Episode 26

“What We Leave Behind”

Captain Chris Harriman smiled as he punched the holographic fighter up to full power.  His fighter accelerated to just under the speed of light, the distant asteroid field quickly becoming large.

“Now remember, James,” he said, “this is completely different from the last simulation.  I had the computer completely randomize this asteroid field while keeping within normal parameters, as well as add a few extra bonuses.”

“I can already see that, sir,” Lieutenant James Trikal replied over the comm system.  The comm system itself was being masked by the computer so that neither James nor Chris could trace the signal.  They could talk to each other, mock each other…what ever they wanted to talk about, and not worry about being discovered in the process!

As the field quickly grew in his view, Chris slowed his fighter down to half speed, which was still pretty fast considering what he was about to enter.  The asteroid field was dense, big, and dangerous.  Not to mention that sensors were severely hindered…it would be very difficult for the competitors to find each other’s fighter.

As he entered the edge of the field, he began to maneuver out of the way of the smaller rocks, wanting to save his shields as much as he could.

As he began to weave back and forth between the rocks, he wondered what the spectators were seeing…

Captain Sarah Caft glanced from the left screen, the one showing Chris’s fighter, to the right, which displayed James’s.  Both were approaching each other fast, but thanks to the asteroid field, neither probably knew it!  I guess pilots just think alike she thought, wishing she possessed the piloting skills those two had.

“Attention all crewmembers,” Lieutenant Commander Charley McKariant started over the comm system.  “The battle is about to begin!  I, Commander McKariant, will be your announcer for this battle of the egos!”  Sarah barely contained an outright laugh at the statement, glad Chris or James couldn’t hear the announcement.

“Closing on each other quickly, keeping to the outside edge where the asteroids are sparse, neither of them can see each other with sensors!  Blinding flying right at each other, this will make for an interesting commencement!”

He was right; neither of them could see each other.  Not only did the view screen display their fighters from different angles, views that half of the screens in the ship displayed, the screens created here on holodeck three displayed what their sensors displayed!

They could see everything here…but somehow, that didn’t deprive them of it all!  The overall tactical view showed the entire asteroid, and the red and blue dots quickly approaching each other…

If I know Chris, he should be rounding that large one soon James thought to himself.  Well, prepare yourself Captain.
He pointed the cross hairs of his targeting system underneath the asteroid, expecting Chris to round it at that point.  After all, rounding it from underneath would give Chris a full view of the asteroid field ahead of him.  Coming over the top would make him rely on sensors alone, and he was not one to take risks.

Dammit! He cursed at himself.  What am I thinking, he is one to take risks!
However, he was too late to get the initial shot off as he saw Chris’s fighter come over the top.  Then he hit himself in the head again as he realized that this was space, not the planet that had fought on last time.  Though there was an elliptical plain that most ships stuck to in a galaxy, space had no gravity and aerodynamics to worry about.  As such, Chris went over it inverted, and quickly changed course to drop his sights on James!

As the first pulse blasts streaked out of Chris’s twin cannons, James wasted no time and banked hard to port, turning into the direction that the blasts came from.  They never had a chance to hit him, thanks to his speed and maneuverability.

He wasted no time as he pushed the throttle up to full, an action that could very well get him killed if he kept going in the direction he was going.  However, he had full confidence in his piloting capabilities.  He had an idea, and he needed a small moon-sized asteroid to do the trick.

His sensors told him that Chris was hot on his tail, firing pulse blasts as he went.  James didn’t have any trouble at all using the asteroid field to keep him safe.  Weaving back and forth, the only thing Chris could do was follow him and hope to get a lucky shot off.

Suddenly, a Quantum Torpedo shot past James’s cockpit.   Why’d you waste a torpedo when you knew it would miss? James thought.  That didn’t seem like Chris at all.  This battle could turn out to be very long if James’s idea didn’t work, and as such, they could very possibly run out of antimatter to replicate for the torpedoes.

Suddenly, almost too late, James realized what he missed.  The torpedo impacted on a hard metal asteroid.  Because of the asteroid’s composition, it did not vaporize, it simply blew apart in several large chunks.

James quickly inverted and dove under one piece, then hit the rudder hard to his starboard as he rolled back ninety degrees to avoid yet another piece.  Little pebble-sized debris began impacting his shields, but did little damage and simply vaporized on contact.

He passed the heated core just before it flew into his path, and then he pulled up hard to avoid another, undamaged asteroid as it flew through the debris field.

