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Prologue

Captain Tyler walked over to the replicator and ordered himself a drink.  “Coffee, black…”  A small cup bearing the Starfleet logo on its side materialized on the replicator pad, as ordered, and he carefully took it into his hands.  


After lifting it to his lips for a taste, being sure not to burn himself with the hot liquid, he shook his head at the quality of the replicators reproduction.  Nothing beats real coffee, he thought to himself.


He walked back over to the desk that served as his personal work space and sat down.  The ready room was, as of yet, sparsely decorated.  But it was quiet, and it allowed him the chance to get away from the fast paced and stressful bridge operations.


“Activate screen,” he said softly, and the personal computer terminal on his desk snapped to life.


Captain Tyler had been reviewing the battle outcomes over the last three weeks in the fight against the Dominion.  With the addition of the Breen into the fight, the Dominion had become just strong enough to begin defeating the Federation.  Over the last few weeks, Starfleet really had to fight to keep a toehold on their own territory.  A few victories, but not enough.


“Computer, display master file 271, authorization Tyler 52 Alpha 1,” he ordered.  


The view on the screen changed, showing the stellar cartography maps of the Bajoran sector.  It had been there that the worst of the battles had been fought lately, including the retake of Deep Space Nine.  Battle lines had been redrawn and re-strengthened, and the Dominion’s forces had suddenly retreated back to Cardassian space with no explanations as to why.


The door chime sounded, announcing that someone was standing outside the ready room door.  Captain Tyler was so immersed in the files before him, however, that he did not hear it.


It wasn’t until the second time that the door chime sounded that he heard it.  Without looking up from his computer screen, he merely said, “Come.”


The doors parted, and standing inside the door way was Commander Bren Kylan, his first officer.  “Sorry to bother you, sir,” Kylan said.


“No bother, number one.  Please, have a seat?” Captain Tyler replied, indicating the chair on the opposite side of the desk.


Bren came in and sat down in the chair, craning his neck to see what the captain was watching so intently on the computer.  “Catching up on some homework?”


Still not taking his eyes off the screen, the captain smirked and replied.  “You could say that.  Just looking at some battle reports…”


“Do you know what I just realized sir?” Commander Kylan started.


Captain Tyler just shook his head back and forth.  His hand came up and tried to rub the soreness out of his tired eyes.  It had been days since he had gotten a good sleep.


“Today is an old Earth holiday called Christmas Eve…” Kylan replied.  “Maybe you should just take a break and get some rest.  We’re not due at DS9 for another 18 hours…”


Captain Tyler finally looked up from his screen, pondering what his first officer has just said.  It sounded really tempting to go get some rest, but there was still a lot of work to do. 


“Maybe I do need some rest, but it’s not because of some old holiday…” the captain replied.


“What, you don’t celebrate the holidays?”


“I used to, Number One, until I lost something very special.  After that, the holidays didn’t mean much to me anymore.”


“Sounds like a man with regrets…” Commander Kylan replied, a slight smile on the corner of his mouth.


“On the contrary, I do not ever regret my decision to go away to Starfleet.  I do regret the timing of it, though…  If I had just waited a few months, then she…” the captain started to say.  He stopped, then his face hardened.  “Never mind.”


“No, please go on, sir.”


As if reluctant to tell the story, Captain Tyler tilted his head to the side and sighed.  “I was in love with a women named Rebecca.  We lived together on Earth and were planning on getting married.  That’s when I got the call to go away for Starfleet…  I could’ve waited to go, but I asked her to wait for me and left.  By the time I got back on shore leave 4 months later, she was gone.”


“Have you heard from her since?” Kylan asked.


Captain Tyler shook his head again.  “That happened during the holidays, and it has ruined me personally since…”


A few moments of silence passed between them.  


“The point is that I am happy with my career, and I am happy with who I am.  But I have never been the same personally since she left…  So, when it comes to the holidays, I quote an old novel when I say ‘Bah -- Humbug’!”


Seemingly out of nowhere, a voice came from thin air and reverberated off the ready room walls.  “Excellent idea….” It said.


Before Captain Tyler and the commander has a chance to respond, a brief flash of light flared into existence and disappeared just as quickly.  In its place was a man, leaning against the far wall with his arms crossed.  Tall and lean, he had a confident smile plastered on his face.
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“That was an excellent idea, captain…” the newcomer offered.


With lightning reflexes, Commander Kylan had tapped his communicator.  “Intruder alert in the ready room!”


The newcomer made a slight waving motion with his hand, as if dismissed the first officers’ action.  “They can’t hear you,” he explained.


No answer…  Frustrated at his lack of an answer, Commander Kylan tried to exit the ready room onto the bridge, but the doors wouldn’t open at his approach.  He would have crashed into the doors had he not stopped first.


Captain Tyler stood up from behind the desk.  “Who are you?”


The newcomer feigned innocence with a flick of his hand.  “Ah, such poor manners have I?” he said.  “My name is Q.”


Commander Kylan spoke up from behind them.  “I’ve read reports about this ‘Q’, sir.  Very dangerous, and annoying…”


The captain looked from his first officer back to ‘Q’.  “What do you want, Q?  Why have you come here?”


“I am so intrigued by the human species, pitiful as it is, that I like to drop by every once in a while.  I come this time because I have a gift for you…” ‘Q’ responded.


“I don’t want anything from you, Q.  If your presence means my crew is in danger, the only gift I want is for you to leave…” Captain Tyler retorted.


“Ungrateful, aren’t we?” ‘Q’ asked slyly.  “I promise you, mon-capitone, that this is one gift you won’t want to refuse…” he started to say.


Q made a snapping motion with his finger tips, and in an instant had flashed out of existence much the same way he had appeared moments earlier.  Commander Kylan looked over towards the captain for guidance, but it was too late.


The captain had disappeared just like Q!


Fearing the worst, Commander Kylan began to worry.  “Computer, what is the current location of Captain Tyler?”


The computer’s female voice worked for a moment.  “Captain Tyler is no longer aboard the Endeavor!”


The ready room doors suddenly swished open, since he was standing next to them.  He looked out onto the bridge, took a step out and stared blankly at the crew maning their stations.  


“All stop,” he ordered.  “The captain is missing!”

