain would be very happy if you started to put the moves on his woman.”

Kendall blushed, and shook his head to refute the statement.  “It’s not Erin,” he said softly.  “I think I’ve finally gotten over her.”

Lucas smiled.  “It’s about damn time,” he proclaimed.  “So… who is it?”

There was a moment of hesitation on Kendall’s behalf, but after a moment, he finally relented.  “Megan Reinbold,” he said, the words almost stuck in his throat. 

Lucas chuckled.  He couldn’t help himself.  “She’s been on the ship… what?  Two?  Three weeks?  And you’re already in love with her?”

 Kendall paused, and turned an unsettled glare upon Lucas.  “Maybe… maybe love was too strong a word,” he admitted.  “But I’m definitely attracted to her.”

“Of course,” said Lucas, nodding knowingly.  They had been down this road a hundred times with Erin Keller.  Romance was always a bumpy road, but for Kendall, it was also one filled with plenty of detours—detours that constantly doubled back upon themselves.

But Kendall, sensing the doubt in Lucas’s voice, was quick to defend his position.  “This is different than Erin,” he assured his friend.

Though he was skeptical, Lucas did not voice his opinion.  Instead, he asked, “What does she think of you?”

“I don’t know,” said Kendall with a shrug.  “She seems to tolerate me, if that means anything.  She might even like me.  She was friendly enough the other day.”

“How friendly?”

“Enough.”

Lucas weaved around couple of slow-moving Pakleds.  “Did she invite you to her quarters?”

“No.”

“Did she kiss you?”

“No,” said Kendall.  “She was just nice to me, that’s all.  I appreciate that every once and awhile.”

“I see,” said Lucas.  “So how many years do you plan on waiting before you tell her how you feel?”

An instant later, Kendall stopped dead in his tracks.  “It’s not going to be years,” he insisted.  “I really like Megan.  And I’m not going to take years to approach her.  In fact, the next time I see her… I’m going to tell her exactly how I feel.”

“You think you can do it?”

“Of course,” said Kendall, though he didn’t sound overly confident.  “I think I can talk to her, anyway.”

Lucas nodded, but his interest in the conversation was fading.  His scouting mission had finally turned up something of interest—and she was incredible.  The tall, blonde Bajoran was perhaps the most beautiful woman Lucas had ever seen.  “I would like to talk to her,” he mumbled, unable to keep his eyes from her shapely curves.

“What about Jayla?” asked Kendall, slowly stepping into Lucas’s line of sight.

“What about her?” asked Lucas indolently.  His relationship with Jayla Trinn was in a constant state of flux, and presently, the young Trill was little more than an echo in the back of his mind.

Quickly, Lucas pushed Kendall out of the way and approached the incredible Bajoran.  She stood at the threshold of a small workshop, chatting pleasantly with a stout little Ferengi.  They shared a few hearty laughs, traded a few short anecdotes, and then parted ways, the Ferengi quickly wandering off into the crowd.

Lucas made his move, weaving through the crowd at lightning speed.  No doubt, he stepped on a few feet along the way, but as long as some Klingon did not declare a blood oath to kill him, Lucas did not really care.  He had to speak with that Bajoran—but to his chagrin, the beauty seemed almost oblivious to his approach.

But perhaps it was a blessing in disguise.  Since she didn’t notice him, Lucas could attempt to look more laid-back in his approach.  “Hey,” he grunted.

The Bajoran slowly came about, looking down upon Tompkins with a quizzical look upon her face.  She was not smiling.  In fact, she did not look even marginally impressed by Lucas or his laid-back approach.  Nevertheless, she remained cordial.  “Is there something I can help you with, Commander?”

Undaunted, Lucas decided he just needed to turn on the legendary ‘Tompkins Charm.’  Tompkins men had used it for centuries to impress women, and if Lucas ever needed to impress, now was the time.  He smiled pleasantly at the woman and closed the already small distance between the two of them.  Peering into her ethereal blue eyes, Lucas whispered, “I just wanted to get acquainted, that’s all.”

The ice in the Bajoran’s gaze began to melt, and moments later, a faint smile cracked her face.  “I don’t usually deal with you Starfleet-types,” she whispered.  “But I just might make an exception for you, Commander…?”

“Just call me Lucas,” he replied softly.  Now this was getting somewhere. The Tompkins Charm never failed…  “And what’s your name?”

She grinned.  “Alaris.  And I have to admit, you’re unlike any other Starfleet officer I’ve spoken with.  You’re not so… stiff.  Most of the Starfleet personnel on this base are so uninteresting they could easily bore you to death.”

“I’m not among the starbase personnel,” said Lucas enigmatically,  “and I can be as interesting as you want me to be…” He was about to continue, when he suddenly noticed Kendall standing a few meters away, looking more than a little disappointed.

“Who is that?” asked Alaris.

For a moment, Tompkins considered shrugging Kendall off as an unknown, but that would be both rude and tactless.  “A friend of mine,” he said.

“A friend who is going to eat lunch now,” said Kendall.  “I’ll see you later.”

“Kendall!” called Lucas, moving to intercept his friend.  “Wait up!  I’m only going to be a few more minutes.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Kendall as he walked away.  

Lucas sighed, and started after him—but got no further than half a meter when Alaris’ ethereal voice stopped him dead in his tracks.  “Lucas,” she called, “forget about him.”

He paused, and came about to face the Bajoran.  “Heh… I’m not really hungry, anyway,” he admitted.

Alaris smiled.  “Why don’t we go inside?” she asked, alluding to the small shop behind her.  

Lucas peered into the darkened facility, and though he couldn’t see much more than the outlines of a few tables, he knew he would like whatever was on the inside.  He provided Alaris with a cordial smile.  “Fine by me,” he said, gesturing for her to enter.  “After you.”

She complied, and slowly crossed the threshold into the dark.  “Computer,” she said after a moment, “lights.”

Lucas had been expecting a quiet little love shack, or some sort of similar facility—but as a pale yellow light flooded the room, it quickly became obvious that this was no love shack.  Crestfallen, Lucas briefly considered excusing himself in favor of joining Kendall for lunch—but as he came about to face Alaris, Lucas quickly noted some of the trinkets sitting on the shelf behind the Bajoran.

Hypospanners, flux capacitators, microlathes, and even a transonic imaging scanner…  Quickly, Lucas turned on his heel, to see a plethora of other engineering marvels scattered throughout the tiny shop.  It was like a shrine to engineering.  “This is awesome,” he mused, walking about the room like a child in a toy store.  

He stopped at the small, octagonal workbench in the center of the room and excitedly gazed over its contents.  While most of the tools were standard Bajoran issue, Lucas did recognize a few pieces of older Starfleet equipment, including a bulky phase pistol that had to be at least two hundred years old.  “Cool,” he whispered, gently removing the pistol from the table.  “Where did you get this bad boy?”

Alaris joined Tompkins on the opposite side of the table.  “I acquired it from an Orion free trader about two weeks ago,” she said.  “It doesn’t work, though.” 

Lucas quickly flipped the weapon over and inspected the power cell.  “It’s dead,” he quickly realized.  “And you’re going to have a hell of a time finding a new one.”  He stood in silent admiration of the weapon for a few moments longer before gently placing it back on the table.  “This place is amazing…”

Alaris nodded.  “If you liked that phase pistol, you just might be interested in the Romulan disruptor I recently acquired from the Ferengi.  It appears to be in excess of five hundred years old.  Dated, by today’s standards, but it is still an excellent weapon.”

“Hell yeah,” exclaimed Lucas.  This place was like a dream come true.  “I’d love to get my hands on something like that.”

“Then give me a moment to find it.”  Alaris swiftly made her way into the aft compartment, leaving Lucas alone to examine the rest of her merchandise.  He perused the octagonal table for a moment longer before moving on to inspect the tables along the aft wall.