He finally rolled his craft to match the elliptical plain and began his set of maneuvers through the ever-thickening asteroid field.

“Nice flying, James,” Chris said.

“Nice tactic,” James replied, smiling.  The battle had almost ended then and there, but James had once again proven his worth as a pilot.

Finally, as they approached the central area of the asteroid field, James spotted the type of asteroid he was looking for.  He quickly pointed his fighter in the general direction and made quick progress towards it, making sure Chris never got a shot off that would end the battle.

As they entered the gravity field of the larger asteroid, smaller ones were slowly accelerating towards it, making James’s job harder.  It did, however, also make Chris’s job harder.

At the last minute, he pulled up and began running his craft along the ground.  He kept a close eye on the smaller ones flying down from above, not wanting to be taken by surprise by one of them.

After just a few moments of flight time, James found what he had spotted from further out.  Inverting his craft, he pulled away from the asteroid slightly, then pulled hard back on the control stick, diving the fighter into a tunnel that dove straight into the asteroid.

He muted the communications between Chris and himself for a moment, then said, “Computer, prepare three Quantum Torpedoes to be launched without being fully armed.  Have them land on the tunnel walls and then have them detonate when Chris’s fighter passed by them.”

“Modifications in progress.”

James smiled as he checked his aft sensors, then smiled even deeper when he saw that Chris was still following him.  “If the blast doesn’t kill you, the cave in will.”

“Modifications complete.”
Good, now all I have to do is find the right place to launch them.
The tunnel itself was a weaving maze, some tunnels broke off from his and went to the side, probably leading to the surface.  That, of course, wasn’t what James wanted.

Finally, he saw it up ahead.  The tunnel seemed to be a dead end, but his sensors showed that the tunnel turned to starboard in a sharp eighty-degree turn.  Almost a full right angle, which is exactly what I need.
He slowed his fighter down a little in preparation as he tried to get as close to the port side as he could.  Finally, having already rolled his craft starboard ninety degrees, he pulled hard back on the control stick as he brought the throttle to almost zero.  When he was pointed in the right direction, he punched the throttle to full for a moment, then brought it down as his fighter entered the tunnel.

He pulled the trigger three times, launching the three torpedoes.  His sensors confirmed that they latched onto the tunnel in a triangle formation.  Not wanting to be caught in the blast, he punched the throttle up to what he deemed was the fastest, safest speed in the tunnels and concentrated on maneuvering.

Mimicking James’s maneuver, Chris pulled back hard on the stick and brought his throttle down to near zero.  His fighter in ‘free fall’ for a moment, he pointed his fighter in the right direction.  Then, momentarily, he punched it up to full to get his momentum going in the right direction.

As he got comfortable in this new direction, a sensor alarm suddenly sounded.  Too late, he realized the trap he had just fallen into.

He ship suddenly jerked as three bright flashes, followed by explosions, blinded his sight.  He quickly killed his throttle and turned his thrusters on full reverse, trying to stop his fighter.  His shields flared to life as the explosions rocked his ship hard.  He rotated his fighter to match the gravitational well of the asteroid, knowing that the cavern was about to collapse.

His fighter lurched down, making Chris feel negative g-forces.  The collapsing rocks impacted hard on his already weakened shields as the fighter hit the tunnel wall, throwing him back into his seat.

His fighter kept shaking and shuddering as the tunnel continually collapsed on him, but his shields were slowly weakening, and that’s all that mattered to him.

“Guess it’s over, now, eh Chris?”

Chris shook his head, not ready to accept defeat.  “Don’t bet on it, I’ve still got enough power in my shields to survive a few Quantum Torpedo blasts.”

He immediately pulled the trigger on his Pulse Cannons, heating the rocks directly in front of him.  When the rocks looked hot enough to collapse, he fired off three Quantum Torpedoes.  All three went right through the super-heated rock far enough not to destroy his shields, then detonated.

Not wasting time to see if his tactic had worked, he punched the throttle up to nearly full, firing two more torpedoes just to be safe.  The explosions further weakened his shields, but at the last minute, he made it out of the collapsed portion of the tunnel, with two percent to spare on his shields.

Now’s as good a time as any to reset shields he thought, keying in the command on his panel.

As he made his way towards the surface of the asteroid, his shields went down to try to reform.  “Sorry to disappoint you, James, but I just made it out of that trap.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end, then James finally replied with, “No matter, your shields are probably very weak.  I’ll have you soon enough.”
Chris smiled, somehow doubting that.  He wasn’t going to let James win this one.

