Episode 24

Emancipation, Part I

Lieutenant Ada Marquet looked around quietly at the table.  The holographic restaurant Chez Michelle was a place the crew had visited many times after its initial activation a year ago.  Today, however, the program seemed to run with a huge crowd.

She looked across the table and smiled at Tom, who smiled back.  She remembered the conversation they had had not long after the New Risa storm.  As they had done on the planet’s surface, they agreed that it was time to end their relationship.  They were no longer a couple, true…however, they remained friends.  Not the best of friends, albeit, but she preferred some friendship over none.

Especially when my life might end up in his hands someday…

“I found the Tarins to be quite amusing looking,” Sarah added to the current topic of conversation.  She was referring to a species the Dragon had encountered no more than a week ago.  “I mean, come on, they’re fuzzy!”

A few of the senior officers laughed, but Kalia replied, “Since when was a fuzzy octopus creature amusing looking?!  They were disgusting!”  Again, the senior officers laughed.

“They had a most peculiar government,” Chris added, laughing.  “I mean, have you ever seen a species where the leader of their world goes to each and every new born and presents it to the world wide news network?”

“I bet its going to have a hard time doing that once the population doubles, the way they seemed,” Terry said, half-laughing.

“Don’t remind me!” Kara Trieal said, rolling her eyes.  “Half of the little buggers were hitting on me!”

As the senior staff continued to laugh, with Ada adding a few comments here and there herself, she felt free.  For once in her life, things seemed easy going.  The Dragon had already established diplomatic relations with over ten species in the past month and a half.  They didn’t even bother to initiate yellow alert any more!

And, as luck would have it, they ran into a few Bajorans along the way! Kailar Nerissay, the first Bajoran the Dragon crew had encountered on Hintaru 3, was very pleased to have found some more Bajorans.  They were all hoping to encounter more along their travels.  Not only were the Bajorans happy to see something from their home universe, they also made very good ship officers.  Some had already been assigned to the science lab on the Dragon and have greatly improved their scanning abilities.

All in all, since the start of this crazy venture into the Kalium galaxy, things were finally going right for the Dragon crew.  No spacial anomalies, no hostile creatures, no hostile planets for that matter…she finally got a break from her duties as a security officer!

Suddenly, everything seemed to lurch to one side, which sent both the Dragon crew and the holographic characters to the ground.  The alert klaxon sounded from seemingly no where as the ship continued to shudder.

“Red alert,” the computer’s voice stated.  “All holographic simulations will now be terminated.”
As the crew struggled to stand up in the shuddering, the familiar black and yellow grid of the holodeck returned.

Chris tapped his comm badge and stated, “Harriman to bridge, what’s going on?”

“We’re encountering some sort of odd subspace distortions,” a junior officer replied.  She recognized the voice as belonging to Tieran.  “Shields are already down to twenty-two percent, and we’ve got a hull breach along the bottom of the stardrive section!”
“Beam everyone on holodeck five directly to the bridge,” he ordered, managing to stand still despite the shuddering of the ship.

As Chris materialized on the bridge, everyone around him moved to their stations.  James took over the helm as his hands immediately began to fly across the board.

Chris was suddenly thrown back into his chair as the ship lurched again.

“Shields are down to five percent!” Ada shouted above the shuddering of the ship.

“What the hell is going on?!” Chris shouted in reply.

“Bringing the distortions on screen,” Tom stated.  Immediately, the view screen showed the stars ahead of them, but they were slightly distorted.  “Enhancing the distortions…you aren’t going to believe this.”

Suddenly, what appeared to be giant glass shards in space began to appear.  They seemed to appear just barely in time for James to maneuver out of the way, and they were moving fast.

“That doesn’t look like it’s random!” Sarah stated the obvious above the shuddering.

“No kidding!” Chris replied.  “James, can we come to an all stop?”

“No, sir,” James replied, his concentration riveted on his console.  “We aren’t moving fast, the distortions are!”

Suddenly, the ship lurched to starboard, which in turn, due to inertia, ‘threw’ the crew to port.  Light fixtures and consoles began overloading left and right.  Chris barely held onto his chair, and was relieved when he settled back down into his comfortable chair.  Half of the lights and panels on the bridge seemed to be out, causing the bridge to be darker than usual.

“That one destroyed our shields!” Ada stated.

“The starboard nacelle’s been breached!” Kalia shouted from the engineering console.  “We’re venting plasma!”

“Stop drive plasma flow,” Chris ordered.  “Get emergency force fields up as soon as the flow stops.”

“Aye, sir,” Kalia replied.  “Shutting down warp nacelles.”

“James, slow to two-thirds impulse power,” Chris ordered.  “That should give you some space to maneuver with.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Chris’s nerves frayed, he began to go through a Vulcan meditation technique he had learned back in his training at the academy.  He’d never seen that kind of damage done to his ship before without whole hull pieces being torn from the ship.  Like the original bridge he thought to himself.

He looked around the bridge to assess the damage, and noticed that he was right.  Some sort of steam was spewing out of a ruptured conduit.  As he had noticed before, half of the lights and consoles had been destroyed.  To his horror, he noticed a medical officer scanning Kara’s unconscious body.  He tapped his comm badge, said something, then the two dematerialized.

Angered, he asked, “What is this, some sort of damn mine field?!”

“I don’t know,” Kalia replied.  “All I know is that it ripped a meter wide and eighteen meter long hole into our starboard nacelle and overloaded half of the power conduits on the ship.  Thankfully, the impulse engines were reinforced, so they survived.  However, life support is beginning to fail on some decks.”