The contents were all neatly organized by function.  There were plenty of engineering tools available—most of them vintage and good for little more than reverie, but a few of them appeared to be fully functional devices.  There were also a few more broken weapons, including a rather impressive bat’leth hanging on the back wall.  Lucas carefully inspected the elegant blade for a moment before turning his attention to a sleek obsidian object at the end of the table.  It was small—about half the size of a tricorder—and shaped like a pyramid.  Sitting just behind the device were two smaller objects that looked like cortical stimulators.  

“It’s yours, for twenty strips of latinum,” Alaris said as she emerged from the aft compartment.

Lucas carefully plucked the pyramid from the table.  “What is it?” he asked.

Alaris set aside her bulky Romulan disruptor, and approached Lucas.  “It records dreams,” she explained.  “And it was given to me by a Yridian mercenary for twice my asking price.  So how could you possibly refuse?”

Lucas shrugged indolently.  “I don’t suppose I can,” he admitted.  “But I’m human.  I don’t have any money.”

“And that is why I don’t normally deal with your type,” said Alaris blatantly.  “But I like you, Lucas.  I will give it to you for free.”

Though he didn’t exactly have much need for a dream recorder, Lucas decided he best not refuse the offer.  It would substantially reduce his chances of being invited back into Alaris’ establishment later on.  Thus, he smiled, and took the tiny pyramid and its peripheral units in his hand.  “How does it work?”

“You must interface the base unit with your computer system.  I have tested it many times; it is compatible with Starfleet technology.  Then all you have to do is place the peripheral units on your temples, and go to sleep.”

Lucas gazed at the device, and had a hard time believing it could do much more than act as a paperweight.  Still, it was worth a try.  “Thanks,” he said, politely before making a discreet exit.

As far as Kendall Johnson was concerned, Starbase 116 had been gypped—and it was a situation that had been bothering Kendall for more than two years, ever since he learned that Deep Space Seven had been designated ‘Crossroads of the Quadrant.’   In his humble opinion, Starbase 116 was far more deserving of the title.  It was far busier than DS7, strategically located near both Klingon and Romulan space, and was easily twice the size of DS7.  And now that he had visited both starbases, his humble opinion didn’t even really matter—for Starbase 116 was, beyond the shadow of a doubt, the Crossroads of the Beta Quadrant. 

To his chagrin, however, he seemed to be the only one concerned about the misnomer, and as he picked at his plateful of lasagna, Kendall decided that he would finally give the subject a rest.  For now, anyway.

Kendall was seated at a quiet table in the starbase replimat, content to observe the multitude of people constantly coming and going through the Promenade.  To his chagrin, the station’s close proximity to Klingon space meant an unusually high number of loud, drunken Klingons frequented the area, but alone in the dreadfully boring replimat, Kendall felt safe he could avoid an unpleasant encounter with on of them.

There were also a lot of Vulcans on the Promenade.  Though they were hardly enjoying themselves á la Lucas, they did seem content to wander—and many of them wandered into the replimat, ordering plomeek soup and water.  Kendall, of course, did not mind Vulcans.  In fact, he wished more species would follow the Vulcan example, that way he would not have to fear being thrown out the nearest airlock by some unruly thug.

He took a few bites of his lasagna.  It was getting cold, but he didn’t care.  Though Kendall was hardly an aficionado, he knew how lasagna was supposed to taste; the goo on the plate before him certainly looked like lasagna, but it tasted more like a piece of cardboard.  “Perhaps I should have ordered plomeek soup,” he grimaced, watching the Vulcans daintily ingest their food.

But suddenly, Kendall saw a face in the distant crowd that he recognized.  It was Megan.  In an instant, he abandoned his seat, and made his way into the crowd.  “Commander Reinbold!” he called, attempting to get her attention.

She abruptly paused, and turned to see who had called her name.  Upon seeing Kendall, a faint smile crossed her face.  “Hello Kendall,” she greeted.

Kendall began to say “Commander,” but realized his formality about halfway through.  “Megan,” he hastily corrected.  “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.  I thought you’d be on the Starlight getting… um, settled into your quarters.”

She nodded agreeably.  “I was,” she admitted.  “But the repair crews are working on deck four even as we speak, and they’re making a fair amount of noise…”

Kendall smiled.  “Well, um… you’re… you’re free to join me for lunch,” he suddenly blurted out.  “That is, if you want to.  I mean, if you don’t want to join me, that’s perfectly fine by me.  I’ve got plenty of Vulcans to keep me company in the replimat, and I’m even thinking about trying some of their plomeek soup, because you know, that replicated lasagna doesn’t taste so good and… I’m rambling.”

“You are,” said Megan, nodding.  “And thanks for the offer, but now is not a good time for me.”

Kendall tried to hide his disappointment, but he was never good at hiding such things.  “It’s okay,” he muttered.  “I’m almost done, anyway.”

“Well in that case,” said Megan, “why don’t you join me?  The Enterprise is about to dock, and I’ve got someone to meet.”

Perhaps it wasn’t over after all.  “Um, sure.  I’d love to join you.”  He glanced back at his table in the replimat and noticed that he didn’t have much choice, anyway.  The Vulcans had invaded his table, discarded his lunch, and were already settling in with their bowls of plomeek soup.  “Let’s go.”

The two of them deftly negotiated the swelling crowds, and after a few moments, came upon the turbolift that would deliver them to the bowels of the starbase.  “I didn’t know the Enterprise was docking here,” said Kendall as they stepped inside.

Megan nodded grimly.  “While being debriefed by Starfleet, Commander Aelont indicated that the Garidian threat was far from over.  And the Bon Turani Sector is a prime candidate for a Garidian incursion.”

“What do you think is going to happen with the Garidians?” asked Kendall.

“I don’t know,” said Megan, shrugging.  “They are seeking power and attention, and if anyone is willing to give it to them… there’s going to be trouble.”

Kendall had been thinking along the same lines, and his only hope was that nobody gave the Garidians what they wanted.  Still, there was not much he could do to control that particular situation, and he decided it would be best not to dwell upon it.  Thus, the two of them observed a tranquil silence as the turbolift chugged along.  And while the silence was indeed soothing, it was not what Kendall wanted to hear.  Now was his golden opportunity to tell Megan how he felt about her… but he couldn’t do it.

Something in the back of his mind was holding him back, just like it had done with Erin for all those years.  And for the time being, Kendall was content to let it restrain him; he still wasn’t sure how Megan felt about him, and to profess his love without knowing would be foolish to say the least.  But he wasn’t about to give up.  Not this time…  “So….”

Megan nodded.  “So…”

The words were not coming.  Kendall sighed, and while maintaining a calm demeanor on the outside, frantically searched his mind for something intelligent to say.  “I eat dinner every night,” he casually mentioned.

“Hey, what a coincidence,” said Megan.  “So do I!”

Kendall immediately regretted his stupid choice in words.  “That wasn’t what I meant,” he grumbled.  “It’s just that… well, I, um…  I was just… well, you know… since we both eat dinner every night, that we could maybe… Did I ever tell you that you have some very nice boots?”

Surprise immediately fell upon Megan’s face.  “They’re standard issue,” she replied.  But to Kendall’s relief, she had some idea what he was trying to get at.  “In fact, I often wear them to dinner,” she continued.  “Perhaps you’d like to join me one night?”

Kendall was almost at a loss of words.  “Um…  Sure.  I mean, that would be great.  How about tonight?”

The turbolift came to a halt, and the doors summarily slid apart.  “Tonight is good for me,” Megan said as she stepped out of the turbolift.  

The docking bay was inconceivably large.  Though Kendall and Megan stood in a relatively small chamber, just beyond the pair of large doors on the far wall existed a massive hangar where the Enterprise was docked.  To the best of Kendall’s knowledge, the Starlight and a few other starships were also inside the hanger—and there was still room to spare.  Kendall couldn’t help but to chuckle; Deep Space Seven, the alleged crossroads of the quadrant, didn’t have room for two starships, let alone five.  