Just before he reached the surface, his shields finally came back on.  Though only at sixty-five percent, that was better than nothing.

His sensors immediately picked up James’s fighter, but the asteroid field made him immediately lose that lock.  It was too late for James, however, as he knew just which direction to go.

Pointing his fighter slightly to port, he punched the throttle back up to full as he waved between the dense asteroid field.

“OK, James…its time to end this here and now.”

“We’ll see, Captain.” James replied in his usual cocky manner when he thinks he’s won.

Chris knew his sensors were greatly weakened, which gave James the advantage.  However, he still had his eyes.  He began scanning around him, slowing down so that he had an easier time navigating while looking for the other fighter.

Suddenly, he saw a reflection of light, and looked to the ship’s starboard.  Too late for Chris to do anything, several Quantum Torpedoes were already on top of him.

“Red alert, all holodeck simulations will now be shut down.” The computer suddenly stated.

“NOOOO!” James shouted in reply.

The Quantum Torpedoes, Chris’s fighter, the star field, and every single asteroid suddenly disappeared.  Chris was slowly set down onto the deck of the holodeck as the alert klaxon began ringing.  To allow the biggest asteroid field possible, James and Chris had used two different holodecks, which was why Chris could not laugh at James right now.

“Harriman to Bridge, report,” he said, getting down to business.

“You aren’t going to believe this, sir,” a junior officer replied.  “But we’re detecting a ship incoming…and, well, its warp signature, which is huge by the way, has a Vorkalai signature.”
Suddenly, Chris’s pulse jumped to a new height, a new burst of adrenaline pumping into his system.  “All hands to battle stations!  Try to out run them, I’m on my way!”

Lieutenant Ada Marquet stepped off of the turbolift ahead of everyone else, quickly moving to the tactical station and relieving the officer that was there in her place.  She stood in the same stiff position she always stood in and began scans of the vessel.

“Are we sure it’s a Vorkalai ship?” Chris asked as he and Sarah sat in the command area.

“Definitely,” Vendar stated from Ops.  “Their warp signature is undoubtedly Vorkalai.”

“As are their weapons signature,” Ada pitched in, her voice loud and strong as usual.  The strong phaser-type weapons that used to always penetrate the Dragon’s shields, plus their new shields that reacted to the Dragon’s weapons like any other normal shields.

At one time, the Dragon’s weapons, once calibrated to a power frequency similar to Quantum Torpedoes, could penetrate Vorkalai shields without so much as a micron of power loss.  Not any more, however.  Now, their shields were stronger than ever.

“How big is the vessel?” Chris asked in his command tone of voice.

As Ada read the readings in disbelief herself, Vendar gave the readings in a voice of astonishment.  “Two kilometers long, seven hundred meters wide, and half a kilometer tall!”

A sort of foreboding silence then engulfed the bridge, as it often did when such dire situations threatened the Dragon.  As Ada continued her own scans, she could see that the ship had a power core that matched the monstrous size of the vessel, and an arsenal equally venomous.  The shields weren’t as powerful as the Destroyer’s shields had been, but they were powerful enough to definitely keep the Dragon at bay.

However, Ada thought, their shields aren’t very redundant…no real back up in case a shield section fails…  She kept that in the back of her mind for the moment, knowing it would soon come in handy.

“Can we outrun them?” Chris asked slowly, quietly, his voice betraying the fact that he already knew what the answer would be.  Things never did work out in the beginning of each dangerous encounter for the Dragon…

“No, sir,” James replied quietly.  “They’ll catch up to us in less than half an hour at this speed.”

For a moment, silence once again engulfed the bridge.  However, Chris didn’t let it hang in the air this time.  “Then I want options!”

Ada immediately began going through scenarios in her head, trying to come up with some way to destroy or disable the vessel enough for the Dragon to escape.  We obviously can’t launch fighters, that’d be sending those pilots to their deaths…so what do we have on this ship that can use our only advantage to its maximum…
“I have an idea!” she said, seeming to forget she was the tactical officer.  “Their shields are not redundant at all.  If we concentrate a lot of energy on one small section, it should create a hole in their shields long enough for us to damage something of importance!”

Chris, who had been looking at her, looked back to the view screen and stared for a moment.  “Like a warp nacelle,” he commented.

“Exactly!” Ada replied, smiling.  “That would disable them enough for us to break free.”

“What about our cloaking device?” Sarah asked suddenly.

I forgot to mention that she thought, lecturing herself.

