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PROLOGUE

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72729.3:  The Dark Star is returning to the Starlight after spending several days on Starbase 241 meeting with the fleet Captains to discuss the Elorg Crisis, and Xi’Yor’s plot to capture Talyere.  Though nothing earth shattering was mentioned, it was a pleasant diversion from the tumultuous atmosphere in the Kilka Sector.  Still, I am looking foreword to returning home.

Matthew Harrison quietly watched as the Captain finished making his log entry.  The executive officer was glad to know that he wasn’t the only one that couldn’t wait to get back to the Starlight.  The conferences on Starbase 241 were among the dullest series of meetings he had ever attended.  Listening to Admirals drone on about the same things over and over for what seemed like years was about the most mind numbing experience one could ever live through.

To make things worse, Harrison was on the front line every day.  None of the news was new to him, as he was always a part of its making.  Still, the powers that be deemed it necessary for him to be there, along with the Captain, Talyere, and of all people, Commander Keller.  Her presence wouldn’t have been so annoying to him, had they not been scheduled to attend several meetings together, but Starfleet didn’t take personal feelings into account when making up the roster.  And so, it had been a thoroughly dreadful trip all around.

Suddenly, Christopher slid a padd across the front of the cockpit.  It skittered over to Harrison, and landed precisely on his lap.  Since the Captain apparently decided not to explain his action, Harrison curiously plucked the padd from his lap and activated it.  Within moments, an image of a golden star rotated around on the screen.  “Ah,” said Harrison.  “I’ve been waiting for this.”

Christopher smiled.  “I programmed it into the padd during the second hour of Admiral Grayson’s tactical overview of the Rutanian fleet.  Quite frankly, I didn’t think the Rutanian fleet was worth talking about for three minutes, let alone three hours.”

Given his recent encounter with the Rutanians near Byzell II, Harrison was inclined to agree.  The Rutanians weren’t the sharpest tools in the shed.  “I was quite fond of the treatise on ‘everything you didn’t want to know about quantum torpedoes.’”

“My mother helped write that treatise back when quantum torpedoes were first being produced in the 2360’s,” Keller chimed in from the operations station, next to Captain Christopher.  She put the station in stand-by mode, and then turned her attention to the conversation.  “Damn,” she said softly as she fell back into the memory, “I was about eight or nine… I remember my parents were stationed on the Gorkon. The Borg had just attacked Ohniaka III a few months prior, and I was convinced that we were all going to be assimilated.  I remember overhearing my parents talking with Admiral Nechayev about installing quantum torpedoes on this new starship they were developing… the Defiant.  If the Borg returned, quantum torpedoes would be the answer…”

“Of course, when they did return in 2373, the Defiant was nearly destroyed, and quantum torpedoes hardly dented their hull,” Christopher mused.  “That was the invasion that had me on edge…”

Harrison recalled that Borg invasion vividly.  Had the Enterprise not intervened, Earth would have been assimilated, and all hope of defeated the collective would have been lost.  But he remembered it for other reasons, as well.  “My Uncle was on the Lexicon during that engagement.  The ship, and all its crew were lost when it was quashed by a Borg cutting beam.  Suffice it to say, I was on edge as well…”

“And then the Dominion War came right on the heels of that invasion,” Christopher recalled.  “When the Jem’Hadar attacked the Beta Quadrant, Ka’Tula Prime was one of the first worlds to fall.  Then the Romulans joined the war and annexed us… and a few other star systems we’re familiar with…”

“The Aurillac System,” Talyere said quickly, recalling their mingling with the quantum inversion field several weeks ago.

Christopher nodded.  “Among others.”

The Dominion war seemed like just yesterday to Harrison.  Of course, in a few months, the galaxy would be celebrating the twenty-year anniversary of the end of the war.  Twenty years since the fall of Cardassia and the disappearance of Captain Benjamin Sisko.  Twenty years… Harrison huffed.  Where had the time gone?

Before he could even begin to answer that question, Harrison’s thoughts were interrupted by a sensor alert coming from behind Commander Keller.  She quickly turned around to look at it, but Harrison knew the cause of their mire even before she could open her mouth.  Looming out the front of the cockpit windows was a considerably large vessel.

It looked old and was very boxy.  It’s dull brown hull was pocked and crinkled, and its warp nacelles were very much of the older style; long cigar-shaped tubes fixed close to the hull. In all reality, wasn’t a very big ship.  But compared to the Dark Star, it was huge.

“We don’t have anything like that in our database,” Erin said after a moment.

“But we do,” said Talyere, referring to his own people.  “That is a Nakarri vessel.”

Christopher swiveled about to face Talyere.  “You’ve had encounters with them before?”

The Elorg quickly refuted the claim, shaking his head.  “No.  They were associates of the Rilnar, the first species conquered by the Elorg.  We were familiar with their vessels, but once the Rilnar fell, the Nakarri retreated to territories beyond Elorg interests.  They have been unknown the Bloc ever since.”

Christopher sighed.  “And here they are, two hundred thousand years later…”

Harrison almost always liked the prospects of a first contact situation.  This was not one of those incidents.  Most of the time, he found himself on a large, heavily armed vessel to conduct the delicate opening words.  If things went badly, they could always defend themselves.  Unfortunately, while the Dark Star was heavily armed for its size, that did not mean that it stood a chance against the Nakarri ship if things went poorly.  Hence, Harrison was not thrilled with their current predicament…

Making matters worse, the Nakarri had been enemies with the Elorg, and it just so happened that Harrison was sitting beside one.  The Nakarri could deem the Federation evil based upon that association alone.

“What do you know about the Nakarri?” Christopher inquired a moment later.

Talyere furrowed his brow (relatively speaking, since he had no brows to speak of), and rested his chin in the palm of his hand, compiling whatever data he could on the Nakarri.  Harrison didn’t know what to make of the silence.  It was either good, in that there was a lot of data to pour through, or bad, in that Talyere was pressed to find so much as a shred of data in his vast array of knowledge.

But finally, the Elorg raised his head and spoke, “Though they don’t look it, the Nakarri are an advanced civilization.  They specialize in genetics and other advanced medical fields—mainly developing weapons and bio-chemical agents.”

“Sounds like a bunch of no good thugs,” Keller mused.

Christopher smiled, much as he always did when Commander Keller made some sort of brazen remark.  Had Harrison been in command, such things would not be tolerated, but he was not in command, and so Captain Christopher’s lax protocol would remain.

“Well, thugs or not, we need to make contact,” said the Captain. “Open a—”

He never gave the order.

Within moments, the seemingly harmless Nakarri ship launched several grayish pulses at the Dark Star, rocking the ship back-and-forth.  Harrison grabbed his station for support, but the motion was not so violent that it threw him to the floor.  “Our shields have been nullified,” he reported after a moment.  “They are holding us in a tractor beam!”

“Send a feedback loop through the beam,” Christopher ordered, maintaining his calm, cool and collected demeanor.

But before anyone could even think about executing the Captain’s orders, several cylinders of sparkling light pierced the air, dissolving five humanoid figures in their wake.  They were vaguely reptilian, with a rough tan skin, beady eyes, and a slight indication of scales running along the ridge on their nose, going back over their head.  They all wore simple gray tunics, fastened in the front by some unseen zipper, and a bit more alarming, they all had weapons—except for one.

This individual was unarmed, and his tunic was decorated with a blue stripe going across his chest.  He was clearly in command.  As the others trained their weapons on the Federation crew, this figure carefully examined them.

His gaze immediately fell upon Talyere.  He looked at the Elorg with an unpleasant look of conviction, placing him under close scrutiny.  “Elorg; rank, Overseer,” said the Nakarri.  “Highly susceptible to dexahetaren gas.”

Satisfied, the Nakarri left Talyere’s side and moved to Commander Harrison.  Immediately, the executive officer gulped, not knowing what his ultimate fate would be.  The Nakarri placed Harrison under close scrutiny, bringing his beady eyes to within centimeters of Harrison’s face.  He glared, and scowled before retreating.  “Species unknown.  Rank unknown.  Weakness unknown.”

As the Nakarri turned around, Harrison breathed a quick sigh of relief, hoping that his moment in the spotlight was over.  The Nakarri continued to take a few steps foreword, looking at his fellow officers.  “We must analyze this species at once,” he said.