Suddenly, the doors parted with a mechanical cacophony, and Enterprise crewmembers began to flood the vicinity.  “Who are we looking for?” asked Kendall.

“Him.”  Megan pointed to a well-built teenage boy, fourteen, perhaps fifteen years old.  His hair was very short—and very green; he had several earrings, and wore grungy clothes that looked about three sizes too big.  

And as the boy approached, Kendall couldn’t help but blink.  “Who… who is that?”  He had been expecting a Starfleet officer, or some sort of dignitary… but… this?

“His name is Justin,” said Megan softly.  “Justin Reinbold.  He’s my son.”

Chapter Two

Recording dreams was not a new technology.  According to Starfleet’s technical database, the Romulans had been in possession of such technology for more than thirty years, and the Sheliak for more than sixty.  And had Starfleet really wanted to pursue the project, Lucas Tompkins had no doubts in his mind that they, too, could easily conjure up such a device.  

Lucas sat quietly at the engineering station on the Starlight’s bridge, his little dream recorder resting on an unused portion of the control interface.  As far as he could tell, Alaris had given him the Sheliak version of the device—and she had been correct; it easily interfaced with the Starlight’s computer.  Still, it remained to be seen if the device would easily interface with a human, and Lucas was hesitant to find out.  If something went wrong, he had the distinct feeling that it would go terribly wrong…

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

Tompkins had been so thoroughly absorbed in his work that he had not heard the turbolift deposit the Captain on the bridge.  At least he heard the greeting.  “Captain,” he said in response, nodding his head politely.

“I must admit, I’m surprised to find you here,” said Christopher as he approached the engineering station.  “I would have bet two golden stars that you would have been helping with the repairs to the ship.”

“And on most days, it would have been a good bet,” said Tompkins. “But I picked up a new toy on the starbase earlier today.”  He pointed to the little obsidian pyramid.  “I got it from one fine Bajoran.  It’s supposed to record dreams.”

“Oh really?” asked Christopher, his voice brimming with interest.  “Have you tried it out yet?”

Tompkins shook his head.  “No.  I want to make sure that it works before I go putting it on my head.”

“I see,” said Christopher.  The Captain slowly crouched down beside Tompkins and placed the device under a bit of scrutiny.  “Well, if you need a guinea pig, I’ve been having the weirdest dream the past couple of nights.  I would be more than happy to give it a try—once you determine it to be relatively safe, that is.”

“Well, I can’t seem to find anything wrong with it,” Tompkins said as he gleaned the data before him.  “As far as I can tell, it’s in pristine condition.  Then again, we don’t know very much about Sheliak technology.”

“Then let’s give that baby a try,” said Christopher excitedly.

Tompkins, however, was not nearly as enthusiastic.  “I don’t know.  What if the device malfunctions when you’re wearing it, and fries all of your synapses?  I don’t think that would go over too well…  If anyone tries the device, it should be me.”

“I know, I know.  You just want first dibs.”

Tompkins shook his head.  “Sort of.  But I don’t know how well I’d sleep at night knowing I fried the Captain.”

“Oh, come on, Lucas… You make it sound like I’d be reduced to a little pile of ash.  In all reality, I’d probably survive the incident… but I’d become about as helpful as a tree stump.”

“Heh… my point exactly,” said Tompkins. 

“What if we do it in sickbay, under Doctor Hartman’s supervision?” suggested Christopher.  “At the first sign of trouble, we can just turn your little toy off.” 

Though he was still not overly enthused about using the Captain as a test subject, Tompkins had to concede that he had a good idea.  In fact, performing the experiment in sickbay never crossed his mind.  “Alright,” he relented.  “We’ll do it in sickbay.”

Sarah Hartman had been expecting another quiet day in sickbay.  With the ship docked at Starbase 116 for repairs, most of the crew was on shore leave, and keeping themselves well out of harm’s way. Thus, Hartman was granted several days of relative peace and quiet.  Or so she thought.

About halfway through her review of the most recent advances in cardiopulmonary technology, the doors to her office slid apart, revealing Captain Christopher at the threshold.  She sighed, and immediately set her work aside.  “I’m not joining you on the starbase,” she immediately told the Captain.  “Nor am I joining your for dinner.  Or anything of the sort.”

Christopher smiled.  “Good,” he said.  “Because if you were on the starbase, or eating dinner, or anything of the sort, you would not be here to tend to this little pet project I have for you.”

Hartman rolled her eyes, but tried not to scoff too much.  The Christopher’s pet projects were usually rather inane.  “Does your cat have another mystery illness?”

“Not that I know of,” said the Captain.  “To the best of my knowledge, dearest Cleo is fine.”  He took a few steps into her office, and was promptly followed by Commander Tompkins.  The chief engineer nodded at the doctor, and then set a small pyramid-shaped device on her desk.

“And what the hell is this?” she asked, very much wishing she could be immersed in her cardiopulmonary bliss.  “I don’t need a paperweight.  I don’t even use paper.”

“It’s no paperweight, Doctor,” said Tompkins.  “I records dreams.  I think.”

In an instant, Hartman could feel her mood swing into something that was nearly cordial.  “Oh really?” she inquired.  “Have you tried it out?”

“Not yet,” said Christopher.  “We wanted to do it under your supervision.  Just in case something went wrong, you would able to laugh at us immediately.”

“And perhaps save your sorry ass,” added Hartman lightly.  She motioned for them to leave.  “Make yourself comfortable on the surgical bed, and make the necessary preparations.  I’ll be there in a minute.”

Christopher nodded accordingly.  “Will do,” he said before leaving.

Hartman had always been interested in dreams.  Over the years, she had seen several of the dream recorders, but never had a chance to examine one up close—let alone in action.  This was, perhaps, the best pet project to come her way in a long time.  She quickly saved her place in the cardiopulmonary treatise, grabbed her medical tricorder from the desk, and then made her way to the surgical bay.

Captain Christopher was already on the bed.  He had two triangular devices affixed to his temples—and he looked rather ridiculous.  Hartman said as much as she entered the room, and then examined Commander Tompkins’ progress in interfacing the device with the system.  “Looks good to me,” she diagnosed a moment later.

Tompkins nodded.  “Me, too.  Is there anything you want to do before we start?”

Hartman tapped a few commands into the workstation affixed to the surgical bed; moments later, a plethora of data flooded the terminal on the wall behind the bed.  “Okay,” she said.  “That should do it.  At the first sign of trouble, we’ll pull the plug on the experiment.  Easy as that.”

Christopher nodded.  “Hopefully, there is no trouble,” he said.  “I would hate to become a vegetable.”

“Or a tree stump,” added Tompkins.

Hartman rolled her eyes.  “I’m afraid you’re too late for that…” she commented before turning her gaze upon the Captain.  “Now go to sleep.”

Justin Reinbold couldn’t say he was happy about his new home.  Everything about it was Starfleet, from the boring gray walls and carpet, to the sofa and chairs—it was all standard issue junk issued by Starfleet.  The place even smelled sterile—it was like setting up camp in sickbay.  And perhaps worst of all, these new quarters were literally hundreds of light years away from the Kensington.  But according to Mom, it was home, and Justin supposed that with a little redecorating, he could adapt—and he knew just how to begin.

Quickly, Justin seated himself on the floor in front of a large blue cargo container.  He peeled the lid off and carelessly cast it aside, immediately peering inside for some of his personal belongings.  But he found nothing more than a few ancient books.  Undeterred, Justin crawled over to the adjacent cargo container—but just as he was about to open it, he heard Mom enter the living area.

“Your stuff is over here,” she said, pointing at the green boxes by the door.  