“We can’t activate it when they are this close to us,” she replied to Sarah.  “Their sensors are very concentrated this close to them, they could see right through our cloaking field.  If we disable their warp capability, we can get far enough before they repair their ship, cloak, and then alter course.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Chris said.  In a confident tone of voice, he ordered, “Ada, power up the Phaser cannon and the cutting phasers.  Prepare both the forward and aft torpedo launchers for full spreads.  We’ll try to cut through their shields with phasers, than disable their warp system with torpedoes.”

As she began keying in the commands, she replied confidently with, “Aye, sir.”

 “James…prepare to come out of warp and bring us about,” he added quietly, confidence also giving away his thoughts about their situation.

“All stop,” Chris finally ordered.  James, who had already keyed in the command, pressed the final key that caused the ship to slowly, gracefully drop out of warp.  Without even being ordered, he brought the ship about on a heading that faced the incoming enemy ship.

“Engage full impulse,” Chris added.  “Prepare to point us straight at the targeted nacelle.”

“Aye, sir,” James replied.  He punched the ship up to full impulse and impatiently waited for the Vorkalai cruiser to drop out of warp.

“Here they come…” Vendar said slowly.

Suddenly, without warning, a very long, large, and green ship appeared in a blur of motion.  The proximity sensors suddenly screamed to life, alerting him to the fact that the ship had come out of warp virtually on top of them.

He immediately turned the ship to port, rolling the ship as fast as he could to get a better angle of turn.  The ship suddenly lurched as he came clear of hitting the Vorkalai ship’s shields, nearly throwing him to the ground.

“Shields down to sixty-five percent!” Ada shouted above the shuddering of the ship.  “They’re using weapons a hell of a lot more powerful than before!”

“Evasive maneuvers, your discretion,” Chris shouted in response to James.

Not having to be told twice, James immediately switched the helm over to manual control, finding that automatic was simply too limiting.  Keying commands in madly, he began the ship in a series of twists and turns.  The large ship groaned, the inertial dampers barely able to compensate for his maneuvers.

Every now and then, the ship shuddered from a near hit, but only that first time did the Vorkalai warship actually hit them.  The huge warship itself didn’t even bother to turn towards the Dragon, at least not yet.  They were no doubt thinking that they could take the Dragon out before it left their weapon’s range.

However, James was making that extremely difficult.  The further away he was from the warship, the further away the shots were.

As if realizing his piloting skills, the large ship began a slow turn towards them, as if unsure whether or not to pursue the Dragon.

“They’re beginning to turn in pursuit,” Ada reported.

“Prepare to bring us about, James,” Chris ordered.  “At this distance, they should have trouble hitting us.”

“Yeah,” James responded sarcastically, “key word being ‘should.’”

Ignoring James, Chris said, “Weapons’ status.”

“No damage,” Ada replied.  “We’re ready to go.”

“Then bring us about while they’re still turning slowly,” Chris ordered.  “Let’s paint the target!”

Not knowing what that expression meant, James simply turned the ship about in a quick, uneven arch.  Finally, as suddenly as he had started the arch, he stopped, settling the ship directly in course to their top starboard nacelle.  Embedded on the hull of the ship itself, like the Bladerunner fighter’s nacelles, it blended in with the hull.  That, however, didn’t hinder the sensor’s ability to see it.

“Fire!”

No sooner did Chris say that than did three bright orange beams suddenly shoot away from the Dragon.  Impacting on the green shields of the immense ship, the phasers seem unhindered as they began to slowly eat away at the ship.

James waited impatiently, knowing soon enough what was going to happen.  Maybe surprised at first that the Dragon was attacking the ship head on, the Vorkalai stopped firing.  Any moment, however, they would soon fire at least one shot at the Dragon, giving James the difficult task of keeping them on course.

“Um, I think they know what we’re doing,” Vendar stated suddenly.

“Oh?” Chris asked.  “How do you know that?”

James looked to her to see her brow furrow in concentration.  “These people are stupid.  They just diverted weapons power to the shields to try to compensate for our assault.”

After a moment of silence, James heard Chris remark in a voice of astonishment, “That’s got to be the stupidest maneuver I’ve ever known!  They could have swatted us out of space in an instant with their weapons!”

“They must be the left overs of the entire species,” Sarah said in an amused tone of voice.

“They just realized their mistake and have begun transferring power back to weapons,” Ada suddenly stated in an alarmed voice.

Suddenly, not giving Chris a chance to respond, the Vorkalai shields collapsed, and the weakening phaser fire impacted on the nacelle.  Immediately, the glowing warp field emitters began to fluctuate.