“Begin evacuating those decks,” Sarah ordered, trying to make her damaged console work.

“I can’t get a clear scan of the anomalies more than half a kilometer out, and because they are moving so fast, that doesn’t give us much time to do anything,” Tom shouted above the ruptured conduit.

“Can we turn around?” Chris shouted in reply.

“No!” Tom shouted back.  “If we do, we’ll be bombarded before we can get going again.  We wouldn’t survive half a second!”

Chris stared at the view screen, noticing for the first time that it, too, was no longer operating.  “Then we’ll have to ride it out.  James, keep doing what you’re doing.”

No sooner did those words come out of his mouth than did the ship lurch again, sending everyone forward.  Chris landed with a thud on the ground, hitting his head hard.  Not another damn concussion he thought as a headache overcame him.

He began to mentally check himself over.  To his relief, nothing was broken.  He stood up and rubbed his head, finding himself directly between the helm and the Ops station.  Last time I ended up here, I broke a few bones…
“Hull breach on deck’s forty two through forty seven!” Vendar shouted from beside him at the Ops station.  “Part of our main deflector dish was hit there, too.  We won’t be able to go to warp any time soon.”

“I could have told you that a long time ago!” Kalia shouted from the other side of the bridge.

“Don’t panic, people,” Chris ordered, moving back to the command chair.  To his dismay, when he sat down in it, it rocked a little.  Now I have to listen to the damn thing squeak with every shake and shudder he thought dryly.

Suddenly, with out warning, the shuddering stopped.  A deafening silence engulfed the bridge, and even James stopped his mad race across the helm.

Chris looked around, wondering what had happened.  “Are we still alive?” he asked.

“We’ve cleared the distortion field,” Tom reported, not bothering to reply to Chris’s question.  “It appears that we’re in some sort of spherical area of space completely surrounded by this field.”

A sensor alarm sounded, and Ada shouted above the noise, “Incoming ship!  Their shields are up and they’ve armed weapons!”

“Battle stations,” Chris shouted.  “Hail them, and shut off that damn conduit!”

No sooner did he say that then did the noise stop.  A moment later, a voice on audio came to his attention.  Unfortunately, it was an unknown language, and the universal translator couldn’t translate it.  However, who ever it was…it didn’t sound happy.

“Get to work on translating that!” Chris shouted, pounding his console.  To his surprise, pounding it worked, and it came online.  He immediately brought up a tactical view of the approaching ship.

Dammit he thought, finding himself cussing more than he ever had today.  To his dismay, the ship had mutliphasic shielding, some sort of triquantum hull, and a weapons arsenal that put even a Britar ship to shame.

“Let me know the moment we can send out a surrender signal,” he said quietly, thankful that he no longer had to shout.  “We’re no match for these people.”

The bridge swallowed his words whole, and for a moment he thought he would have to repeat his order, as no sound seemed to reach him.

“Sir, suppose they don’t care if we surrender?” Ada asked.

Chris stared at the tactical layout of the surrounding area of the ship.  Four more ships were right behind the first one.  “Then we’re dead…”

“Already got the translation up,” Tom stated quietly.

Chris felt sadness not only engulf his soul, but also his face.  He was facing a Captain’s worst nightmare: losing his or her ship.

The translation of the alien’s first words came up on the speakers.  “You have breached Rukarian space, you must be purged.”
“Signal our surrender,” Chris ordered, slumping in his chair.  To his annoyance, it made a squeak sound again.

“Aye, sir,” Vendar replied quietly.  There wasn’t a thing neither he nor the crew could do about this one.  They were either going to die…or have their surrender accepted.  “Signal sent.”

He waited impatiently…moment after moment went by, minute after minute…  Sweat began to bead his forehead as he noticed that none of the ships lowered their defenses nor slowed.

“Receiving a reply,” Vendar stated.  “Attempting to translate…”

Chris began to hold his breath in anticipation, then realized he better not.  He was still feeling light headed from the concussion.

Finally, the same voice as before replied.  “Surrender accepted.  We are willing to discuss terms.”
Chris jumped out of his chair in excitement.  “How well does the translator work!?” he asked, moving between the helm and the Ops again.

“You can say what you want, it’ll just take a few minutes to translate it,” Vendar replied.

“Send this, then,” he said, happiness entering his voice.  “To the kind Rukarians,” he began, lying.  “We meant no harm to you or your society.  We stumbled onto the subspace distortions and realized that the only way out of them was to go through them.  All we ask is that we be showed a way out of here, and we’ll never bother you again.”

“Translating now,” Vendar stated.

Chris sat back down in the command chair and waited anxiously, his hands trembling.  He wondered what the response would be, even feared the response.  He dreaded that they would not agree and would just blow up the Dragon.

The Rukarian ships stopped a kilometer away from the Dragon, which frightened Chris.  That was a very small distance, and their weapons were still pointed at the Dragon.

“We’re receiving a reply,” Vendar said hesitantly.  “Putting it on speakers…”

“To Commanding Officer of the alien ship,” it started.  “We agree under two circumstances.  One, no one on your ship may ever be allowed to mention us to anyone outside.  The second one, meant only to enforce the first, is that you, Commanding Officer, must remain in our territory.”  Chris’s heart leapt into his throat.  “Should we discover that any of your officers told anyone about us, you will be executed.  You have no alternative except the destruction of your ship.  We await your reply.”
Fear gripped Chris, his hands becoming cold and clammy.  They were asking that he give up his own life for his crew…

“We can’t let them do this to us, sir!” Ada stated rather plainly.  “We can’t let them abduct our commanding officer!”