The officer nearest Harrison simply nodded, raised his weapon and pointed it directly at him.  “Select someone,” said the officer in a deep, authoritative voice.  Harrison’s eyes quickly darted around at his choices, before the officer added, almost as an afterthought, “to die.”

ONE

Harrison remained absolutely silent.  These aliens had to be crazy if they expected him to condemn someone to their end.  He wouldn’t do it.  He would just sit in his seat and remain silent.

Or not.

The alien pointing his weapon at Harrison kindly reaffirmed his grip on the trigger, and reacquired his target.  “Select someone to die,” he repeated slowly, only this time, he had a lot more force behind his voice—and the gaze of his commanding officer backing him up.  Harrison would have no choice but to choose.

But as he looked around, Harrison knew he couldn’t sentence anyone to death, not even Commander Keller, despite their less than cozy relationship.  So he did the most logical thing.  “I select myself.”

Both the Nakarri leader, and the officer holding the weapon to Harrison’s head sighed.  His response was obviously not what they were looking for.  “You cannot choose yourself,” said the one with the weapon.  He jammed the weapon into Harrison’s chest.  “Choose again.”

As the weapon put some pressure on his ribs, Harrison started to wonder if he would have to choose at all.  If he kept giving stupid answers like that, the Nakarri would kill him anyway.  “Then I choose Gleeok, the necromancer.”

Again, the Nakarri frowned at Harrison’s response.  Apparently, they were not into medieval times—but somehow knew enough to realize that Gleeok was not present.  “Choose someone on this ship,” said the officer through clenched teeth.  “Now!”

The weapon again started to put pressure on Harrison’s ribs.  In fact, as the barrel dug in, Harrison noted that it was beginning to hurt.  But he did not relent.  He simply clenched his jaw to keep his yelps of pain inside, and closed his eyes, hoping that the Nakarri would kill him instead of one of the others, effectively relieving him of his gruesome task.

The Nakarri leader frowned at this course of action, and stepped back up to the officer’s side.  He pulled the officer’s arm back, bringing the weapon with it.  “Very well,” he said.  “Perhaps you need a different perspective on this situation.”

The remaining three guards quickly raised their weapons, trained them on Christopher, Keller and Talyere, and without any hesitation, opened fired.  Streaks of gray light dug into their chests, and one by one, Harrison watched his fellow officers crash lifelessly into the floor.

The Nakarri leader looked on with interest as well, watching Talyere, in particular, crumple to the ground and die.  And Harrison was quite sure they were dead.  A person couldn’t just crash to the floor like that without being totally without control.  And furthering Harrison’s suspicions as to his shipmate’s status was the Nakarri leader’s inspection of the bodies once they were down.  He surveyed each one, before turning back to his own men.  “I believe that one is a Ka’Tulan,” he said, pointing to Christopher.  “The female and the test subject are the only ones that require analyzing.  One psychological test should be enough, however.  The species neural functions appear to be similar between the sexes.”

“Very well, Nairul,” said the officer.  “Shall I conduct the psychological test?”

The Nakarri leader, Nairul, turned his gaze back upon Harrison.  “No,” he decided after a moment.  “I will conduct this test.  Return to the ship with the others and begin to scan their database for new drugs and weapons.  Being in league with the Elorg, I suspect your endeavors will prove most fruitful.”

“Very well,” said the officer.  He keyed in a brief sequence on his belt, and within a few moments he faded away in the same sparkling transporter beam that had brought him to the Dark Star, along with his three companions.

Once they were gone, silence filtered into the cockpit, and both Harrison and Nairul just stared at the bodies.  “You have one hour to decide who will not be revived,” he said harshly.  “If you hesitate—even for a moment longer, they will all perish, and not even we will be able to revive them.  Your vessel will be maintained in a tractor beam for the duration of your stay, so do not attempt jumping to transwarp or any other forms of escape.”

Harrison half-listened to Nairul as he rambled on.  He knew he should probably be listening to his captor,  but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.  The communication station was sitting right beside him, and Harrison knew that he could very easily send out a distress signal.  Nairul was unarmed, so unless he resorted to physical violence, the Nakarri couldn’t do anything to stop Harrison.

So he decided to take a chance.  Harrison knew he was agile, and could probably overpower Nairul if he chose to strike, so he didn’t even bother to hide his actions.  He simply turned his full attention to the comm station and started keying in a distress signal.  Something straight foreword and to the point, indicating the Dark Star’s predicament.  

To Harrison’s relief, Nairul did not strike, but he was not totally passive, either.  The Nakarri had brought himself right up alongside Harrison, and watched as he sent the distress signal.  The action didn’t prompt Harrison to stop, but he slowed his progress substantially, feeling Nairul’s glare drilling into him.

“I will not stop you,” said Nairul calmly.  “There are no vessels within range.  Your acquaintances will be dead long before help arrives.  You are simply wasting time.  That hour is finite.  When it is over, there is no going back.”

Slightly discouraged, Harrison grumbled as he finished sending the message, and then pushed himself away from the controls.  “Why are you doing this?  For what reason?”

Nairul stepped back to consider the question.  He clenched his jaw, and glared his eyes before deciding upon an answer, “I am doing this to gain psychological data on your species.  We will undoubtedly gain much knowledge from your database, but first-hand accounts are far more enthralling, do you think not?”

A rhetorical question.  Harrison didn’t bother to answer it, or even acknowledge its existence.  He wasn’t entirely convinced that Nairul’s answer was truthful—sure they may be gathering psychological data, but there was something else.  “Would you care to enlighten me as to your other reasons?”

The Nakarri held Harrison’s gaze as he drew his face to within a few centimeters of Harrison’s.  Then, he smiled faintly.  “I am doing this because I can,” said Nairul softly.  He immediately snapped back to a distance, and turned his back to Harrison, peering over at Commander Keller’s motionless body.  “Now,” he said evenly, “I suggest you make a choice.”

“How do you expect me to decree death upon somebody?” Harrison demanded, glaring at Nairul’s back.

Nairul immediately snapped his gaze away from Keller, and cast it upon Harrison.  His eyes widened ever so slightly, and his scaly forehead crinkled.  “They are already dead,” he said matter-of-factly.  “The question is, who will remain that way?”

“Might I inquire what would happen if I fail to choose, and they all die?  Then what?”  Harrison smiled, thinking he had Nairul over a barrel—if he didn’t choose, Nairul’s game—yes it was a game—would be ruined, and Harrison would have made his way through the situation.

But Nairul was obviously unimpressed.  “If you do not choose, nothing will happen,” he said simply.  “Your acquaintances will all be dead, so we will collect the necessary data, release the tractor beam, and allow you to leave, unscathed.  Either way, I will get the data I require.  So you see, your decision is of little consequence to me.”

Again, Harrison wasn’t so sure.  When he looked at Nairul, he didn’t see a scientist bent on collecting data or making reports on psychology.  He saw a devious authoritarian who cared little about the research his people were doing, but for the means in which that research was conducted—and he turned it into a trivial game, just to make things that much more interesting…

“What if I do choose?” Harrison inquired after a moment.

Nairul smiled.  “We will allow the chosen one to expire, and revive the others.  You will be free to go, and the odds are favorable that you will never encounter us again.”

Of the many things said by Nairul, Harrison found himself most fond of his last statement.  Never seeing these Nakarri again wouldn’t bother Harrison one bit.  He didn’t care about their psychological research, nor did he want to participate in Nairul’s little game.  But it seemed like he had no choice.

If Nairul remained adamant about anything, it was that the game continued.  Harrison suspected he cared more about the game than the actual research, especially given the lack of research Nairul had conducted…he hadn’t even bothered to bring a padd.