He nodded, and slowly made his way to the nearest green box.  With ease, Justin popped its lid, and was pleased to find his vintage Playstation sitting inside, along with several games.  Sure, it was a couple hundred years old, but it wasn’t the graphics that mattered—it was the game play, and Justin had to admit that the incredibly ancient Playstation delivered.  “Now this place is beginning to feel a little like home,” he mused as Mom began to go through some of her own belongings.

“So Mom,” said Justin, picking through the rest of his box, “who was that guy you were with at the docking bay?”

She shrugged, and tucked a lock of her light brown hair behind her ear.  “Just a friend,” she said softly.  “Two weeks ago, when we were trying to capture the bioship, he and I worked together quite a bit.”

“Yeah,” said Justin sarcastically.  He wasn’t about to buy into that story.  “So how good a friend is he?”

“We talked about having dinner sometime.  Tonight, actually.  You’re welcome to join us—in fact, if you want to eat, you’re going to join us.”

“I don’t know,” said Justin, shrugging.  “He seemed like kinda boring if you ask me.  Then again, this whole damn ship seems kinda boring.  We would have been better off just staying on the Kensington.”

Mom immediately shook her head.  “Both you and I know that Admiral O’Connor isn’t the most pleasant person in the galaxy.  Actually, I thought you’d jump at the opportunity to leave her ship behind.”

Justin scratched his head.  “I don’t know.  Since she’s been with the Klingons, it hasn’t been too bad.  Besides, all my friends were on the Kensington.”

Mom huffed, and moments later, her infamous motto fell from her lips: “Those people are not your friends.”

Justin started to utter his usual rebuttal, but he didn’t have a chance to sputter more than a few words before Mom continued, “And what’s with the green hair?  I thought we agreed that you were done with that…”

“It glows in the dark,” said Justin promptly.  As far as he was concerned, that alone justified the alteration.

“Oh, yes, that’s quite the handy feature.  We can use your head as a beacon the next time the ship loses power.”

Justin threw his hands in the air.  “It was either this or a nose ring,” he scoffed.

Mom’s evil glare cut into Justin like a phaser beam.  “If you ever get a nose ring, you will find yourself in Starfleet Academy before you can blink an eye.  Admiral Miseric is looking for some new recruits, and I’m sure he’ll be glad to have you…”

It was a threat—and one Justin took very seriously, because there was no doubt in his mind that Mom would do just as she said.  “What about another earring?”

Mom sighed.  “The last thing you need is another hole in your head, Mister.”

She was probably right, but it never hurt to ask.  And besides, if he was going to be stuck around these Starfleet stiffs for the next couple of years, Justin had to keep his wits sharp.  “So, that guy is coming over for dinner?”

Mom nodded.  “You can call him Lieutenant Johnson,” she corrected.  “And he is a bit quiet, so… go easy on him, okay?”

Justin nodded, indifferent to his mother’s words.  “Whatever you say,” he scoffed.  “So, what’s for dinner?”

“We should make naptime an official part of every day,” said Alan Christopher as he emerged from his afternoon slumber.  “I feel delightfully refreshed.”

“Good for you,” said Doctor Hartman.  She didn’t seem overly eager to hear about Christopher’s restful nap—and with good reason.  Not only was the nap itself an uninteresting topic, there were plenty of other topics floating around that were of much greater importance.  

“So did you dream anything?” asked Lucas Tompkins a moment later.

Christopher nodded.  It was the same dream he had endured every night for the past several nights.  “I was lost in the forest when a wolf appears and demands I give him my package.”

“Well,” said Hartman, “that doesn’t bode well for you.”

Christopher frowned.  “What do you mean?”

“When you’re lost in a forest, it means that someone you are counting on will let you down.  And the wolf is a sign of betrayal,” Hartman explained.  “Of course, it’s just a dream…”

Somehow, Christopher was not reassured.  “Who would want to betray me?”

The Doctor shrugged.  “Someone who doesn’t like you,” she suggested.  “Do you have any enemies?”

Xi’Yor immediately came to mind, but the betrayal there was obvious.  Christopher gave the question an additional moment’s consideration, and then reached his conclusion: “No.”

Still, the Doctor seemed content to just shrug it off.  “I wouldn’t worry about it,” she insisted, and then turned her attention to the controls before her.  The computer promptly bleeped, but it was not the friendly bleep Christopher was used to hearing.  “Are you sure you dreamed?”

“Very,” said Christopher.  “Why?”

Hartman pointed at the data before her.  “Because Commander Tompkins’ toy didn’t record a thing.”

“Well,” said Tompkins, “it was free.”

“And free is often synonymous with cheap,” added Christopher.  “I suppose your hot Bajoran was just full of hot air…”

Somehow, Lucas suspected as much.  He had met plenty of beautiful engineers over the years, but none of them had looked anything like Alaris.  She was definitely too good to be true.

“Oh well,” said Christopher lightly as he vacated the biobed.  “It was a nice nap nonetheless.”

* * *

Sure, Alaris had plenty of broken stuff in her little shrine, but none of it appeared to be cheap.  The phase pistol he had examined appeared to be in perfect condition save the drained power cell, and many of the Bajoran’s other prizes were equally well equipped.  Lucas simply couldn’t bring himself to believe that the dream recorder was that cheap.

Then again, it was free…

Lucas grumbled at his find, and then glanced up at the chronometer near his bed.  It was nearly eighteen hundred hours, and according to the itinerary he had established earlier in the day, about time for him to return to Starbase 116 to get in on the action—but for some reason, Lucas was content to stay in his quarters for the night, and play with his toy.  He had to make it work properly…

He carefully interfaced the obsidian pyramid with the computer terminal on his desk.  Once the computer recognized the device, Tompkins began to poke around with some of its internal settings.  He had been tempted to do this earlier, but given the Captain’s eagerness to try the device, Lucas relented.  But now that the recorder appeared to be rather useless, he figured it was worth shot.  It wasn’t like there was anything to lose.

As he tinkered with the settings, Lucas promptly noted that someone else had beaten him to it.  Given the syntax of the new code, he assumed it was Alaris who made the modifications—Bajorans had a rather distinct way of programming their computers—and apparently, her new additions did not have the desired function.  They must have rendered the device useless to her, prompting the sudden sell off.  Of course, all Lucas had to do was erase the code, and he was left with what appeared to be a completely functional module—one worth giving a second chance.

Slowly, Lucas plucked the two cortical units from the surface of his desk, and affixed them to his temples.  At first, a strange disjointed sensation filled his mind, and made him want to go cross-eyed—but after a moment, the sensation passed, and Lucas retreated to his bed.

As Megan Reinbold sat at the table in her quarters, it felt strange to have three place settings.  Every day, for as long as she could remember, the table had always been set to accommodate two people.  Though she loved Justin dearly, there had always been something about the boy that scared men away.  The grungy, oversized clothes, perhaps?  The odd colored hair?  The attitude?  His very existence?  Whatever the reason, it had managed to keep a third place setting away for years.  Until now.

Megan had been hopeful that Kendall was different.  He seemed like a nice guy, after all.  He was extremely cordial, and treated her with the utmost respect—but dinner came and went—and to Megan’s chagrin, only two of the place settings were used.  At first, she allowed herself to believe there had been some confusion about the place and time they were to have dinner, but as those minutes turned into hours, it became rather obvious that Kendall Johnson was not as cordial as he appeared…

Chapter Three

Sitting alone in a quiet corner of the starbase replimat, Matthew Harrison slowly picked at his steamed azna.  The replimat was not his favorite establishment on any starbase, nor was steamed azna his favorite dish.  But his elusive companion had selected the replimat as their clandestine meeting place, and steamed azna was vile enough to keep his mood from straying into something that could be considered good.

And naturally, she was late…

Not that Harrison was surprised.  Women were rarely on time.  He could have done himself a favor by arriving late himself.  But Harrison had principals, and punctuality was something he considered extremely important.  “If only I were a man of lesser integrity,” he mused, just as he spotted a shock of white hair bumbling through the distant crowd.