Chris stood up and turned to look at her.  “What would you have us do, then, Ada?” he asked coldly.  “Give up the life of every crew member on this ship for just me?  We are defenseless against these people, Ada.”  She looked down at her console, sadness engulfing her face.

He felt Sarah’s hand on his shoulder, and he found it difficult to keep the tears from streaming.  He had to look brave for his crew…  He looked into her beautiful eyes, saw tears already streaming down her cheek.

“We don’t have a choice,” he said quietly.

She nodded slowly, her eyes turning red.  “I know…”  A thought occurred to her and she asked, “But couldn’t I at least go with you?  I don’t want to lose you!”

He put his hands around her arms and sadly looked into her eyes.  His heart felt ready to burst.  “Sarah…this ship needs a commanding officer, one who has had the experience you have had.”

She shook her head quickly, her hair flying around her face.  “No!  I don’t want to lose you!”

Already accepting what he would have to do, he embraced Sarah in a loving hug and began rocking back and forth.  Her cries were muffled just enough…

“Send to the commander of the Rukarian vessel,” he said slowly, thankful that he didn’t have to shout above the noise of the ruptured conduit.  “We…agree to your terms.  Please give us some time so that I may prepare my crew for my departure.”

He looked over to Vendar, Sarah still crying into his uniform.  She just sat there, staring dumbly at him.  Her face was almost expressionless, but he noticed the tear streaming down her cheek.  “Commander Perkins, relay the message now.”

She started to say something, but paused, then gave in.  “Aye, sir…” she slowly said, turning back to her console.

He could now feel the wet uniform clamping itself to his shoulder from Sarah’s tears.  He rested his chin on her shoulder, not wanting to let go.

After several minutes of barely containing his tears, the reply came back.  “To Commanding Officer, please use any amount of time that you require.  Even if you were to get your ship back to full capacity, you would stand no chance against us, so do not try to attack us.  We await your next signal when you are ready.”
Her crying down to a mere whimper, Sarah pulled away slightly and looked into Chris’s eyes, her eyes sparkling from the tears.  “I wish there was some other way…”

“There is no other way,” Chris said slowly, regretting every word.

He looked around at everyone slowly, each and every person looking at him.  “Assemble the senior staff outside of holodeck five in six hours,” Chris ordered.  “Meanwhile…begin repairs.”

He then turned around and put his arm around Sarah.  He then slowly walked towards the turbolift, feeling everyone’s eyes bore into him.  As he and Sarah entered, he heard Ada state rather coldly, “You heard him.  Get to work!”

The turbolift doors closed, and finally, for the first time in the past ten minutes…he realized just what was going to happen.  That was when he finally gave in…that was when he felt the tears begin to stream down his face.  Once again, he embraced Sarah in a long, hard hug……

Counselor’s log,


I’m worried about the crew…  For the past six hours, I’ve felt so many emotions, heard so many thoughts pass through my mind, it’s like a maelstrom of negativity.  At first, no one wanted to believe that the Captain was really leaving.  In all truth…I was one of those persons.  I still don’t want to believe it…but I know that we must all accept it.

I think the Captain deliberately chose six hours for the staff to wait.  It gave us all time to realize and at least partially accepted what we are about to lose…who we are about to lose…

It was quiet…too quiet.  No one talked, they just sat there at their usual table at Chez Michelle.  The entire senior staff along with James, Charley, and R’Sharn were there, all just staring blankly at the tabletop.

The quietness deafening, Chris stood up and got everyone’s attention by clearing his throat.

“I want to thank you all for coming today,” he said slowly.  “I called you all here so that we might have one last meal together.  But first, I wanted to say something.”

Here goes another stupid attempt he thought dryly to himself.

“Each and everyone of you…has made a difference on this ship,” he began, trying to put as much emotion into his voice without crying.  “But more than that, you’ve made a difference to me.  I’ve watched all of you grow into people you never knew you could be.  All the while, I’ve grown as well.  I’ve seen all of you fight with each other at one point or another, and I’ve seen you all work together like we were one entity.

“In all truth, we are one entity.  We know each other’s thoughts, what our actions will be…we have become one family.  A big one, at that.”

Chris smiled as a thought occurred to him.  “I still remember when we first came aboard the ship.  We all thought we were big shots, that we had so much experience and that the Dragon was honored to have us command her, and not vice verse.”  A few of the officers, namely James, Terry, and Ada, smiled when he mentioned that.  “It’s hard to believe that we’ve come so far in almost just two years…”

He looked at Tom, one of his long-lasting friends.  “Tom, even you had that bit of arrogance, but you still kept it in check.  You acted so proud of this ship, thinking it to be invincible. You’ve always been so reserved, your true potential never reaching the surface.”  He narrowed his eyes as Tom smiled.  “You’ve only recently begun to unravel your potential, and your experience here on this ship might just be what you need to eventually reach that potential.”

He then looked to Ada, and realized too late how fateful that was.  The two who had just recently ‘broke up.’  “Ada, I still remember when we first met.  You looked down upon me like I was some first year cadet…”  Chris scratched his had and frowned.  “Umm…which I was.”  She laughed, a tear slowly crawling down her cheek.  “You were so concerned about the mission you were on when I took you away from it for this post.  I hope you don’t regret coming here on the Dragon on my order.”

Next, he looked at Kalia.  “Kalia, I remember I had to shuttle you from the USS Crucible to Starbase 13…damn, we sure had a long conversation then.”

She half-laughed and said, “Well, you know I don’t remember much about that.  I was suffering radiation poisoning, you know.”