“Fifty-six minutes,” said the Nakarri after a moment.  And to exacerbate the situation, he turned to Harrison and then gazed at the chronometer on the screen.  “Tick.  Tick.  Tick.  Tick…”

Harrison quickly gazed at his choices once more.  Alan Christopher was the Starlight’s commanding officer, and a good friend to Harrison.  He both respected and admired the Captain, not only for his strengths, but for his shortcomings as well.  When it came to protocol, he was a bit lax, and he had a problem, he tended to rely solely upon himself to rectify it.  What Harrison admired was the simple fact that Christopher would be the first person to recognize those shortcomings.  The Captain wasn’t exactly expendable, but aside from his way with words, the loss of Christopher wouldn’t radically effect the situation in the Kilka Sector… though it would undoubtedly effect the situation on the Starlight…

Talyere Rosat… Harrison wasn’t particularly close to the Elorg.  They had a good working relationship, but it was nothing more than that.  But he also knew that the Federation did not consider Talyere expendable.  They knew that he was the key to the Elorg’s defeat, and needed him around to examine any situations that arose, and to provide tactical and political data on Elorg infrastructure.  Harrison also knew that the Federation already had most of that data… they just liked hearing it directly from Talyere.  Harrison could understand that, but he also knew that Talyere wasn’t the most popular person on the ship, especially among the lower ranking officers.  Furthermore, Talyere was wanted by his people, and should he fall into their hands, they would have access to everything Talyere had learned about the Federation… which was most definitely a considerable amount…

 And finally, there was Erin Keller.  For Harrison, it was the logical choice to leave for dead.  Ever since the failure of the Phoenix Project several years prior, the two of them had been bitter enemies.  Keller blamed him for the death of her parents, and she definitely held a grudge.  And it didn’t help matters that Harrison didn’t much like Keller in the first place.  Much like the Captain, she was lax in the protocol department.  She was too friendly with the crew, which would make her death have a lot of impact.  It would be terrible for morale.  But, if Keller had one saving grace, it was her incredible mind.  She was extremely well versed in quantum mechanics, and had more unconventional ideas in her head than half of the Kilka Sector put together…

Harrison bit his lip and sighed.  No matter who he chose, the consequences would be dire, and as he gazed at the reptilian Nairul, the alien seemed to understand.  “Perhaps this will help,” he said, producing a small spherical device from his belt.  He took it between his finger and his thumb, and the device came to life. A series of lights dancing across its surface, and a low-pitched hum pervaded the stark silence that had filled the Dark Star’s cockpit.

The hum gradually became more strident, until finally, Harrison had to cover his ears to muffle the tone.  He buried his head into the control station, and waited for the tone to stop.

Moments later, it terminated, and Harrison released his hands from his head, and slowly rose from the tactical console… but there was just one small problem, he was no longer at the tactical console, nor was he on the Dark Star…
The fading sunlight scattered quietly through the vast conifers of the Forest of Illusion, creating a myriad of interesting shadows and symbols on the ground.  The forest had fallen silent as the darkness began to filter into the quiet corners of the forest, broken by only the crunching of twigs and pine needles under Harrison’s boots.

He stopped, shed his defenses, and pulled in a deep lungful of the crisp forest air, expelling it in a puff of swirling air.  The tiny cloud danced around for several moments before vanishing into the night, leaving Harrison alone to his thoughts.  Thankfully, thoughts were something Harrison had in abundance. 

As he examined his slowly fading surroundings, Harrison was fairly certain that he was in the holodeck.  The Forest of Illusion was exactly as he remembered it, fading sunlight and all.  So unless the Nakarri had borrowed the program from the Starlight’s databanks, he had somehow been whisked back to his ship.

Suddenly, Harrison heard a twig cracking directly behind him.  He reached for his sword and came about to face the unseen perpetrator behind him, but the sunlight had dimmed enough so that only a humanoid silhouette was visible, it too yielding a sword, but not in an offensive posture.

Not wanting to incite a battle, Harrison lowered his own weapon, and approached the wraith.  “Who goes there?”

There was a brief silence as the shadowy figure approached.  “Matthew?”

Harrison immediately recognized the voice as Captain Christopher’s.  “It is I,” he said, forcing back the lump in his throat. After a moment, he came to the realization that this was perhaps some sort of illusion or mind game… Definitely a game of some sort, given Nairul’s affinity for them.  “I was not expecting to find you here…”

Christopher lowered his sword and nodded.  “The bridge lands were littered with necromantic land mines.  I couldn’t possibly hope to dispel them all, and knowing me, I’d step on the one I missed.  So I decided to stroll on over here to continue our search for Maezrim-Tael.”

“A most excellent decision,” said Harrison, though he had no idea what Christopher was talking about.  Maezrim-Tael was not missing.  Bator had yet to miss an opportunity to join them on the holodeck.  “I believe we should seek out Kul’Tiras at his sanctum near Welenblau to further this quest,” he suggested.

But the suggestion clearly did not sit well with Christopher.  “I fine idea,” he said softly, “if the sanctum had not been consumed by Hydros in the Battle of Terra Firma.” 

Harrison produced a faint frown, knowing it would be concealed by the cloak of darkness that had surrounded them.  During his last quest, he had only heard allusions to the dreaded Hydros.  The Battle of Terra Firma had not even occurred.  He had clearly missed something.  “Apparently my mind has slipped,” he said.  “I suppose it is getting late.”

Christopher’s shoulders sank.  “You’re probably right, since it was 22:40 the last time you said that…  I guess we could call it a night.”

“Indeed, I think it would be wise,” said Harrison.  “Next week will undoubtedly prove most exciting.”

Despite the darkness, Harrison could see Christopher’s jaw drop.  “Next week?” he repeated, sounding almost sullen, though Harrison could not fathom why.  They had always met once a week—and it was a struggle to get the Captain to do that!  But now, he stood before Harrison, practically devastated by the news.  “I was hoping we could go just a few more weeks… every night.”

Again, Harrison was glad it was night, as his eyes undoubtedly widened considerably with the onset of this surprise.  Not even he ventured to the holodeck every night.  Something was definitely wrong.  “As you wish,” he said slowly, playing along until he could figure out what exactly was going on.

“Thank you,” said Christopher, placing his hand on Harrison’s shoulder before turning toward away.  “Computer, save program.”

It bleeped.  “Program saved.”

“End program,” Harrison chimed in a moment later.

Within seconds, the Forest of Illusion vanished into thin air, replaced by the honeycomb shaped hologrid, lining all four walls and the ceiling, as well as a similar variation on the floor.  The doors parted, and Matthew Harrison stepped out of one illusion and into another…  

Only this illusion was very true.

TWO

The night had been very cruel to Matthew Harrison, not even allowing him a moment of sleep, for one thing dominated his thoughts, primarily, the Captain’s odd behavior.  Practically everything that Christopher had done, Harrison considered to be strange.  The Captain seemed a bit too friendly, a bit too eager, and a bit too reserved.  If he was in some sort of a Nakarri simulation, it wasn’t a very good one.  But then again, aside from the Captain, Harrison found everything he encountered to be a flawless representation of reality.  

He had thought about accessing the computer database just to compare what he knew with what was known, but his eyes felt like they had weights attached to them, and his body was flat-out exhausted.  So Harrison opted for the elusive sleep…

But before he knew it, the chime of the computer woke Harrison from the relative haze that he had been submerged in.  “The time is zero six hundred hours and thirty minutes.”

He grumbled, cast the sheets aside, and slowly rose from the warmth of his bed to begin his day.  As usual, Harrison took a brief trip to the sonic shower before getting into his uniform and catching quick breakfast and heading directly for the conference lounge to begin his shift.  Unlike most of the senior staff, Harrison did not venture to the mess hall for breakfast, only on rare occasions.  He preferred to sleep in until the last possible moment, and proceed directly to the conference lounge to chat with the Captain for a bit before their meeting started—as the Captain never visited the mess hall, either.

And much as Harrison expected, Captain Christopher stood before the windows in the conference lounge, gazing out at the stars.  The executive officer said nothing as he approached, simply choosing to remain silent until the right moment came to broach a conversation.

That moment finally came when Christopher sighed, and turned his back to the windows.  “Good morning, Matthew,” he sighed, sitting down at his customary seat at the head of the table.  It wasn’t a very cheerful greeting, and if Harrison as reading Christopher’s face correctly, it the Captain was bordering on somber.

Concerned, Harrison sat down near Christopher and drew himself into the conversation.  “Is everything okay?  You’ve not been yourself as of late.”

The Captain bit his lip, and then blew it away from his teeth with a considerable sigh.  “I guess Erin’s death has affected me more than I thought.  I don’t disagree with your decision to select her, but deep down, I still feel you should have chosen me.”