It was Admiral O’Connor, and as she made her way toward the replimat, Harrison immediately realized that the Admiral was taking the ‘clandestine’ part of this meeting seriously.  For the first time that Harrison could recall, Admiral O’Connor was not wearing her uniform.  Instead, she wore a fairly plain white outfit—and that in itself was fine—but it was her jacket that was questionable.

Harrison was nearly appalled, actually.  It wasn’t so much a jacket as it was a long furry vest.  And it was not elegant fur; in fact, it looked very much like the Admiral had slain a Wooly Mammoth and used its hide to create the abomination she wore.  Harrison quickly ingested some steamed azna to foul his mood, and then forced a neutral smile upon his face as the Admiral entered the replimat.

“Commander Harson!” she greeted, casually brushing her pudgy nose as she snorted a globule of snot.  “How’s it going, good looking?”

“It goes well, Admiral,” he curtly replied.  “I have been looking forward to our meeting for quite some time.”

O’Connor snorted another globule, and then waddled over to the replicator.  “Computer,” she said in her most strident voice, “five glazed doughnuts.”

Harrison abruptly realized that he would not need his steamed azna to foul his mood after all.  The Admiral’s revolting habits were more than enough to make his stomach churn; he just hoped he could make it through the meeting.  “As you requested,” said Harrison as the replicator processed the Admiral’s order,  “I have been watching Captain Christopher.”

She grabbed her plateful of doughnuts and promptly took the seat next to Harrison.  “Very good,” she said before taking a large bite out of her first doughnut.  “Have you noticed anything unusual?”

“No.  Of course, the Klingons have been towing us to spacedock for the past week.  The Captain has had nary a chance to display his incompetence.”  Harrison, of course, hoped that whilst observing the Captain for alleged incompetence, he could also expose O’Connor…

As she polished off her first doughnut, O’Connor licked her flabby, glazed fingers and then wiped them dry on her shirt—making certain she did not soil her Mammoth vest.  “Well, Command seems to think I’m doing an excellent job with the Klingons,” O’Connor said.  She paused, and then lowered her voice.  “They plan on keeping me in the Empire for the next couple of months.  If I play my cards right, I might be able to secure them as allies.”

Harrison wisely chose not to point out the fact that the Klingons were already allies, and instead displayed an awed look upon his face.  “That is excellent news, Admiral.”

“It is,” she conceded, “but it means I won’t be able to keep as close an eye on Captain Christopher as I would like.  I need you to continue watching the Captain.  Make sure he doesn’t compromise the security of the Federation…”

“Yes, of course,” said Harrison, forcing himself to sound enthused.  “It shall be done.”

O’Connor smiled, and patted Harrison on the shoulder, leaving a considerable smudge of grease behind.  “I wish I had more like you, Commander Harson,” she said with a chuckle.  “Together, we’ll get this Federation straightened out one way or another.”

* * *

  Lucas was late.  While it was not unusual for the chief engineer to be running behind, it was unusual for him to be so quiet about it.  On countless occasions, Kendall could recall Lucas calling to say he was running a couple of minutes late—but this morning, nothing.  He was probably still dazed after a wild night with some incredibly beautiful women, and had not thought to call, but still… that hadn’t stopped him before.  Thus, Kendall decided to do a little investigating of his own.

The mess hall was quiet for this time of morning.  Most of the crew was either on the starbase or in bed sleeping, and had Kendall not reserved some holodeck time with Lucas, he would be doing the same.  Still, both Bator and Neelar Drayge sat at their customary table in the center of the mess hall, chatting pleasantly over their breakfast.  Kendall was hesitant to interrupt their conversation, but he knew his inquiry would not take long, so, he forged ahead.

“Um, have either of you seen Lucas?” he politely interrupted during one of the conversation’s short breaks.  “I was supposed to meet him half-an-hour ago, and he’s yet to show up.  I was just wondering if he passed through here.”

Neelar immediately shook his head.  “I’ve been here for about an hour,” said the Bolian.  “I haven’t seen much of anyone, actually.”

“Neither have I,” Bator chimed in.

Kendall frowned.  “Well, he’s not in his quarters, he hasn’t headed for the starbase, and he hasn’t answered any of my hails.”

A devious smile slowly spread across Bator’s face.  “Have you considered the possibility that Commander Tompkins does not want to be found?”

“I have,” admitted Johnson sullenly—and in fact, it was becoming the most likely reason for his sudden disappearance.  “He does like his women, after all.”

“That he does,” Bator concurred.

“Still, don’t you think it’s a little strange that he hasn’t even answered Kendall’s hails?” asked Drayge.  “I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but…”

Bator nodded.  “Point taken,” he said.  “Computer, locate Commander Tompkins.”

The computer happily chirped as it processed the order, and then replied: “Commander Tompkins is in his quarters.”

 Kendall frowned.  “I just checked his quarters a few minutes ago,” he said.  “Nobody answered.”

“Perhaps he is otherwise engaged,” Bator suggested.

“I’m not so sure,” said Kendall.  “Computer, how many life signs are there in Commander Tompkins’ quarters?”

Again, the computer chirped.  “One,” it chirped a moment later.  

If Lucas was otherwise engaged, Kendall did not want to think about it at this point in time.  But he had the distinct feeling that whatever Lucas was doing in there, was not good.  “We need to check this out.”

“Agreed,” said Bator.  He summarily pushed himself away from the table and rose to his feet.  “Are you coming, Neelar?”

The Bolian stared at his plate for a moment longer—and when he realized it was probably not worth eating, he mimicked Bator’s motions, and stood beside his comrades a moment later.  “I don’t suppose I’ll have much else to do today…”

* * *

Commander Tompkins’ quarters were dark, and as he set foot inside, Neelar Drayge sincerely hoped that he was not walking into some sort of private moment.  Then again, the room was dead silent, and as far as the young Bolian could tell, the Commander had not had any visitors last night to begin with.   With an embarrassing intrusion looking less and less likely, Neelar allowed himself to relax—but only a little.

Commander Tompkins was still in bed—or rather, on his bed.  The covers were untouched, and perhaps more perplexing, Tompkins was still in his uniform.  It wasn’t until Neelar approached the foot of the engineer’s bed did he notice the two foreign objects on the Commander’s temples.  “What are those?”

Kendall Johnson carefully inspected the devices with his tricorder.  “I think I heard something about Lucas buying a dream recorder yesterday,” he said quietly.  “This could be it.”

“Is he dreaming?” asked Drayge.

Bator shook his head.  “The Commander appears to be rather unconscious,” he gleaned from his tricorder.  “We should get him to sickbay immediately.”

Kendall Johnson immediately slapped his communicator.  “Johnson to sickbay.  We need a medical team in Commander Tompkins’ quarters immediately!”

“Quite frankly, I can’t figure out what the hell is wrong with him,” said Doctor Sarah Hartman a few moments later.  She stood beside Captain Christopher at the foot of Tompkins’ biobed, her sleek medical tricorder in hand.  “I’m detecting some brain activity similar to REM sleep, but…”

“But what?” asked Christopher.

Hartman shrugged.  “As I stated about ten seconds ago, I don’t know.  He has plenty of brain activity—and for a male, that in itself is surprising—but for some reason, I can’t seem to wake him.  I’ve tried every stimulant I have, and he’s still conked out.”

“He was using the dream recorder when we found him,” said Kendall Johnson.  He abruptly produced the two triangular cortical nodes and the base unit—and a chill immediately crawled down Christopher’s spine.

“Lucas had conveyed some concerns about something like this happening to me,” said the Captain softly.  “He should have been more worried about himself after all…”

“The question is, did that piece of crap record anything?”  Hartman promptly grabbed the obsidian pyramid from Johnson’s hand and interfaced it with the workstation at the head of Tompkins’ biobed.  It took a moment for the link to establish itself, and then the viewscreen above Tompkins’ head began to flash.