Chris smiled and nodded.  “Indeed, that made the conversation just that much more interesting.”  She rolled her eyes and gave him a mock smirk.

“Kara,” he said, looking to her.  “You’ve always been so kind to others, and not just on a professional level.  You treated my plasma burns while at the same time making me feel like I wasn’t so out of place among all of those ‘intelligent’ doctors working on the Starbase.”

“What would you have done without me?” she asked, trying to keep herself from crying.

“Probably suffered the plasma burns long after they had been treated,” Chris stated, meaning it.

He then looked to James.  “James…you’re still an arrogant little jerk,” Chris stated, barely containing a laugh.  “But that cadet, I forget his name right now, was right…you are the best pilot in the Federation.  I believe your skills have surpassed even mine.”

“I wish we could prove it,” James said quietly, half-smiling.  “In one last simulation.”

It’d be too hard on the crew if I stayed long enough for a simulation Chris thought.  “So do I, James.”

He then looked to Terry.  “Terry, you’ve helped me through so much of the events of the past two years, I don’t know where I’d be without you.  You’ve kept me sane, and occasionally kicked me square in my complacency.  I thank you for that, friend.”

Terry simply nodded and smiled.

“Vendar,” Chris said quietly.  “I know now that asking you directly at the academy was not a mistake.  You definitely didn’t earn that honor graduate posting for doing nothing.  We’ve asked you to do a lot more than any Ops officer I’ve ever known has had to do.  Hopefully, you’ll make it home and prove to them how capable an officer you are.”

He then looked at Charley, then sarcastically rolled his eyes.  “You, my friend, have been nothing but trouble since you arrived.

Charley gave a weak grin and cocked his head.  “That’s what I’m here for, Cappy.”

Chris gave a short laugh and shook his head.  “You’ve still got a lot to learn, though, my friend.  I only hope I was enough help to you during this difficult time.”

When Chris looked at R’Sharn, she shook her head.  “No, sir,” she simply stated.  “Please…just please, don’t say anything.”

Not wanting to make things harder on her, Chris nodded.  He looked around at each and every face again, most of them streaming almost-contained tears.  He had deliberately not mentioned anything about Sarah…for they had already had a long conversation…

“I know this came upon us so suddenly,” Chris began.  “None of us expected that I would be leaving any time soon.  Even Q might have had a hard time predicting this strange turn of events.

“But I know that each and every one of you is capable of going on without me.  It won’t be easy, and there’ll be times when you face situations worse than anything you’ve ever had to face.”

He finally looked to Sarah and nodded.  She stood up and held her chin high, tears rolling down her cheeks.

“So it is now that I hear-by promote you, Sarah Caft,” he said, pinning another pip onto her red collar.  “…To the field-rank of Captain, and give you all the rights and privileges…as well as the hardships there-to.”

She then just sat down, not bothering to even look at him.  He knew that if she had…she would have just balled her eyes out…

Chris then looked up, as if the computer were some higher being.  “Computer…transfer all commands and codes over to Captain Caft.  Authorization Harriman 2 2 7 Beta.”

“Transfer complete,” the familiar female computer voice stated.  Damn, I’m gonna miss even that voice…

He sat down then, looking at his friends…his family…  He knew he was about to lose something no one else, maybe not even Captain Picard, had ever had.  He was about to lose a family so close to him that he would give his life up without a second though for their lives.  And…he would miss them…he would miss them very much…

Well, once again I failed to give a proper speech…but I hope they get the general emotion…

Captain’s Log, Final Entry.


It has been hard these past eight hours.  Not just for me, but for my…Sarah’s crew.  But we must all accept the fact…

This has come upon us all so suddenly.  It seems like I’ve hardly had enough time to prepare for my departure.  But already, I must now leave for the transporter room.  Any longer, and it might be even harder on us all.

This crew has performed so well, with such great courage, I would never have them die just for me.  I would like to go on record and state that each and every crewmember here deserves commendations.  To the Admiral that hears this log entry, go easy on them…what they’ve done in the past two years was always under my orders.  I deserve any punishment that should be dealt…which it seems that I’m going to finally receive…

Some people might look at Sarah oddly, even coldly, when they see that she no longer has wet eyes.  There was Chris, saying his goodbye to everyone that had cramped into the transporter room.  It was the last time she would ever see him.  She should be weeping wildly, unable to control even her breathing!

She agreed, she should be!  She had done so many a time, times not even as bad as this.  Others might look at her and envy her control, while Vulcans would look at her and nod approvingly.

Not this time, though.  When Chris finally reached her, she smiled at him, calmly, quietly.  He embraced her and kissed her one last time, and she didn’t want to let go.  She didn’t want to lose him.

And it was still possible that she could very well lose him.  However…she was not giving up without a fight.

He finally pulled away, but she tried to hold him there a moment longer.  Finally, their lips broke, and they stared into each other's eyes.  “I love you, Sarah,” he said.

Like it had each time, emotions welled up in her chest.  A love she had only felt for him wanted to burst out.  She wanted to grab him and never let go, to always be with him, every moment of every day.

Soon she thought.  Hopefully, that is…
“I love you, too,” she replied, keeping her warm smile.  Chris held his gaze with her for what seemed like an eternity.  They shared something not many people ever did…true love…

Finally, Chris broke the gaze and swiftly moved up onto the transporter pad.  He turned around and looked at each officer.  Finally, his gaze once again fell upon Sarah.  He gave her a reassuring smile.

“Bridge to Transporter Room 1, we’ve translated the coordinates,” someone said over the comm system.