Suddenly, everything fell into place.  He wasn’t going insane, nor was he in some sort of simulation.  Harrison was in the future—or a possible one, in which he selected Commander Keller to remain dead.  Nairul was giving him a chance to see what the future had in store… and so far, Harrison liked what he was seeing.  “I did what I thought was right,” said Harrison.  “We need you to lead us through the Elorg crisis.”

“I think you might have found a way to manage without me,” Christopher retorted.  “Humans are resilient—far more than Ka’Tulans.”

“Ah,” said Harrison, beginning to understand the Captain’s dilemma.  “Learning how to cope with such changes is difficult, I will give you that.  But we must be strong, that is key.  Things will return to normal soon enough.”

Christopher produced a faint smile.  “Don’t worry,” he assured the executive officer.  “All things heal over time.  I’ll get over this sooner or later.  But whether or not things will return to normal… I highly doubt that, Matthew.”

Harrison silently agreed—he wouldn’t have to deal with Commander Keller anymore.  For him, things would almost be better than normal.  Perhaps Nairul was doing him a favor by doing this… it was a cruel one, but a favor nonetheless…

Moments later, the doors slid open once more, and revealed Lucas Tompkins and Kendall Johnson.  The duo nodded politely at their superiors before taking their seats near the Captain, and awaiting the start of the meeting—which arrive after the rest of the senior staff arrived, including some young Ensign whom Harrison did not recognize, presumably Keller’s replacement.

He was a Bajoran with short brown hair and a very well built figure; he was also very tall, and looked very competent of his job.  Harrison only hoped he wasn’t too cozy with the Captain…

“Well,” said Christopher, looking at the padd before him.  He gazed over the first few lines of text before turning his attention to Talyere.  “We’re going to be in orbit of Gildebron III in less than two hours.  Will you be ready by then?”

The Elorg considered the question for a moment before reaching a conclusion.  “Yes, I will have my affairs organized by that time.  Xi’Yor will not stand a chance.”

“Good,” said Christopher.  “We’ll keep a constant transporter lock on you—just in case he’s feeling lucky.”

“A wise precaution,” he agreed. 

For his part, Harrison had no idea what was going on.  They were definitely about to have an encounter with the Elorg… but it sounded like Talyere was going to be having that encounter alone.  Harrison wasn’t sure how far into the future he was, but given the Elorg’s desire to capture Talyere, sending him to the surface of Gildebron III to face Xi’Yor was not a wise course of action in any case.  “Might I remind you of Admiral T’Lari’s discovery?”

Christopher smiled faintly, and then cast his gaze back over to Talyere.  “Thank you for bringing that up, Matthew, but I’ve already reminded Talyere of that…”

“My agility far exceeds that of Xi’Yor,” said Talyere matter-of-factly.  “I will have no trouble evading his show of aggression.”

Christopher clenched his jaw.  “I hope you’re right.  Because if you’re not—”

“I am fully aware of the consequences,” Talyere interjected. 

“It all seems so… normal, does it not?”

The voice was so surreal that Harrison almost didn’t recognize it.  The deep voice didn’t match anyone on the senior staff—unless it was the Bajoran’s but he highly doubted it.  But as he gazed across the conference lounge, the executive officer’s suspicions were summarily confirmed.

Nairul had seated himself at the end of the table, opposite Christopher, and much like the Captain, was playing with a padd—only Nairul’s was of Nakarri origin.  “Calling for help would do you no good.  They can’t see me,” he said slowly.  “In fact,” he said, staring Rachael Meyer in the face, “when you interact with me, they can’t see you, either.  But do not worry, they won’t notice you’re gone.”

Harrison wasn’t so sure, but to test the theory, he rose from his seat and rapidly waved his hand in front of Captain Christopher’s face.  The Captain didn’t even flinch, and simply carried out his muted conversation with Talyere as if everything was status quo.

As the excitement of being “invisible” wore off, Harrison turned his attention back to Nairul.  “Though I am still not fond of the notion of killing someone, this scenario has been most helpful in my quest.  The choice may not be an easy one… but at least I know it is one I could live with.”

Nairul smiled.  “I would not be so quick to judge.  There are still many variables which must be taken into consideration.”

“Such as?”

The answer to that question was definitely one Harrison wanted to hear.  Unfortunately, he would not be hearing it from the mouth of Nairul.  Even as Harrison spoke, he saw the Nakarri vanish, not even attempting to answer.  Moments later, Harrison found himself back in his seat listening to the conversation as if he had never left.

“… and a realignment of the transwarp coils,” said Tompkins.

“Have fun,” Christopher said after a moment of consideration.  “Is there anything else?”  He surveyed each and every set of eyes, and when they all remained blank, Christopher pushed himself away from the table.  “Dismissed.” 

The senior staff slowly mimicked the Captain’s motions, and made their way back to the bridge, adjacent to the conference lounge.  On his way out, Harrison made sure he was following behind Lieutenant Bator, and as they strode onto the bridge, followed the tactical officer to his station.

“So,” said Harrison, “wilt thou be joining us on the holodeck tonight?”

The Phobian tapped a few keys on his station before responding, “No.  I have been slated to the night shift yet again.  Being second officer isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

“So it will be me and the Captain.  Again.”

“You sound disappointed.”

Harrison considered it for a moment.  “Not exactly disappointed; I’m pleased that he wants to join me… but until oh-one hundred hours… every night…”

“I could see how that becomes tiresome.”

“Indeed,” said Harrison, watching as a tiny blip entered sensor range on Bator’s console.  A few seconds later, the computer sounded an alarm, which the Phobian made haste to quell.  “What is it?”

“Unknown,” said Bator after a brief examination of the data.  “It appears to be emanating from the Inkhezi, but I cannot pinpoint its source.”

“Is it a weapon of some sort?” demanded Christopher as he rose from his chair and glanced over at the tactical station.

“Possibly,” allowed the Phobian.

Christopher sighed, and folded his arms.  “Yellow alert,” he ordered before turning his attention to the Bajoran at ops.  “Rennis, run a spectrographic analysis of the Inkhezi.  We need to take a peek at this little sensor blip.”

The Bajoran made haste to comply; his hands flew over the controls with speed and agility, but Harrison knew the young officer’s efforts were too little, too late.  

The noise started off as almost an afterthought.  Harrison wasn’t able to discern if it was there or if he were simply imagining things.  But slowly, the steady, high-pitched scream of terror gained intensity, noticeable to the entire bridge crew.  Harrison flinched at the noise, and turned to Bator, who was still relatively unaffected.  “The source is unknown,” he said loudly.  “It is not having any affects on our systems.”

“The same cannot be said for us,” Harrison replied.  The noise was now almost impossible to ignore.  Even the unflappable Bator started to flinch as the whine continued to climb in loudness and frequency.

Just when Harrison thought things couldn’t get any worse, the ship shuddered as the shields absorbed a considerable discharge from the Inkhezi’s photon canon.  Harrison grabbed the tactical station for support, but it was of little use; seconds later, another shot from the photon canon blasted the Starlight, sending Harrison to the floor.

“Shields are down to sixty-one percent,” said Bator.  “Shall I return fire?”

Harrison looked to Christopher for advice, but saw the Captain had collapsed, either from the attack or the cacophony of noise coming from… wherever.  Thus, Harrison was now in command by default.  “Do so,” he ordered without hesitation.

Moments later, a volley of quantum torpedoes lashed out against the Inkhezi on the view screen, but the entire blast was absorbed by the warship’s shields, simply exploding on impact.  The same could not be said for the Starlight when the Inkhezi returned fire.  Streams of blue phaser fire lashed out at the Federation starship, pervading the shields and smashing into the hull, generating loads of turbulence.

Harrison, already on the ground, was spared the humiliation of falling yet again, but still had to endure the wild ride as the ship rocked in the aftermath of the explosion.

“Hull breech on decks eight and nine, sections four, five and six,” Bator called out.

Frantically, Harrison pulled himself to his feet, just in time to see the Elorg fire yet again.  “Evasive maneuvers, Ensign,” he called out to Drayge at the helm, but it was a futile effort.  The ship did indeed attempt to evade the assault, but to no avail.  The blue phaser beams cut into the hull, rocking the ship in another considerable explosion.  Sparks rained down from the clouds of smoke lingering near the ceiling.  Plasma conduits burst, spewing white fog into the bridge, and fires raged everywhere. 