The quality of the recording was terrible.  It was severely distorted, and there was little in the way of sound—and the sound that did come through was a jumble of strident garble.  It was a good thing Christopher had not been expecting an exquisite cinematic sequence, for he surly would have been disappointed.  Still, the sequence that did display was recognizable enough.

It was a beach.  Waves were crashing upon the shore, delicate palm trees swayed in the warm ocean breeze, and several beautiful women appeared to be crawling over Commander Tompkins.  There was a momentary flicker, during which a few snippets of audio emerged.  Christopher was able to pick out a mention of the transwarp manifold before the audio was overcome with garble—and then, there was nothing.  The display flickered a storm of gray fuzz for a long moment, and Christopher was about to suggest that Hartman deactivate the recording—but the words died in his throat.

The beach returned a scant moment later—sans the beautiful women.  Instead, Lucas appeared to be standing along the shore, watching some unforeseen object in the distance.  The engineer stared for a long moment, and then collapsed; the moment his body hit the sand, a small, shimmering pillar welled up in the ocean, and slowly migrated toward the shore, its form growing more humanoid with each passing moment.  It was a changeling.  

“And I thought my dream was weird,” said Christopher quietly.  But while his face was filled with curiosity, the Captain soon realized that the others did not share that curiosity—in fact, Kendall looked downright petrified.  “What?  Did I miss something?”

“That Founder,” said Johnson, pointing at the screen, “I recognize him.”

Christopher’s heart skipped a beat.  “Recognize?”

“Seleyar.”  Johnson whispered the name like poison, and as Christopher’s curious gaze turned to Bator, the Phobian acquired the same morbid stance.

“Last year, when you and Commander Keller were being held as prisoners of the Velora, the Starlight happened upon an advanced Dominion vessel in the Lukarris System,” said Bator softly.

“The vessel was haunted,” Johnson continued.  “And that Founder was the source of all our mire…”

Though it took some serious thinking, Christopher was beginning to recall the log entries pertaining to the mysterious Dominion ship.  “And if I recall correctly, that ship was completely destroyed.  Maybe Lucas is just having a bad dream?  I mean, I’ve had my fair share the past couple of nights.”

Suddenly, the audio fizzed, and Seleyar’s stoic voice broke through the crackle.  “I am no dream,” he hissed.  

The lights dimmed, and an instant later, Christopher felt a hand upon his shoulder.  He immediately came about to see the Founder standing a scant meter away, grinning deviously.  “Who are you?” Christopher demanded, very much wishing he had a phaser on him.

Seleyar’s demonic grin widened as he closed the gap between himself and the Captain.  “I’m your worst nightmare,” he hissed before vanishing.

The recording near Lucas’s head abruptly ended and the lights returned to standard illumination.  But one thing was certain: things were defiantly not back to normal.  Christopher’s heart was pounding with such fury that he could hear its tense rhythm in his head.  “Kendall,” he said softly, “go back to the starbase and find out exactly where Alaris got this little dream recorder.  Bator, see that the Starlight is secured.  I’m going to inform the starbase of our current situation.”

When he asked Commander Reinbold to join him on the starbase, Kendall Johnson’s mind was consumed with one thing: Seleyar.  Johnson had not even considered the fact that he failed to show up for dinner last night, and was quite thoroughly surprised when Megan began to speak of the dinner while they were en route to the starbase.

“So where were you?” Megan icily demanded as they stepped inside the turbolift.

Kendall shrugged.  “In my quarters,” he said quietly. There was no point in denying the truth.  Besides, he was never good at fabricating intricate lies to begin with.

“And why were you in your quarters instead of mine?”

“That’s a very good question,” Johnson replied.  “But… I don’t really have an answer for you.  Well, I do, but… I was busy.  It was late.  I got sidetracked…”

Reinbold was clearly not interested in hearing it.  She folded her arms expelled a weary sigh.  “Was it Justin?  I know the green hair and everything is a little daunting, but he’s a good kid.”

In his mind, Johnson had a very clear image of what a ‘good kid’ should look like.  Justin did not fit into that image in the slightest.  In fact, Justin was one of those people that Kendall would have gone to great lengths to avoid simply out of fear of taking a stroll out an airlock.  “You could have warned me, at least,” said Johnson softly.  “You’ve had about three weeks…”

The turbolift suddenly came to a stop, and the doors abruptly parted to reveal the Promenade.  Reinbold, however, made no move to vacate the lift.  “I realize that, but… would you have spoken to me had you known?”

“Of course,” said Johnson.  It would have been difficult not to speak with her considering the amount of time they spent working on the bioship project.

“But would you have asked me to dinner?”

Johnson was not so quick to answer that question.  Getting involved with a woman was difficult enough for him—but bringing children into the equation was practically mind-boggling.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “I’m not very good with kids.”

Reinbold cocked her head.  “Well, in case you haven’t noticed, Justin isn’t a kid.  He’s a teenager.  You can talk to him intelligently just like you and I are speaking right now, and trust me, if you don’t bring him a toy, he won’t really care.  In fact, the more you ignore him, the better.”

“And what if he disapproves of me?” asked Johnson.

“He disapproves of everyone,” Reinbold assured him as she stepped onto the Promenade.  “So… how about dinner?”

Two days ago, Kendall would have jumped at the opportunity.  In fact, he did.  But now… the very thought gave him a moment’s pause.  “That might be a good idea… But I’ll have to give it some thought,” he said.  “Right now, we have work to do.”  Thankfully, he added in his mind.

Alaris’ shop was not far from the turbolift.  In fact, Johnson could already see it.  He pointed it out to Reinbold, and the two of them quickly negotiated the crowd until they stood at the doors.

“It’s locked,” said Reinbold as she touched the keypad beside the door.  “Not a very good way to get business.”

“Maybe she’s closed today?” Kendall suggested.  “I’m not overly familiar with the Bajoran calendar.  Today could be a holy day, or something.”

Reinbold shrugged.  “There’s only one way to find out.”  She tapped her security override into the system, and a moment later, the doors slid a few inches apart.

Kendall immediately dug his fingers into the opening and shoved the doors aside, revealing little more than darkness.  He sighed, and carefully stepped into the dark.  “Computer,” he called, “lights.”

An instant later, a harsh white light flooded the empty room…

Chapter Four

“She didn’t even have a going out of business sale.”  Alan Christopher stood quietly with Erin Keller atop the circular platform in the back of the astrometrics lab—and the longer he stood, the more confused he grew.  “You just can’t close up shop on a whim, can you?”

Keller tapped a few commands into her workstation.  “You can if you want to hide something,” she suggested.  “Lucas did say his little dream recorder was free, didn’t he?  Am I the only one that finds this a little weird?  I mean, it’s almost like she wanted to get rid of it.”

“Maybe she did,” said Christopher.  “Perhaps she thought it was broken—or had no use for it.  Maybe dream recorders aren’t top sellers.”

“Or maybe there was something wrong with it,” Keller suggested.  “I mean, creepy Founders just don’t pop out of thin air.”

“You want to bet?” asked Christopher, vividly recalling his encounter with Seleyar in sickbay.  “Apparently, they can also control the lights.”

Erin shrugged it off.  Had she actually been there, her reaction might have been more dramatic, but no… she had to lounge around all day.  “Well,” she said, continuing to tap at the controls, “according to station logs, two Bajoran ships have departed in the last twenty-four hours.  One of them is headed for Earth.  The other one didn’t file a flight plan.”

Naturally.  Christopher turned his attention to the vast, panoramic viewscreen.  “What is the current location of the second ship?” he asked.

A moment later, a relatively nondescript region of space blinked onto the screen.  In the center, one small red dot flashed happily as it passed through the vicinity.  “Welcome to sector 10026,” said Keller.