Sarah waited for Chris to acknowledge the communiqué, then realized that she was supposed.  She closed her eyes and nodded.  “Thank you, bridge…patch it through down here.”

A moment later, the transporter chief reported, “Receiving the coordinates now…unfortunately…”  Sarah smiled at the comment, agreeing with her whole-heartedly.

“Goodbye, Chris,” she said.  “I’ll be with you every moment you are with those bastards.”

Chris smiled and nodded.  Softly, he replied, “I know…and I thank you…for everything…”

She took in a breath, wanting to say more…but she couldn’t.  So, after a pause mid-breath, she gave the dreaded order.  “Energize…”

With that, the light-blue energy signature engulfed Chris.  Seconds later, not even that remained.  Nothing…but air…

After what seemed like an eternity and a half, she finally ordered, “All right, everyone…all officers report to their stations.  Let’s get out of here…”

As the transporter room became a hive of activity as everyone left, she simply stayed where she was.  She stared where Chris was, like she was still looking at him…still willing her strength into him…

Terry stayed behind a moment, but he eventually left too, knowing that he could do nothing for Sarah right now.  “Hang in there, Chris,” she whispered.  “Just hang in there…”

After the tingling sensation wore off, Chris wondered if the transporter had malfunctioned for the first time in decades…he couldn’t see a thing!

No sooner did he rule that idea out of his mind than did a spot light fall upon him.

“State your name,” an over-bearing voice suddenly echoed.

“I am Captain Chris Harriman!” he shouted, trying to keep his composure.

“We are the Rukarian,” the voice stated bluntly.  “From this day forth, you will not speak until spoken to, and you will do as you are told.  When you do speak, you will do so with respect.  What is your species?”

“I am a human!” Chris shouted again.

“Watch your tone of voice, human.  If it weren’t for your value to us, your worth to us, we would sell you to the Kiklar.  They would pay a handsome amount for you.”

Suddenly surprised, he asked, “You know the Kiklar?”

“SILENCE!” the voice suddenly shouted.  “You will speak only when told to!”

He was going to give a retort, then decided he better not.  If the Dragon was going to make it out, he would have to cooperate…that is, until they made it out and were away.

“You will now stand there, human,” the voice said, spitting the word human out like venom.  “Do not move or we will destroy your ship.”

Chris simply nodded, wishing he could sit down…because somehow, he knew it was going to be a long wait…

As Sarah entered the bridge, she headed for the command chair immediately.  “The Rukarians have ordered that we deactivate all sensors and that we lower our shields,” Vendar stated.

As she stopped in front of the command chair, she ordered, “Cooperate fully.  They’ll probably lock a tractor beam onto us.”

“Aye, Comm…”  Vendar hesitated.  “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, not turning around.  Sarah knew it was hard on her as well…

“Don’t worry, Vendar,” she said, smiling.  “Oh, and one last thing.”  She sat down in the command chair and noted, with annoyance, that it was still loose.  “When I say cooperate fully, that means keep visual sensors online.  Let’s log the stars and have the computer figure out where they are taking us.”

Vendar swiveled her chair around and frowned.  “Ma’am?”

Sarah smiled and nodded.  “You heard right, Commander.  I have no doubt that there is some hidden opening leading out to the rest of space.  Let’s try to pinpoint that opening.”

Getting only a slight idea of what Sarah had in mind, Vendar smiled and turned around.  “Deactivating all sensors except visual sensors, and having the computer log our location and movement.”  A moment later, she added, “Lowering shields.”

On the recently repaired view screen, a brown tractor beam emitted from the steel colored Rukarian ship, and both began to move in concert with each other.

“Good,” she said quietly.  She stood up again and began walking for the Captain’s Ready Room, annoyed at the squeak of the chair as she went.  “Let me know as soon as you think we’re out of the field.”

She paused just as the doors opened and looked back at an engineer working on console near the door.  “Oh, and would someone please fix that damned command chair?”

The engineer looked up, then at the command chair, then smiled.  “Aye, Captain.”

She smiled back at the engineer, then entered.  However, when she reached the chair in front of the desk, she paused.  She looked at the chair, then at Chris’s chair.  She hesitated at this, knowing she should be sitting in his chair now.  Even though she wanted him back…she still didn’t want to sit in his place…

The door chime startled her out of her thoughts, and she quickly turned around.  “Come in,” she said, never having actually said that while in this room.  She felt…awkward…out of place…

To her surprise, the doors opened to reveal Terry.  He smiled as he entered, then looked at the chair in front of her.

“Don’t tell me you were going to sit there?” he asked, frowning.

She looked at the chair, finding her hand was on it.  She quickly took it away and balled it into a fist, wishing she hadn’t done that.  When she looked back at him, she stated, “The thought had crossed my mind.”

He began to circle around the desk, staring at the Rukarian ships around the Dragon as he went through the panoramic view.  “You know, I always wanted to sit in his chair.”

He stopped at the Captain’s chair and sat down in it, making Sarah a little more than angry.  He spun around in it once, then stopped and looked at Sarah.

“But you know what?” he asked.

“No, what?” she asked, letting him know that she was angry.

“That’s not possible any more,” he said, leaning forward to rest his shoulders on the desk.  As he clasped his hands together, he added, “It’s yours.”

Her expressions softened for a moment, and she shook her head.  “Maybe…but only for now.”

Terry shook his head.  “No, don’t go there, Sarah.  Chris is gone, never to come back again.”  He stood up and leaned on the desk with his hands.  “You have to let him go!”