“This situation is dire, is it not?” Nairul inquired, suddenly at Harrison’s side.

Harrison, ignoring the Nakarri, picked himself up and quickly walked to the mission ops station behind the Captain’s chair.  There were numerous hull breeches, and from what he could tell, there was a massive coolant leak down in main engineering.  “Are there any life signs in Engineering?”

Rennis slowly picked himself up from the floor and accessed the internal sensors.  “Thirteen life forms, all dead,” he reported.

A ball of flames suddenly burst down from the ceiling, blooming into a roiling ball of red and orange fury.  Harrison jumped back and watched it dissipate; suddenly the first officer realized that he didn’t like this possible future that much after all.  He turned to Nairul. 

The Nakarri’s reptilian features were aglow as the fire from the nearby inferno reflected upon his skin.  But he didn’t appear to be the slightest bit threatened by the situation.  “Have you something to say?”

“What went wrong?”

Nairul walked over to the operations station and looked around for a moment, before snapping his finger and pointing at the monitor on one of the stations.  “Young Rennis here did not recognize Gri’sal’s Nocturne.  It was a ploy used by the Elorg two hundred thousand years ago to distract the Iconians before an attack.  Apparently, he wasn’t experienced enough to have thought to check with Talyere’s data on Elorg ploys.  I suppose that is his loss.”

Suddenly, a huge explosion rocked the operations station.  A cacophony of fiery sparks shot off like fireworks, dancing in the air like a thousand twinkling stars.  When they cleared, nothing was left of Rennis but a smoldering hulk.  Nairul smirked, stepped over the Bajoran’s charred remains, and returned to Harrison’s side.  “Literally, his loss,” he corrected.  “Had Commander Keller been here, I’d imagine this entire scenario would have been adverted.”

That wasn’t what Harrison wanted to hear… But his ears were one thing that never lied.  And as the ship shuddered again, the bridge seemed to go up in smoke.  Harrison couldn’t see anything… nor was he sure he wanted to.  

But as the smoke cleared away, Harrison noted that he was not on the Starlight anymore, but back on the Dark Star, where his journey had started, still sitting at the tactical station.

“That was thoroughly unpleasant,” he noted.

“Then I suppose you will not be choosing Commander Keller,” said Nairul, staring at the body in question from across the cockpit.  “Very well.  We shall proceed.”

THREE

The Elorg wanted Talyere Rosat.  And so did the Federation.  But since the latter currently had possession of him, it was unlikely that they would relinquish him to the former without a fight.  And up until a few days ago, that was the Federation’s position.

Now, they didn’t have a position.  They didn’t need one.  Talyere was dead.  As of yet, there had been no reaction from the Elorg, but Matthew Harrison knew that it would only be a matter of time before the news—good or bad—was brought to his attention.

Until then, it was just a waiting game.  The Federation maintained business as usual in the Kilka Sector, its fleet of starships maintaining a position just outside the verteron radiation zone, safe from its foul effects on warp drive.  Battle drills were conducted, and Starfleet intelligence reports were exchanged.  It was the calm before the storm, undoubtedly.

And with this sudden bout of tranquility bestowed upon the Starlight and its crew, Harrison found that to be the perfect opportunity to do the thing he loved most…

The Black Morass was the darkest, most dank area in all of Lordaeron.  It was a swamp of infinite perils, a waste-deep conglomeration of cold, brown water, silt, and seaweed, coated with a thick layer of foamy green algae.  The stench of death, prompted by those fair souls who were unable to traverse the quagmire, was unbearable, and exacerbated by the driving wind.

Given such unpleasant conditions, one would think it to be a most foolish task to even dare cross the Black Morass, but in stark contrast, it was a heavily trafficked region.  Not only did a myriad of dwarves and ogres pass through the marsh on a regular basis to reach the Citadel at Grim Faol, countless rogues and thrill-seekers graced the path with their presence in search of the light at the end of the tunnel, the Holy Grail.

 Indeed, that was the reason Harrison and his faithful companions had embarked upon the journey to the insipid Black Morass, hoping to reclaim the trophy for the venerated Paladins at Fortress Auchinduin.  But there was one small detail that had concerned Harrison from the moment he set foot into the waist-deep muck, Hydra, the Serpent of the Marsh.

He was hoping they would miss this spectacle, and be able to raid Lumina’s Palace, get the Holy Grail, and leave without incident, but ever since he and his companions had entered the marsh, Harrison felt like something was watching them…

When suddenly the huge, snake-like neck of Hydra burst from the murky depths below, spraying the dreadful mixture of muck into the air as the water beast lashed out at Christopher and Bator with an intense, blaring roar.

Harrison stood by helplessly and watched as Christopher sunk down below the surface of the water, kicking up a wave of silt and thick, murky water, he quickly ascended, partisan in hand.  Christopher lounged through the thick fluid, and stabbed Hydra in some unseen part of its neck still submerged in the murky waters below.

Almost immediately, a cloud of murky red blood made its way to the surface of the water, dancing in the foamy algae, riding the ripples generated by the serpent’s rampant movements.

Again, Hydra shrieked, generating some swift tides and currents in the thick waters of the Black Morass.  Harrison almost succumbed to their coercive effects, but managed to keep steady until the currents dispersed.  Quickly, he drew his sword and watched the beast squirm around in the marsh, waiting for the instant when Hydra was looking away.  

When the moment finally came, Harrison made haste to wade through the cold marsh and unleashed his weapon’s fury upon the serpent.  His sword dug into Hydra’s scales, causing a jet of velvety, red blood to shoot out into the water below.

The beast shrieked, and immediately descended into the depths of the uninviting quagmire, but Harrison knew that it could not have ventured very far.  Keeping a firm grip on the hilt of his sword, Harrison kept a watchful eye out for anything unusual in the marsh.  “Let us proceed,” he beckoned cautiously, slowly trudging his way back in the direction of Lumina’s Palace, and the Holy Grail.

“Agreed,” said Christopher, mimicking Harrison’s actions.

It was only Bator who remained stationary.

“What is it, friend?” inquired Harrison.

Bator kept his eyes trained upon a small patch of algae directly in front of Christopher as he said, “Hydra hast not taken leave of us.”

Christopher’s eyes widened as he noted the algae before him start to bubble up with shades of red and black.  The wounded serpent was very nearby.  Quickly, Christopher reached for his partisan and prepared to strike, but his actions were less than successful.

Hydra, less than a meter from Christopher’s face, soared straight up into the air, spraying the dragon slayer with the putrid mist of the swamp.  He extended his partisan, hoping the strike the demon fortuitously, but by that time, the serpent had unveiled its armored underbelly, and Christopher’s attack did nothing to hinder Hydra.

When suddenly, there was yet another distraction.

“Freeze program!” Christopher called out after hearing his communicator bleep.

Hydra stopped.  The huge snake-like demon, was frozen in place right along with everything else around it.  The tiny black droplets of marsh water, the jet of velvety liquid blood, the spray of foam and algae, even the birds flying overhead—all locked in place.

“What is it?” Christopher demanded.

“Alan,” came the voice of Erin Keller, “you’d better get up here.  We’ve got a tiny situation on our hands.”
Christopher wiped the thick layer of green algae from his face and cast it into the motionless marsh.  “I’m on my way,” he said.

Within five minutes, Harrison found himself out of the Black Morass, and into his Starfleet uniform on the bridge of the Starlight, looking at a single Elorg warship on the viewscreen.

“The Inkhezi,” said Bator.  “It’s holding position near Gildebron III.  Both their shields and weapons are inactive.”

“What is that Xi’Yor up to?” Christopher grumbled as he approached the command chair in the center of the bridge.  With the situation being what it was, Christopher did not sit, but instead, began pacing before the two command chairs.

Harrison, not wanting to disturb the Captain’s ritual, stayed back at the mission operations station, simply observed the Inkhezi.  It wasn’t in standard orbit—probably because of Gildebron III’s orbital defense perimeter, but that didn’t matter.  What was on Gildebron III?

“Our questions just might be answered,” said Bator a moment later.  “We are being hailed.  It’s Xi’Yor.”

Christopher sighed.  “On screen,” he said, turning to the view screen.