“Fire torpedoes!” Chris shouted, probably jumping out of his chair as he usually did.

A moment later, the torpedoes were away.  In quick succession, the Photon torpedoes, followed very closely by the larger, blue Quantum Torpedoes impacted on the nacelle.  A very large explosion followed, ripping the nacelle apart as well as part of the hull.

“Get us out of here, maximum warp!” Chris shouted in excitement.

James keyed in a course and the command, then began to turn the ship.  A moment later, the ship lurched ‘upwards’ as a very powerful blast impacted on it.  James grabbed hard onto his console as bulkheads, lights, and other consoles began exploding all around the bridge.

A bright blue energy surge flew out of the view screen and hit Vendar’s console dead on, throwing her up out of her chair and to the back of the bridge.  Following that, the shattered glass of the view screen collapsed to the deck, pressed down by high inertial forces.

“Shields are down!” Ada shouted.  “That blast punched from deck fifty-two all the way up to forty-eight!”

“Now, James!” Chris shouted in alarm.

Barely able to do so due to receding inertial forces, James hid the command key, throwing the Dragon into high warp.

Not giving him time to relax, Ada immediately shouted, “They just launched a torpedo at our nacelles, impact in twenty seconds!”

“Fire a photon to intercept!” Chris replied immediately.

“Attempting to target,” Ada said hesitantly.  “I’m not having an easy time, our targeting sensors have been damaged.”

“Then go to manual!” Chris ordered, panicking for the first time in a long time.

“Manual targeting engaged,” she replied slowly, barely audible above a ruptured power conduit.  James could have sworn it was the same conduit that had ruptured when Chris had been captured…

That’s not a good sign…

“Lock established…torpedo away!”

James tried to watch the torpedo on sensors, but the sensor feed to his console was completely inoperable.  That meant someone else was going to have to make sure there was nothing in the Dragon’s path.

“Got it!” Ada suddenly shouted in glee.

James jumped out of his seat, bruising his right leg as he did so, and shouted in glee, throwing his fist in the air.  The entire bridge erupted in cheer, but his was the loudest of all.  His was always the loudest, and he made sure everyone was reminded of that today.

He felt a hand clamp on his shoulder, and he was spun around to face Chris.  A huge grin on his face, Chris threw out his hand in offering.  James hesitated, then smiled, taking Chris’s hand and giving it two good pumps.

“Good job, James,” he said above the cheering and ruptured conduit.  “Not bad piloting at all.”

“Was nothing at all,” James said, realizing a moment later that he had just been humble for the first time in his piloting life.  Someone might have thought that it was still an arrogant statement, but that someone definitely didn’t know James.

Chris gave one last pump, then he began to walk up to Ada to congratulate her.  In a sense, they had both just saved the ship from disaster.  The immoral part of that fact was that they really didn’t work together, they simply did their independent jobs.

He nodded approvingly to her, got a reply nod, then he sat down in his chair.  As he did so, he noticed a medic beam away with Vendar, no doubt to sick bay.

In a battle as quick as a battle usually was against the Vorkalai, the Dragon had pulled through again.  Heavily damaged, albeit, but it came through in one piece none-the-less.

James grinned as he made sure the warp field was stable, then he sat back in his chair.  Finally, he could relax again.  The adrenaline that had pumped through his body began to finally settle, causing his hands to slightly tremble.  His grin quickly changed to a calm smile as he realized that this was just another day on the job for him.

He thought about that for a moment as his mind began to slow down again.  From the start of his life aboard the Dragon, all they had ever encountered was action.  Rarely did they have times of peace, save the six months of shore leave.

He shook his head, wondering how his life might have been different if he had not come aboard the Dragon.  Then, he decided he’d leave that thought for another time.  Right now, he was going to relax…

Then he realized something.  He almost jumped out of his seat as he knew just what was coming.  They were, after all, Starfleet officers.  They had a duty to protect the innocent.  That meant…

“Assemble the senior staff in the briefing room,” Chris said from behind James.  “We’ve got to talk…”

Here it comes, Commander Kara Trieal thought to herself, settling down into her usual chair in the briefing room.  We’re Starfleet officers, and it’s time to do our duty.
As Chris walked into the briefing room, he commented, “A Vorkalai support craft, or rather a standard warship, just launched from that massive battle ship.”  He swiveled his chair to sit down in it, then faced the crew.  “I’ve ordered the ship to stay with it.”