Christopher was hardly impressed.  “Is there anything of interest here?”

“Not really,” said Keller.  “However, if they continue on their current course, they will eventually intercept the Z’Tarnis Nebula.”  She tapped a few additional commands into the system, prompting the viewscreen to scroll ahead into the unknown; seconds later, a massive violet expanse filled the screen.  “If Alaris is on that ship, I’d say there’s a good chance she’s heading for that nebula.”

“What is in the nebula?”

Erin checked her sensors.  “It’s a big huge cloud of hydrogen,” she quickly determined.  “Nothing more, nothing less.”

This was going nowhere fast.  “Maybe she’s going to meet someone inside the nebula?” suggested Christopher.  “Or perhaps she’s sightseeing…”

Erin giggled.  “This conversation has way too many “maybes” in it,” she noted.  “I suppose the only way to find out what’s going on is to pay the nebula a little visit.”

“The Starlight is still in no condition to pursue,” Christopher noted.  “Starfleet would be more inclined to send the Enterprise, or one of the other ships docked here with us.  You know… a functional ship.”

“The Aztec is still working, isn’t it?”

To the best of Christopher’s knowledge, the Aztec was untouched during the Garidian attack.  “In fact, I was just about to suggest we take it for a stroll,” he said.

As Lucas Tompkins opened his eyes, he had been expecting to see the ceiling in his quarters—after all, that was where he went to sleep.  But to his surprise, the harsh white lighting of sickbay greeted his newly opened eyes, giving rise to a bit of confusion in the chief engineer.  Slowly, he sat up on his biobed and looked around for a nurse.  “Hello?” he asked.  Not even Doctor Hartman was present.  “Hello?”

“Hello…” The voice was not the Doctor’s.  It was far too demonic, even for her. But given his rather unsettling dream, it did not take Lucas long to figure out who the voice belonged to.

“Seleyar,” he whispered.

The changeling promptly flitted into existence at Tompkins’ side.  “Excellent guess,” he said deviously.  “What tipped you off?”

Tompkins did not respond immediately.  He was still trying to comprehend how Seleyar managed to get here.  “Aren’t you supposed to be dead?  We did destroy your ship.”

Seleyar nodded agreeably.  “Oh yes, my vessel was thoroughly decimated.  The Cardassians were quite eager to exterminate it.  But I am far more difficult to get rid of.”

“No kidding,” grumbled Tompkins.  “And what the hell are you doing here?”

Seleyar stared at Lucas for a long moment, allowing his ominous gaze to sink into the engineer’s mind.  “I require transportation,” he whispered.  “I need to reach the Z’Tarnis Nebula, and I figured my good friend Lucas Tompkins would be more than happy to take me there…”

Tompkins hastily slid off the biobed.  “Well, you figured wrong,” he said.  “The only place I’m taking you is the brig.”

Seleyar arched a skeptical eyebrow.  “Tell me you’re not that naive… Do you really think something as trivial as your brig can contain me?” he inquired.

“Probably not,” said Tompkins, shrugging.  “But we’re still not going anywhere.”

“No matter.”  Seleyar clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace.  “I shall simply kill your friends and destroy your ship,” he said softly, as if he were discussing something a frivolous as the weather.  “It won’t bother me.”

Slowly, Seleyar raised his hand, and in an instant, the workstation in the center of sickbay was engulfed in flames.  The lights summarily dimmed, and Lucas could feel the ship beginning to rumble.  “On second thought,” he interjected, “maybe I will take you…”

Lucas quickly headed for the doors and burst into the corridor, Seleyar following close behind.  With the strange entity following him as such, Lucas knew it was going to be difficult to call for help, if not impossible.   

Moving at a well-metered gait, they silently negotiated several corridors until coming upon a turbolift.  As the doors slid apart, Lucas stepped aside, allowing Seleyar entrance first.  The Founder nodded, and stepped inside; Lucas momentarily followed.  “Deck eleven,” he said as the doors slid shut behind him.

The turbolift immediately set into motion, it’s constant thrumming the only thing keeping the lift from growing incredibly silent.  But before long, the turbolift came to a halt, and deposited its riders on deck eleven.  Lucas quickly vacated the lift, and made haste to reach the shuttlebay.  Seleyar easily matched his quick pace, and moments later, they stood before the sleek curves of the Aztec. 

“This vessel will suffice,” said Seleyar softly.

“It had better,” Lucas replied as he walked up to the door.  He tapped a few buttons on the interface, and moments later, the door slid open, granting them access to the cockpit.  Without so much as a glint of hesitation, Lucas hopped inside and took a seat at the helm.

Seleyar promptly followed.  “Primitive,” he commented.  “But sufficient.  Very sufficient.” 

“Sufficient for what?” asked Tompkins as he raced through the preflight sequences.

“My task,” Seleyar replied.  He shifted in his seat, making himself comfortable, and then observed a haunting silence.  Not that Lucas minded.  As far as he was concerned, the less the wraith spoke, the better.  

The preflight sequence was taking too long.  Lucas tried to speed through them, but he kept coming upon maintenance reminders.  Usually, he didn’t mind seeing them, but now was not the time for such things.  Thus, Lucas canceled the rest of the protocols, and immediately started the thrusters.  But Lucas quickly realized he had another problem—as the Aztec rose from the deck, it became rather obvious that he was not going to get any clearance to leave the Starlight… and then, of course, there was the matter of the starbase.

Seleyar turned to his companion.  “This vessel is equipped with several hundred micro-torpedoes, is it not?”

“It is,” said Tompkins.  “But the Starlight is already damaged…. I don’t want to add insult to injury.”

“Trust me,” said Seleyar.  “They won’t mind.”  The Founder’s hands immediately fell upon the controls, and before Lucas realized what he was doing, several crimson torpedoes streaked across the shuttlebay and crashed into the doors with an explosive force.  

“How did you do that?” Tompkins demanded.

Seleyar sighed.  “I know more than you could possibly imagine,” he cryptically replied.  “Now go, before we are intercepted.  Otherwise, a minor hull breach will be the least of the Starlight’s concerns.”

Lucas promptly complied, and guided the Aztec through the newfound set of doors—but as the ship emerged into the starbase’s docking bay, Tompkins immediately came upon a new problem—the Enterprise.  “They’re trying to lock onto us with a tractor beam!” he gleaned from the sensors.

Seleyar shrugged.  “Destroy them,” he commanded.

And Lucas immediately thought the entity insane.  “That is the Federation flagship,” said Lucas sternly,  “and this is a shuttle.  To use one of Kendall’s analogies, it’s like a kitten fighting a T-Rex.”

Almost immediately, Seleyar’s hands fell upon the controls, moving at a speed that was nearly impossible for Tompkins to follow.  “I have enhanced your phasers,” said the wraith, just as the Aztec began to rumble.  Seconds later, a hazy blue light danced on the ship—they were captured.  “If you do not get me to the Z’Tarnis Nebula, I will destroy not only your ship, but this entire starbase…”

The ante was upped.  But Lucas knew that there couldn’t be more than four or five hundred people on the Enterprise. Most of them were likely on the starbase enjoying its myriad facilities.  He hoped.

Quickly, his hands fell upon the tactical station, and before his mind had a chance to comprehend the magnitude of the deeds he was about to commit, Lucas targeted the Enterprise and fired.  Moments later, an incredible streak of orange light surged from the Aztec’s phaser bank, blasting into the Enterprise with explosive force.  In the wake of the blast, Lucas could see the Enterprise was without power, and sported a considerable hull breach in its stardrive section—and perhaps most distressing, it was slowly lurching toward the walls of the docking bay.

“Without power, the Enterprise could crash right into the starbase,” Lucas exclaimed.  “It could easily destroy everything in the vicinity!”

Seleyar shrugged.  “A shame,” he said flatly.  “The Z’Tarnis Nebula awaits.”