Within moments, the image of the Inkhezi flicked away, replaced by the vibrant orange eyes of Overseer Xi’Yor.  “Captain Christopher,” he said flatly, not indicating his temperament whatsoever.

“Overseer Xi’Yor,” said Christopher, equally neutral.  Only Harrison knew that without Talyere, everything the Captain said was purely a bluff.  Still, Christopher put on a good show.  “What is the occasion for this little conversation?”

“Obviously not the lexicon contained within,” Xi’Yor sneered.  He compressed his lips for a short moment before continuing,  “By order of Elorg Mandate 358392311, you are required to relinquish command of the renegade Overseer Talyere Rosat to the Elorg Bloc.”  He paused briefly, and allowed for a tense moment of silence.  “But it would seem fortune has smiled upon your decrepit Federation.  You have eliminated Talyere.  I consider that no small favor.  He has been a thorn in my side for decades, and his termination will certainly make my ascent to power simpler.”

Christopher took a few steps closer to the helm, resting his hands on the back of the chair.  “Again, I ask… what is the purpose of this conversation?  Surely you didn’t come all this way to congratulate us.”

“Your words are not without merit, Captain.  Indeed, I have not come all this way to praise you.  In fact, I must to inform you that by terminating Talyere, you have infringed upon Elorg Mandate 101184275: Any being directly responsible for the termination of an Overseer shall endure the same fate.”

Harrison immediately gulped.  He was the one who sentenced Talyere to die.  Now it would seem the Elorg would reciprocate.  And given Xi’Yor’s extreme distance from the Starlight, Harrison found it highly unlikely that Xi’Yor intended to be selective in the execution of his Mandate.  Everyone on the Starlight would die…

From the moment he stepped into this possible future, Harrison knew he didn’t like it.  He knew Talyere was not considered expendable, not only because it meant certain death for the Starlight, in the long run, he knew that the same fate awaited the Federation.  Millions of people would die at the hand of the Elorg, and when the dust settled, the Bloc would be restored to power.

“A most dire situation,” said Nairul softly from behind.  “Your vessel is in peril yet again.  Your Federation may be brought to its knees… all because of this one simple action.  It is odd, is it not, how the future can be played out?”

“Most odd, indeed,” Harrison agreed.  “And I am quite certain this future is not one I intend to see.”

Nairul nodded.  “I thought as much, but deemed it fair to present all of the possibilities before you made your decision.”  He nodded, and within a few moments, they were back on the Dark Star.  “One to go…”

FOUR

The mess hall was filled with the Starlight’s crew.  Harrison recognized almost everyone right away.  Bator, Drayge, Tompkins, practically everyone was there, but with one notable exception.  No matter how many times his eyes scanned the room, Harrison could not pinpoint Captain Christopher.  In this possible future, the Captain was gone.  

‘Gone’ was the polite term.  It made it sound like the Captain had gone on vacation, or was transferred to another ship; both realities Harrison could have lived with.  But he knew they were false.  The Captain was dead.

Seeing that nobody else was dwelling on the fact—perhaps the funeral was done and over with—Harrison shrugged off the eerie, haunting feelings that plagued his mind, and came about to mingle with the crew to discover the reason for the congregation.

The very first person his eyes crossed paths with was Lucas Tompkins.  Harrison flagged down the chief engineer, and quickly came to his side.  “Commander Tompkins,” he acknowledged politely.

The chief engineer nodded, and extended his hand.  “I’m honored to be the first person to shake Captain Harrison’s hand.”

Red alert!  Captain!?  Harrison’s heart skipped a beat as he heard the words fall from Tompkins’ mouth.  Immediately, Harrison’s hand reached up for the rank insignia on his neck, and sure enough, discovered a fourth pip had joined the ranks.  “I suppose you are right,” he responded.

He was trying desperately to occlude his surprise, but given the mildly humored look on Tompkins’ face, Harrison wasn’t sure if it was working.  “Expecting a sudden, rude awakening?” grunted Tompkins.

“Yes,” said Harrison.  It was the truth in more ways than Tompkins could possibly imagine, but Harrison, not wanting to pollute the timeline—any timeline—decided it best to keep his time traveling adventures to himself.  He quickly pulled himself together, and made an endeavor to act as calmly as possible.  He was the Captain after all.  “Pardon my distracted nature,” he apologized.  “The past few days have been more stressful than most.”

“It’s okay,” said Tompkins.  “Captain Christopher’s death has distracted a lot of us.  It’s going to take some time to adjust.  I just hope the transition is smooth.”

“It will be on my part,” Harrison assured Tompkins.  But as his gaze fell upon Erin Keller, Harrison suddenly realized the only possible wrinkle in his smooth transition.  The two of them had no affinity for one another, a hatred that could be traced back to the disastrous Phoenix Project, six years ago.  Harrison had been one of the only survivors among the crew—which had included Erin’s parents.  She blamed him for their death.  

They had managed to avoid each other, aside from the necessary interaction between first officer and operations officer.  Captain Christopher knew of their quarrel, and had attempted to bridge the gap.  He ultimately failed, and instead decided to work around their problems until he found another way to solve it.  He didn’t… and now that he was gone, Harrison could foresee those problems cropping up into their daily affairs.

Cropping up, because Erin Keller was now the Starlight’s first officer.  They would be forced to work with each other, side-by-side, each and every day.  The very notion made Harrison cringe.  Captain Christopher may have enjoyed Keller’s lax protocol, but not him.  “Pardon me, Commander,” said Harrison, not taking his gaze off Keller as he left Tompkins side for her position.

Keller somehow sensed his approach, and quickly terminated her conversation with Ensign Drayge before casting an evil glare in Harrison’s direction.  She took a brief sip of her champagne before folding her arms, and awaiting Harrison’s approach.

“I was surprised to see you here.  Celebrating, no less,” he said, gesturing to Erin’s beverage.

Keller rolled her eyes, tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, and set her glass down on the table beside her.  “I must be drunk,” she replied.  “Or trying to get drunk… that way I can sleep through your speech.”

“Oh, how magnanimous of you,” Harrison shot back.  “I should hope you maintain this level of excellency for the duration of your duty shift.  Being intoxicated might actually improve your performance rating.”

Keller’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “Did you know that every time you open your mouth, shit comes out of it?  I suppose that might explain your breath.”

“I am surprised, Commander.  Your verbal abuse is usually a bit more diplomatic than that,” sneered Harrison, attempting to fabricate some sort of a comeback.  He succeeded, dismally, but it was success nonetheless.  

Half-expecting a brutal retort, Harrison prepared himself for the scolding, but to his surprise, Keller said nothing to further the conversation.  She just stood, her arms folded, and glared at him, her gaze drilling into the side of Harrison’s head.  He didn’t flinch; the look had no effect on him.  

As Keller continued to glare, Harrison began to wonder why he even came over to speak with her in the first place.  It definitely confirmed his suspicions about her promotion, but aside from that, it did nothing but make both of them look bad.  The two highest-ranking officers on the ship bickering childishly in front of the entire crew was not exactly setting a good example.  

So, before they could do something they would both regret, Harrison broke away from Keller’s gaze and started to retreat.

But as he did so, Keller followed him.  “It might please you to know that I’ve requested a transfer from the Starlight.  Does that make you happy?” 

“Quite,” said Harrison without a moment’s thought.  Perhaps this future was more favorable than he had initially been led to believe… but of course Harrison suddenly recalled what happened the last time Keller was not present at a critical moment.  If this future played out like the last one, and there was no reason it would not, she would not be there to spot Gri’sal’s Nocturne, and the ship would be destroyed.

But by the time Harrison had made this revelation, Keller had already turned on her heel and retreated through the doors.  For all he knew, she could be going to pack her bags.  That couldn’t happen.

Quickly, Harrison sprung into action, and followed Keller out the doors, catching up with her in the corridor of few moments later.

“Wait!” he called out.

Keller didn’t stop.  She didn’t even flinch.  In fact, if Harrison judged her speed correctly, she started walking faster, trying to get away from him.

“Wait!” he called out again, hoping that she might just respond.

As luck would have it, Keller slowed her pace down to a crawl, and reluctantly turned around.  “What the hell do you want?”

“You cannot take leave of us,” Harrison said as he approached.

Keller frowned.  “Are you leaving?”

“No.”

“Then I am.  It’s as simple as that.”