She simply smiled at him, then circled around the desk herself.  She went right up to him and stared him in the face.  “Oh, no I don’t,” she stated quietly, smiling.  “At least, not yet.”

She slightly nudged him out of her way, then slowly, quietly sat down.  Comfortable she thought.  “Not yet…”

When she looked up at Terry, suspicion crossed his face.  “You’ve got something up your sleeve, don’t you?”

A wide smile crept across her face.  “How did you guess?”

He smiled and shook his head.  He began to walk towards the exit, but before he left, he said over his shoulder, “Well, I am telepathic, you know.  I only hope your plan works!”

When the doors closed behind him, Sarah spun the chair around to look out the window.  Quietly, slowly, she said, “So do I, Terry……so do I…”

It had already been several hours, and Chris found that his feet were starting to hurt.  These standard Starfleet issue boots never were good for standing in he thought to himself.

Standing alone in a pitch-black room with only a spotlight above you to keep you company was not very pleasing.  The fact that the room was freezing cold didn’t help him, either.  Thankfully, his uniform was keeping him warm…for the most part, any way.

He hadn’t heard from the Rukarians since he had first beamed over, and it was becoming rather lonely.

To his relief, and to his surprise, the voice suddenly rang up again.  Thank goodness they haven’t taken my communicator…yet.  There’d be a big problem with communications if they had by now…
“Human,” the voice began.  “You are about to be transported to our mining colony on our planet’s satellite.  There, the slave master, Lall, will meet you.  Treat it with respect, and do as it says.  Do you understand?”

Not wanting to anger the Rukarians, Chris immediately replied with just one word.  “Yes.”

“Good,” the voice replied.

A moment later, Chris found himself blinded by light.  He had been standing in pitch black for so long that, now that he was in light, he was blinded.  The sounds of laser torches and other such mining equipment filled his ears and vibrated his body.  The air seemed different somehow…there was something in it, and it almost made him cough his guts out!

Instead, he just hurled over his stomach and began coughing up a storm, but it wasn’t as bad as it could have been.  His lungs began to burn, his eyes bulging.  Pain shot throughout his entire body, and he realized that they probably didn’t breathe oxygen!

Finally, someone slipped some sort of breathing device over his head.  It wasn’t overly bulky, and it only covered his nose.  To his relief, when he breathed through his nose, the burning sensation stopped, and he immediately stopped coughing.

A rather alluring female voice suddenly spoke up from next to him.  “That’s a sulfur/xenon atmosphere you’re breathing in there, my friend.  The burning sensation will soon pass.”

Trying to regain his composure, but unable to fully stand up yet and look at the woman, Chris asked, “The Rukarians breathe sulfur?”

“No,” she replied.  “They breathe both the sulfur and the xenon.  Their bodies need both.”

Chris frowned, grateful that the stomach pain was gone, but curious.  “How can they use xenon when it…” he paused, trying to figure out how to ask the question to this alien.  Did they call them noble gasses?

“Something in their bodies are capable of stripping xenon of some of its electrons, making it quite receptive to new electrons,” she said.

Not sure how this was possible, but unwilling to further question the woman for now, Chris decided he’d get a better look at her.

He stood up right and erect and finally looked to his right.  There, a humanoid female stood.  Her skin was very, very white, far whiter than any human could ever be!  Her eyes were brown and the only sign of hair on her was a single ponytail coming directly from the back of her head and over her right shoulder.  There, the long ponytail eventually led to a belt, where it was hooked to something to prevent it from swinging to her back.  Other than the ponytail, she was completely bald.  However, unlike most human women, it made her look quite attractive.  The only thing spoiling her looks was the breathing device on her nose.

“Are you the one they spoke of?” Chris asked.  “Lall?”

She blinked her eyes once, which Chris noted for possible significance, and replied, “Yes.  I don’t rather enjoy the title Slave Master, though, so do not call me by that.  I am…the administrator of this facility.”

Chris frowned at this as a thought struck him.  “You aren’t Rukarian, are you?”

Lall winked at him with her right eye, and that was another clue that eye movement to this person’s species was important.  “No, I am not,” she replied.  “You will know a Rukarian when you see one.  They are the only non-humanoids in this sector of the galaxy.  Unless, of course, the Kiklar aren’t humanoid, which many speculate that they are not.”

Chris suddenly shot up, making his back even straighter.  “The Kiklar?!”

She narrowed her eyes, which was a familiar gesture to Chris, and asked, “You make it seem like they are a terror you have only recently heard of.”

“They are,” Chris replied.  “They nearly destroyed my ship in our only encounter.  You see, my ship is from another galaxy.”

Lall’s eyes suddenly widened with surprise.  “You have the ability to travel between galaxies, yet you were unable to defeat the Rukarians?!”

Chris shook his head.  “No, you misunderstand.  We were stranded in this galaxy on accident nearly two years ago.”

Her eyes returned to their normal composure.  “Unless your year is different from ours,” she stated.  “Then that hasn’t been a long time.  You only arrived here recently.”

“That’s right,” Chris said.

“Well, human, take a look around you,” she stated.  “And get used to this sight.”

Finally taking his first look, Chris’s jaw dropped.  The cavern was huge, with metal catwalks and floating platforms everywhere.   All over, humanoid people were walking about, of all sizes, shapes, and colors.

Chris noted that he was on a floating platform himself, but one that was connected to a catwalk.  He moved to the side and looked down, only to come fact to face with a giant!

Five times Chris’s height, the creature was on a ledge…and was staring at him.

“Who’s the new person?” he asked.  “If he’s human, can I eat him?”