“And what exactly is in that damn nebula?” demanded Lucas, just as a plume of flames mushroomed from the Enterprise’s hull breach.

“It is my home,” admitted Seleyar.  “And I wish to return to it.”

“And why do you need me to take you there?”

Seleyar glared, as if he were offended by the question.  But after a moment’s consideration, did indeed answer.  “I am getting old,” he whispered.  “And I am getting tired.  For hundreds of thousands of years, I have roamed the stars, and now that my ship has been destroyed, there is no point in continuing my existence.  I am returning home to die…”

Lucas didn’t know whether he should believe the story or not.  Seleyar certainly didn’t seem old.  He seemed as nefarious as ever.  But, Lucas did have a solution, and if it worked, Seleyar would be gone whether he spoke the truth or not…

Chapter Five

“Christopher to Aztec!  Respond!”

Lucas Tompkins ignored the Captain’s hails.  Though he very much wanted to speak with the Captain, he couldn’t afford to risk it.  If Seleyar got even the slightest inkling of Lucas’s plan, it would be over before it even had a chance to succeed.  Besides, time was not on Tompkins’ side, and if he did not act quickly, the entire starbase would be in flames when the Enterprise collided into the walls of the docking bay.

Remaining as calm as he could manage, Lucas turned to Seleyar.  “So, you want to go home?” Even he was surprised by how pleasant he sounded.

Seleyar, however, was completely fooled.  “I’ve been ready for more than a year,” said the Founder.  “Now let’s move!”

Lucas’s hands fell upon the controls.  “With pleasure,” he said.   Quickly, he brought the Aztec about and headed straight for the Enterprise.  The vessel was venting plasma from its nacelles, and flames continued to shoot from its myriad hull breaches—but as the tiny craft flew over the flagship’s smoldering hulk, Lucas directed several tractor beams at the hull, gently nudging the Enterprise away from the walls of the docking bay.

Seleyar was immediately incensed.  “What are you doing?” he demanded.  Immediately, his own hands fell upon the controls, quickly working to undo Tompkins’ handiwork.  Little did Seleyar know, it was already too late.

Tendrils of golden energy swiftly arced from the surface of the console, violently wrapping themselves around Seleyar’s hands.  Immediately, the Founder began to lose cohesion.  His face and torso began to melt and convulse, and his charred hand were reduced to little more than ash.  “You can’t stop me this easily!” exclaimed Seleyar.

Moments later, a third gelatinous arm sprouted from the alien’s chest, it’s slimy grasp reaching out for Tompkins.  The chief engineer quickly abandoned his chair and scrambled to the aft section of the cockpit.  Before Seleyar could get out of his chair, Lucas had already erected a forcefield around the forward section of the cockpit—Tompkins didn’t know how long it would contain his nemesis, but he certainly hoped it would be long enough for him to complete his mission.

Quickly, he turned his attention back to the console before him.  His deft fingers frantically danced over the surface of the workstation.  The power surge he initiated to incapacitate Seleyar was already beginning to wreak havoc on ship systems, and many of Tompkins’ commands were ignored—but to his relief, the auto-destruct systems appeared to be fully operational.

“Computer,” he exclaimed, “set auto-destruct, authorization Tompkins-2-2-7-Lambda!”

It took several moments for the computer to process the order—and for awhile, it seemed that the computer had frozen.  But finally, it replied: “Authorization accepted.”

“Set timer at… ten seconds—silent countdown. And then initiate autodestruct!”

“Confirmed,” said the computer.  “Auto-destruct sequence initiated.  Auto-destruct in ten seconds.  There will be no further audio warnings.”

Lucas didn’t need any further audio warnings.  He could count backwards from ten quite well.  In fact, he was halfway done…

Four.

Three.

Two.

One.

The ship rumbled violently as it tore itself apart.  A torrent of fiery sparks rained down from the ceiling, pelting Tompkins on the back.  Flames burst through the walls, the control stations, the floor… and before he knew it, everything went dark…

Sweating profusely, Lucas Tompkins bolted upward.  He was in sickbay.  Alone.  And perhaps that was a good thing.  His heart was beating wildly, and he was certain he was as pale as a ghost.  But there were sensors going off all around him, and Tompkins knew it would not be long before someone noticed him.

Sure enough, Doctor Hartman emerged from her office a scant moment later, medical tricorder in hand.  “Welcome back, Commander,” she greeted.

Tompkins expelled a sigh of relief.  “I didn’t think you guys would be able to save me,” he said between heavy breaths.

“Actually, I figured you would snap out of it on your own all along,” said Hartman as she examined him with her cylindrical scanner.  “That must have been one hell of a dream, though.”

Tompkins paused; it took his jumbled mind a moment to comprehend the Doctor’s words, but once he did, a whole new jumble of questions entered his mind.  “Dream?” he repeated.  “You mean… Seleyar wasn’t here?”

“Oh he was here,” said the Doctor.  “Briefly.”  And then she chuckled. 

But Seleyar was no laughing matter.  “What happened to him?  Was he destroyed?”

Apparently convinced that nothing was wrong with the chief engineer, Hartman snapped her tricorder shut.  “He wasn’t even real,” she said.  “He was a hologram created by your Bajoran friend.  You see, she wanted to add the Aztec to her little collection.”

Lucas sighed.  “She must have hacked into our computer and read about Seleyar in our logs.  And those modifications she made to the dream recorder must have planted him into my dream…”

“It was all very convincing at the time,” said Hartman.  “Even I was fooled.”

“No wonder she wanted to give me that dream recorder so badly…”

Hartman nodded.  “Thankfully, the Captain and Commander Keller were able to track her down and stop her.  I guess those two are good for something…”

“Heh… I guess,” said Tompkins.  He wanted to say more, but his mind was still racing, and his heart had yet to calm itself down.  And he was just glad to be alive.  “So, where exactly is that damn dream recorder, Doctor?”

Hartman slowly turned around, and pointed at the island workstation in the center of sickbay.  “It’s all yours,” she said.

“Thanks,” said Tompkins as he slid off the biobed.  Without a moment’s hesitation, he marched straight to the island workstation, and carefully slid the dream recorder to the miniature transporter platform in the center of the station.   After Tompkins tapped a few commands into the computer, a whirl of azure light engulfed the wretched device—and as it vanished into thin air, Lucas quickly reprogrammed the transporter to disperse the pattern in its buffer.  He didn’t care to see that stupid device ever again…

 “You know,” said Hartman once the transport cycle was completed, “your dream was also an interesting one to analyze.”

“Oh really?” said Tompkins.  He had heard enough about dreams for one day, but since the Doctor was in one of her rare good moods, he decided to oblige her.

“Yes,” she confirmed.  “Palm trees are a sign of betrayal.  And the beach means that you will soon be involved in a new venture that leaves little time for relaxation…”

“Heh… I’m detecting a theme here,” said Tompkins, recalling similar harbingers in the Captain’s dream.  “Are you suggesting we’re in for a some tough times?”

Hartman shrugged.  “I’m not suggesting anything,” she said.  “Dreams are just a hobby of mine, that’s all.  They rarely come true.”

Lucas arched a curious eyebrow.  “And if you were to suggest something?”

Hartman almost smiled—Lucas could detect the hinting of it on her face, but she didn’t go so far as to actually do it.  “I would suggest you go to your quarters and get some sleep,” she said.  “In fact, that’s an order.”

Though Tompkins did not see the logic in her order—since he had already slept the past couple of hours away—he did not bother to argue.  All of today’s sleep would make up for the sleep he lost over the past couple years.  He doubted it would balance out, but at the very least, he could reclaim a few hours.

Slowly, Tompkins came about and headed for the doors—but before he reached the exit, Doctor Hartman called him once again.  “Commander,” she said, sounding almost pleasant, “sweet dreams…”
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