Harrison frowned at her response.  Her decision was finalized before Harrison could even make his case for her to stay.  Still, he decided that it wouldn’t hurt to try.  “It would seem your mind has been made.  But I insist that you remain here—for the crew’s sake—at least until things settle down.  Like it or not, you and Captain Christopher were very popular among the crew.  With the Captain’s death, the crew is hurting.  I fear if you depart as well, we may never recover from the loss.”

Keller sighed, and for the first time, when her eyes met with Harrison’s they were not filled with hatred, but understanding.  “For once, you may be right.  But I’m not going to stay here forever.”

“Nor am I asking you to,” Harrison responded.  “I just need to stay until the storm blows over.”

Keller folded her arms and sighed.  “It’s going to take Starfleet a few weeks to process my request.  I was going to take a leave of absence until then… but I suppose, for the crew’s sake, it can wait.”

“Well met,” said Harrison, almost smiling.  It didn’t seem possible, and had he not been there to see it with his own eyes, Harrison wouldn’t have believed it.  Not only had he just completed a conversation with Commander Keller free of insults, it was on a matter of some magnitude… and they actually agreed on the solution.  This future may have a future after all…

Suddenly, Nairul appeared from nowhere, standing beside Keller.  “Do you think?”

“Possibly,” said Harrison.  “Commander Keller and I have taken a step in the right direction.”

Nairul chuckled to himself.  “A theoretical step,” he said amidst the soft laughter.  “Theory and reality sometimes work in different ways.  I would wait to see which way fate has written this instance before making a final answer.”

Just as quickly as he had appeared, Nairul vanished into thin air, leaving Harrison alone with Keller yet again.  As far as she was concerned, the conversation was over.  Harrison watched her mouth open to excuse herself, but his communicator didn’t give her a chance.

“Bridge to Captain Harrison,” came the voice of Lieutenant Bator.  “We’re picking up a distress signal from inside the verteron radiation zone.  You’d better get up here.”
Harrison sighed.  The verteron radiation zone was an after effect of the Elorg vortex.  When it opened, countless verteron particles were expelled into normal space.  The particles spread throughout the Kilka Sector, making it impossible to travel at warp inside the zone without specially fitted warp drives.  Unfortunately, only a handful of ships had them.  Any other vessel was simply dead in the water.

So, knowing the situation was probably just a routine rescue operation, Harrison acknowledged the message with a simple, “On my way,” and followed Keller into the turbolift to take on his first mission as Captain of the Starlight.

 “What’s happening, Bator?” Keller demanded as she strode out of the turbolift in front of Harrison.

Harrison cringed at her lack of protocol, but said nothing in light of their recent agreement.  Instead, he followed her to the tactical station and listened to Bator’s report, “The modifications made to a small Breen scout ship’s warp core have failed.  The ship is stranded in the verteron radiation zone about 2.8 light years from our current position.”

“At maximum warp, we can be there in under three hours,” said Drayge from the helm.

Keller took a step closer to Harrison.  “At transwarp, we could be there in ten minutes,” she said softly.

Clearly, Drayge’s course was the less efficient one.  But it was also the safer one, and the one recommended by Starfleet and the Federation as the proper course of action.  While the Starlight’s warp drive was immune to the effects of the verteron radiation, it was unknown what effects it might be having on the transwarp drive.  Hence, using it in the verteron radiation zone was discouraged, except in extreme emergencies.  Of which, this was not.

Not immediately, at least.  The Breen… already this close to Romulan space.  Perhaps they were already forming an alliance with the Romulans.  Or they were scouting out the Sineron Cluster.  Either way, they needed to know, and the sooner, the better.  If the distress signal reached the rest of the Breen, who knows what might happen.  “Ensign Drayge, set an intercept course, execute at transwarp speed.”

The Ensign hesitated for a moment, but did nothing to counter Harrison’s order.  “Aye, sir,” he said as he carried out the order.

Within a few seconds, Harrison felt the ship jump into transwarp.  He afforded a quick glance at the view screen, and the strokes of green light streaking across it only confirmed it: they were on their way.

Slightly nervous, Harrison stepped away from the tactical station and set his eyes upon the big chair in the center of the bridge.  It was his.  And now that it was, the chair seemed unbelievably big.  How could he ever hope to fill it?

But he would have to.  If this was the future he was going to choose, Harrison would have to become more thoroughly acquainted to commanding the Starlight.  And if he couldn’t do it, he would have to make room for someone who could, and that wasn’t a reality Harrison wanted to face, either.

So he pulled in a deep breath, mustering all his courage, and readied himself for his first mission as Captain.  “Status of the Breen vessel?”

“Holding position,” said Bator.  “But they are continuing to transmit their distress signal.”

“We could emit a rotating EM pulse to jam their signal,” suggested Keller from the mission ops station behind Harrison.  “That way the Breen won’t come looking for their missing ship right away.”

Harrison liked the idea, and nodded accordingly.  “Proceed,” he said.  So far, he hadn’t encountered anything he didn’t like.  It was just like being the executive officer when the Captain wasn’t around—only he didn’t have to check in before making a decision of consequence.

Keller pecked away at the controls in compliance with Harrison’s order.  “Done,” she chirped after a few moments.  “The Breen won’t be conversing with anyone for awhile.”

“Most excellent,” said Harrison.  “What is our ETA?”

“Four minutes, forty-seven seconds,” said Drayge.

Recounting previous encounters with the Breen, Harrison wasn’t expecting the red carpet to be rolled out for them; nor was he expecting a pleasant confrontation at all.  But whatever the Breen were doing, they had only one small ship to do it with, which was no match for the Starlight under any circumstances.

He sighed.  With his current line of thinking, battle was inevitable, but given the Breen’s feelings toward the Federation, negotiation probably wasn’t going to get them very far—especially since the last time they tried that, the Breen simply disappeared upon their arrival to the Starlight.

“The Breen are attempting to jump start their engines,” Bator said a moment later, cutting into Harrison’s thought.

“They won’t be able to do it,” Keller swiftly replied.  “Even if they do manage the feat, they’ll still have verterons in the warp core for several hours.  They’re not going anywhere.”

“Somehow I don’t think that’s what they have in mind,” Bator said a moment later.  “While they are having minimal success in moving their ship, they are sufficiently agitating their engines to the point where a warp core breech is imminent.”

For the first time, Keller walked down to the command area and sat in her seat.  “If that ship blows up, we’ll lose all the information they have.”

As far as Harrison as concerned, that data was already lost.  He highly doubted the Breen would simply give it to them.  And if they did, it would be after a considerable fight.  “As far as I’m concerned that information is permanently out of reach.”

“But we won’t know their purpose here,” Keller insisted.

“Their mission would most likely be of little consequence with their vessel destroyed, and their lives coming to an abrupt end,” Harrison countered.  “It would have elicited a considerable failure.”

Keller sighed, and Harrison could see that their brief period of kindred spirits was reaching its end.  “We need to know,” she said tersely.  Perhaps he was wrong to suggest she stay in the first place.  It may have been harder on the crew, but it would have been easier on him in the long run.

“We may find something in the debris,” Harrison pointed out.

“Debris?” Keller scoffed.  “I don’t think so.”

“We are within range,” Drayge said flatly, interrupting their little spatter.

“Thank you, Neelar,” said Keller.  “Drop out of transwarp.”

“Belay that order, Ensign.  Allow the Breen to—”

Keller rose from her seat.  “You’re making the wrong decision,” she said sternly, fixing her glare upon him.

“Is this a mutiny?”  Harrison inquired, unsure of Keller’s intentions.

She backed off.  “No,” she said after a moment.  “I don’t work like that.  But I feel you have to right to know when you’re wrong.  Like now.”

And for the first time, Harrison had a doubt.  He was second-guessing himself.  Maybe he had settled upon his decision too quickly, because it was the easier way out.  In fact, he had settled upon a few other decisions because it was simply easier.  He considered having Keller leave because it was easier for him. He allowed himself to believe that the two of them could work together because it was easier.  … And he had even considered letting Captain Christopher die because it was the easiest way.

Suddenly, Harrison realized that several minutes had passed during his revelation.  There had been action taking place all around him, but he remained oblivious to it until one key moment.  

“The Breen ship has gone to warp.”