Lall had already moved to Chris’s side, and she frowned down at him.  “Very funny, Durkan.  But I wouldn’t hurt him.  If what the Inquiter told me is true, then this guy is very valuable to the Rukarians.  If they lose him, they lose a serious bargaining piece.”

“So then he must be human!” the one called Durkan stated jovially.  “I want to eat him!”

Chris backed away with terror, surprised with the venom in the giant’s voice!

Lall looked at him and smiled for the first time since his arrival.  “Don’t worry, he hasn’t eaten a human.”

“Not yet, I haven’t!” Durkan shouted above.

Slowly, cautiously, Chris moved to the edge of the platform again.  There, Durkan smiled at him, then jumped further down into the cavern.

“He’s really a great guy, once you get to know him,” Lall stated.  She put her hand on his shoulder and stated, “Follow me, human.”

As she began walking onto the catwalk attached to the platform, Chris stated, “My name is Chris Harriman.”

She looked back over her shoulder at him as he followed and smiled.  “I heard rumors that you humans sometimes went by names.”

After a moment of thinking, Chris realized it was a joke.  However, the joke also raised curiosity.  “Tell me, are there many humans in this galaxy?  If so, why did they earn such contempt?”

She suddenly stopped and looked forlornly to the ground.  He came up to her side and tried to make eye contact with her.  A moment later, she looked at him.  “History states that the Kiklar started killing off everyone in the galaxy because the humans made them angry.  As such, humans quickly became the hated species of the galaxy.”

She glared at him a moment longer, then began walking again, Chris quickly following.  “Well, we aren’t those humans,” he said in defense.  “In fact, I don’t know how we can be related to those humans.  We’re from the other side of the known universe!”

“And the moment I knew that, I decided not to treat you as bad as I would any other human,” she said matter-of-factly.  “Humans usually don’t live long in here, and even I won’t have control over that.  In the worker’s eyes, you’re still human, and they won’t like you.”

Chris shook his head and said, “Great, more to add to my already peachy day.”

“Look,” she stated as they finally made it across the catwalk and walked into a sort of control room.  She stopped and turned to face him.  “Because I know you aren’t one of those humans, I’m going to try to protect you as much as I can.  But the fact is, I still have to put you to work, or the Rukarians will kill me.”

Chris nodded and smiled.  “All part of the job,” he said, half-joking.

“Unfortunately,” she stated.  She put her hand on his shoulder again.  “The best I can do for you is tell you what not to do.  For now, don’t talk to anyone while you work, even if they try to initiate conversation with you.  Many species here…well, their culture demands certain gestures.  For instance, if I wasn’t so open and understanding, you would have insulted me five times because you blinked your eyes twice in succession.”

Chris’s eyes went wide, then he decided to try to stop any such emotions from making it to his face, realizing that he didn’t know he was insulting her.

“Also, I hope you know how to fight, hum…I mean, Chris,” she stated, moving to a console.  “Because people here will randomly decide to fight you.”

As she tapped in a command, the entire room jolted and began to climb further up the cavern.  “You will report to me every day, and to no one else,” she added.  She looked at him again, concern on her face…at least, what looked like concern.  “Because if you don’t, you will be killed by someone else.”

Trying to keep his fright from showing on his face, Chris merely nodded.  This was definitely going to be the hardest time of his life…

One Day Later

As the Dragon dropped out of warp, Vendar made a few more scans of the approaching vessels.  Similar in design to the Britar warships, but without the arsenal, the ships provided no resistance against the Dragon, should they turn out to be hostile.

But then, that was a decision Ada would have to make.

“Open a hailing frequency,” Sarah ordered.

Vendar tapped in the command, then replied, “Channel open, ma’am.”

“This is Captain Sarah Caft of the Federation starship Dragon,” she started.  “We come to you in peace.”

Vendar, with a near sigh of relief, saw that the lead ship was replying.  She tapped in the command to put the transmission on screen.

What came on screen was humanoid, which surprised Vendar.  They had encountered many, many humanoid species here in the Kalium galaxy.  Back in the Milky Way, there was an actual reason.  An alien species a long time ago had seeded the Milky Way with their own DNA, bringing to life almost every species of the galaxy that existed today, all like they were.

Here, however, that was no excuse.  There wasn’t even an excuse for humans ever having existed here in this galaxy!

The translation matrix immediately translated the alien’s words, which also surprised Vendar.

“You are human?!” the alien woman asked.

Vendar brought up the translation logs and noted that they had a language similar to that of the Tarins…which was weird, considering the Tarins were not humanoid.

After a moment of hesitation, Sarah replied, “Yes, we are.  We weren’t aware that humans were known throughout this region.”

“The possibility that any humans might still be alive was only a bed time story in our culture!” the alien stated.  “We never thought to see one alive, not in over several millennia!”
Things now become even more complicated Vendar thought.  Or, as they say, “The plot thickens.” 

“We are not the humans you speak of, though we have heard of them.  We actually come from a distant galaxy.  We’ve been stranded in this galaxy…and to make things worse, our Commanding Officer was recently taken by the Rukarians.”

The woman seemed taken aback for a moment, surprise hitting her, followed by a nod.  “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, they manage to take several of our people yearly.”

Yearly! Vendar thought.  That being the case…I doubt the Captain was taken just as leverage against us…
“So what you are saying is that the Rukarians are known quite well throughout this area?” Sarah asked.  Vendar noticed just now that she was standing in between the helm and the Ops station.