Drayge’s words penetrated Harrison’s mind like a knife through his heart.  He had failed—because he had taken the easy way out yet again, inadvertently stalling until the decision was made for him…

Not again.

Matthew Harrison’s days of taking the easy way out were officially over.

And as he blinked the situation into his mind, so was the scenario.  Harrison was back on the Dark Star with a beaming Nairul.

“In ten minutes, the window of opportunity to save your comrades will have closed.  It is time to make a decision, Commander Harrison.  Who will live?  And who will die?”
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The easy way out would simply to choose Captain Christopher.  Out of the three that he had seen, Harrison liked that future the most, and with a little work, he could shape the Breen situation into some sort of a victory.  Keller would eventually leave, and life would be good for Harrison.

And quite frankly, choosing Christopher was the only logical choice.  When it came down to it, the other two futures presented unacceptable losses that Harrison couldn’t live with, knowing that he could have chosen another future in which those tragedies did not occur.

It wouldn’t be the easy way out, Harrison told himself.  It would be the logical way out.  Choose the future with the least impact on the fabric of galactic events.  It sounded good in theory, but Harrison knew he couldn’t live with it.  He was just as uncomfortable with this game now, than he was fifty minutes ago.  In all reality, he wasn’t prepared to sentence someone to death.

It was the easy way out…

“The clock is ticking,” said Nairul.  “My medical teams are standing by.  Should I tell them to come over here and perform the necessary procedures, or should I allow them to continue their lunch?”

The alien pointing his weapon at Harrison kindly reaffirmed his grip on the trigger, and reacquired his target.  “Select someone to die,” he repeated slowly. 

“I select myself.”

His response was obviously not what they were looking for.  “You cannot choose yourself. Choose again.”
“Then I choose Gleeok, the necromancer.”

Again, the Nakarri frowned at Harrison’s response.   “Choose someone on this ship,” said the officer through clenched teeth.  “Now!”

The rules of the game.

Those were it.  They had been clearly presented in the beginning, but it wasn’t until now that Harrison had stopped to consider them.  And he could have kicked himself for not thinking about it sooner.

“I’ve made a decision,” Harrison said after a moment of further consideration.

Almost immediately, Nairul’s large eyes widened, and a smile cracked upon his reptilian face.  “Well done,” he said.  “I know this had been difficult for you, but know this:  it is not a decision made in vain. This sacrifice will help us to understand your culture and tremendously.”

Harrison produced his own smile.  “I, too, am sure of it.”

Nairul clasped his hands behind his back.  “You are starting to see the light.  Well done.”

Harrison rose from his seat and joined Nairul at his side.  “You may not think so splendid of me when I inform you of my decision.”

Again, Nairul’s eyes widened.  “Oh really?”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  “Because I choose you.”

“Select someone to die.”

 “You cannot choose yourself. Choose again.”
“Choose someone on this ship!”

Nairul’s eyes fluttered wide open as he took in Harrison’s words.  And after a moment of deafening silence, the Nakarri shattered it as he broke out in laughter.  “That is very funny,” he said amidst his chuckles.  But then he stopped laughing and took on a much more serious attitude.  “But you cannot choose me.”

Harrison raised a brow to that.  “Really?  When your officer told me to choose someone, he simply said someone on this ship, excluding myself.  You are on this ship, are you not?”

There was no response.  Nairul simply stood, stoically, and sighed.  Whether or not he was preparing to accept defeat, or something else, Harrison was not sure, but he knew that Nairul was definitely not prepared for this turn of events.

“My decision is made,” said Harrison before the silence could become too drawn out.  “Summon your men and have them revive my shipmates at once.”

This time, Harrison’s words elicited a response from Nairul.  He plucked a small device from his belt and flipped it open, before tapping a few commands into the control padd.

Within seconds, five pillars of grayish-white light filled the Dark Star’s cockpit, swirling about until they revealed five more Nakarri, all of them armed with weapons and some sort of medical equipment—or so Harrison presumed.

“Orders, Executor?” intoned one of the guards.  Harrison recognized him as the one that had first told him of the dire game he had endured for the past hour.

Nairul turned his back to the guard and sighed.  “Revive them, and return to the ship.”

The guard frowned.  “Sir?”

“Is there a problem?”

“Yes,” said the guard.  “Which ones shall I instruct the medics to revive?”

Nairul finally expelled his sigh.  “All of them,” he said, exasperated.  “We have collected all the data on this new species that is required.  Their intelligence factor is beyond our testing, as this individual’s logic has found a flaw in our methods.  We will revive all of them, and return to Nakarri Prime with this data.  Undoubtedly, it will prompt them to make some much needed revisions to our methods.”

“As you have been urging them to do for thousands of years.  Perhaps these changes will finally allow for our return to grace.”

Nairul allowed for the guard’s postulation, but left room for little else.  “Perhaps,” he grumbled tersely before turning to Harrison.  “Well done, Commander.”

And just as suddenly as Nairul and his guards had arrived, about one hour ago, they vanished.  As the swirling pillar of light carried them away, Harrison readily noted the tractor beam the Nakarri had affixed to the Dark Star was released, and the ship jumped to warp.

A part of Harrison—a very large part of him wanted to just sit back and exhale a long sigh of relief.  He had just worked his way through one of the most stressful hours of his entire life, and rest was definitely high on his list of things to do…  but so were his companions.

Quickly, he bolted from his chair and knelt down beside Captain Christopher in the foreword most part of the cockpit.  He didn’t look very much alive, but as Harrison felt the Captain’s wrist for a pulse, to his relief, there was one.  And it was getting stronger.

“Where are the Nakarri?” came the voice of Talyere from the aft section a few moments later.

Harrison propped the Captain up against the astrogation console, and turned back to the Elorg.  “They have departed,” he said softly.  “And I find it very unlikely that they will return.”

“Your insight has merit,” said Talyere.  His orange eyes briefly shifted over to the operations station, watching Erin Keller climb back into her seat, before turning his attention back to Harrison.  “The Nakarri do not often make return trips.”

Harrison was also relieved to hear that, and was even more relieved when he saw the Captain’s eyes flutter open. 

“Well,” said Christopher weakly, “whatever you said to them must have been good, since we all appear to be in tact.  Did you recite one of your terribly exciting verses from The Age of Chaos?”

“No,” said Harrison, “though now that you mention it, I wish I had… Perhaps this audience would care to hear my dialogue instead?”

“No way,” said Keller immediately.  “I just want to get the hell out of here.”

Christopher pulled himself into his seat, and politely pushed Harrison aside.  “I would have to agree with Erin,” he said.  “Though, without the vulgar language, of course.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72734.1:  After surviving a confrontation with an alien species known as the Nakarri, the Dark Star has returned to the Starlight as scheduled.  Though we all suffered a few scrapes and bruises in the event, Doctor Hartman assures us that the Nakarri did nothing of consequence, and has cleared everyone to return to duty. 

But as he finished his log, returning to duty wasn’t the first thing on Christopher’s mind.  Nor was it the second.  Or the third.  Possibly the fourth, but he wasn’t going to get down to the exact details.  He was still enthralled by Harrison’s opportunity to see the future.  Albeit, since everyone survived the mission, none of those futures were going to come true, but Christopher couldn’t help but wonder what things might be like if they had.  

He had never stopped to consider the alternatives.  Christopher was always fixated on the present.  But now that the occasion arrived, he found those possibilities to be thoroughly intriguing.  Matthew had seen only a fraction of the possible futures.  But for one hour, those three futures had a very high chance of coming true—and had it not been for Matthew’s creative thinking, one of them would have.  That was the question that plagued Christopher the most: which one?

As he walked out onto the bridge, Christopher felt extremely tempted to ask the Commander.  But as he sat down next to Harrison, Christopher knew that it wasn’t polite.  And it wasn’t any of his business which future Harrison would have chosen.  He trusted Matthew to do the right thing.  But as his silence began to get the attention of Harrison, the first officer craned his neck over.

“Is something wrong?” asked Harrison.

“No,” said Christopher. 

I was just pondering the future.

I was just wondering who you would have picked, had your wits not taken over your mind.

I was just wondering why Erin?  Why not me?

I was just wondering why Talyere?  Why not me?

“No… nothing at all.”

And the conversation was over.
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