“Known and hated!” the alien stated.  “But the Rukarians are too advanced for us to take.  We’ve lost several people to them, but no matter what we try, we can not get them back.  Our problem, as is everyone else’s, is that we can not find a way past their barrier.”
Vendar looked up at Sarah, who smiled.  She looked back to her console and noticed that there was an intraship communications.  She logged it and then brought her attention back to the alien.

“What would you say if I told you that we know of a way in?” Sarah asked.

The alien ‘frowned,’ its gray face seeming to change color.  “I’d say you are the great messiah, that prophets have foretold about for several centuries.

Several centuries?  How long have the Rukarians been doing this?!

“I assure you, I am no messiah,” Sarah said, amused.  “But we do know of the only place where they enter and leave.  What we propose is an alliance of all species in this region to help regain all of your people.  At the same time, we can teach the Rukarians that they can no longer take your people.”

The alien seemed taken back, but then nodded…again.  “I will propose it to my superiors.  I can’t say anything about what we will do until after that.  But I can tell you one thing, Captain.”  The alien leaned forward in her chair.  “Most species in this area are friendly towards one another because of our common enemy.  You will have little trouble conjuring up this fleet that you now seek.”

She sat back again, and said, “Oh, and before I forget to tell you, my name is Allion.”

Vendar looked up to Sarah and smiled, very happy that, so far, her plan was working.  Sarah also smiled and said, “Nice doing business with you, Allion.  We await your next signal.”

Vendar looked back to her console and saw that the aliens had cut transmission.  She immediately changed the view screen back to show the alien ships.

“Ada, lower shields,” Sarah stated as she moved back to the command chair.  “Let’s show our new friends that we trust them.”

“Aye, Captain,” Ada replied.

Vendar kept her smile, but then looked back to her console again.  She brought up the transmission and noted that it had just been Kalia contacting Gamma Engineering.

Damn…sometimes being the Ops officer sure can be boring…

She mentally laughed at herself, realizing she thought that only because of the energy in her body.  Before the Devil’s Virus ordeal, she had been the most patient person in the universe.  She enjoyed the peace and quiet of being the Ops officers.  Now, she seemed more impatient.  She didn’t like seeing that in her, but…there was nothing anyone could do…

Chris deactivated the laser torch and grabbed the ore piece before it fell to the ground.  He brought it up close to his face, took in a breath through his nose, then blew the dust off of it.

Another good piece he thought.  He had definitely chosen the right area to mine.  It was an area rich with ore.

He stuffed the ore piece into his pouch and started up the torch again.  However, before he could even begin cutting, some force suddenly hit his side and sent him reeling to the ground!

The torch clattered against the rocky ground as he grabbed his left side in pain.  He looked up to see what had happened only to find what he had come to know as a Quarn…and it didn’t look happy.

Knowing he didn’t have time to talk diplomatically, Chris was on his feet in a moment.  The Quarn came at him, bulging muscles pumping underneath his ragged and torn clothing.

Using the Quarn’s inertia and weight to his advantage, Chris grabbed the Quarn and went into a backward roll, sending the heavy Quarn over him and smashing into the ground.  A moment later, Chris was back on his feet and was turned.

The Quarn, unwavered by Chris’s defense, quickly stood up and came at him again.  Chris sidestepped out of the way…just in time to catch the Quarn’s arm and smash into the ground.

When his head hit, he knew he was going to have yet another mild concussion.  Furthermore, his neck hurt from the whiplash.

Knowing that he didn’t have time to hurt, he quickly got up and spun around to face the incoming Quarn.  His only chance was to disable the Quarn…

He stood there, staring at the charging alien, not budging, not giving any sign as to what he was about to do.

Finally, at the last possible second, he struck!  Directly to the alien’s throat, Chris thrust his fist in.  Though it hurt the creature, it still had its weight and inertia, and it trampled onto Chris and crushed him underneath its sagging weight.

His breath knocked out of him, Chris pushed the alien aside, then grabbed its breathing device and ripped it off.

Having already been gasping for air, the creature grabbed its throat harder and began to wheeze, barely able to breathe.

“I’ll put it back on the moment you agree never to attack me again!” Chris stated, already on his feet and looking down on the alien.  “Do you agree?”

The creature quickly nodded, its eyes beginning to bulge.  Not wanting to hurt the creature any more than he already had, Chris quickly put the device back on.

Immediately, the Quarn began taking deep, quick breaths through its nose…if it could be called a nose.  Chris backed away as the creature attempted to stand up, still rubbing its bruised throat.

For the first time since the fight began, Chris looked around, seeing that they had drawn a fairly large crowd.  Even aliens from the platforms and catwalks above were looking down at them.

“You fight well, Human,” the alien stated.  Chris noted that his mouth did not move with his words, which suggested to him that his communicator’s universal translator was still working.  “Very deceptive.”

Chris nodded and replied, “As do you.”

The creature stared at him for a moment, then let out what Chris guessed was a laugh…or rather, hoped was a laugh, and not a battle cry.  The Quarn walked past him, patting him on the shoulder twice really hard, nearly driving Chris to his knees!  “You’re all right, human!” he stated as he walked off.

Chris rubbed his shoulder, followed by his neck, and finally his temple.  That creature knows just how to make my life miserable he thought, a strong headache coming on.  Hopefully, though, people will think twice before they attack me now that I’ve defeated him…
Tired, but knowing his shift wasn’t even close to ending, Chris picked up his torch and found a place to start cutting again.

As he started working there, he realized he’d only been here for a day…two maybe?  He wasn’t sure, but he suddenly realized that this was going to be a hard life to get used to…  And that’s not just figuratively speaking he thought, rubbing his temples.