He sighed, visibly hesitating.  “As much as I hate saying it, we can’t just leave the area and say ‘that was another close call.’”  He looked up from the table, a grim face hitting Kara hard.  “We can’t let this ship exist.  I know the Federation is against genocide, but the Vorkalai are not known for negotiating.  We have no choice but to take them out.”

“No doubt, you have some magnificent plan for doing this,” James stated sarcastically.

“Magnificent, perhaps,” Chris said, nodding.  “Crazy?”  He took in a deep, hesitant breath, and said, “Definitely.”

“Then let’s hear it,” Kara said, trying to show him that they all supported him.  He had never failed them before, she knew he wasn’t about to do so now.

He smiled warmly at her, then nodded.  “All right, rather simple.  Who here has bothered to fully read the schematics of the Captain’s Yacht?”  Sarah was the only one to raise her hand.  Chris closed his eyes and shook his head, a slight grin on his face.  “Aww, come on people.”  He opened them again and tapped in a command on his console.

With that, a full schematic displayed on the wall on both ends of the briefing room, the Captain’s Yacht the center of attention.

“As you can see, this is no ordinary ship, not with the warp nacelles it has,” Chris commented, looking at the wall schematic himself.  “What you might not all know about is the infiltration sleeve that she’s been fitted with.”

The display changed to show just the sleeve mechanism itself.  “A hatch underneath the ship can open to extend a sleeve that attaches itself to the hull of a ship or something, and it’ll match our ship to the hull ionization of that ship.  In other words, on any given sensor, we appear to be part of that ship’s hull.  The ship then accesses the structural integrity field of that ship or station, matches it, and then cuts a hole into the ship using micro-phaser beams to do the trick.”

The entire time he was talking about the Yacht’s ability, the screen displayed everything.  The sleeve extending and attaching, the laser cutting a hole into some hull, everything.  “Finally, the hatch in the Yacht itself opens up, and gravity is deactivated on the Yacht so that it’s easier to get in and out of the ship it’s infiltrating.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Kara saw Ada nod her had approvingly.  “Yeah, we used something like this once or twice before I left the security force and came aboard the Dragon.  Very effective.”

“Then we know that it’ll work,” Chris said, closing the file and deactivating the screens.  “What we’ll do is cloak the Yacht and follow, very closely, the Vorkalai warship that’s scouting for us now.  With its weak sensors and the ion trail it leaves, we’ll be able to sneak right in under the shields of the battle ship.  We can then get as close to their main reactor as we can, then use the sleeve.”

“Right, then we make our way to the reactor, set charges, then get out and blow the thing to hell!” Ada said enthusiastically.

“Exactly!” Chris replied with equal enthusiasm.

Kara felt excitement at the plan building up with in her.  It could very well work, especially if the ship was sparsely populated.  She speculated that it was, as most Vorkalai were dead, and a ship of that size probably had to be running on a skeleton crew of Vorkalai!

“Ada,” Chris began, suddenly take on a tone of command, “I want you to assemble a small task force.  You’ll be going along, along with Kalia, Kara, Sarah…and myself.”

Kara’s heart just leapt to her throat at that last word.  Startled, almost missing it, Sarah suddenly jumped in her seat.  “Uh…Chris, no offense, but I can handle this.”

“I have no doubt of that,” he said confidently.  “However, I’m not going to have you lead a team that commits genocide.  That sort of responsibility could only fall on the Captain’s shoulders.”

Half-laughing in an attempt to lighten the mood, Sarah said, “but, I am a Captain.”

Chris sighed in slight annoyance, yet slight amusement before he replied, “You know what I mean.”

“As security officer, I can’t allow you to endanger your life needlessly,” Ada stated firmly, not leaving the subject up for debate.

However, Chris was better at doing that than she was.  “Your objection is noted, Ada.  I’m going.”

Silence engulfed the briefing room with that last statement.  However, everyone, including Kara, knew that there would be no arguing.  No one ever could argue with him.

He looked to Sarah and nodded.  “Sarah, please make sure all furniture is taken out of the Yacht so that we can fit the most people,” he said in a commanding tone, seeming to forget the fact that he was married to Sarah.  “Be ready to leave as soon as possible.”

Kara wondered why he had just acted so cold to his own wife.  It wasn’t something he ever did, he always seemed to ask her to do something.  He didn’t take into special consideration the fact that she was his wife, he still ‘ordered’ her to do things, but he did so in a…’nice’ way.  Not this time, however…and she couldn’t figure out why he was acting like he was.

She was one of the few people he hadn’t gotten to know as well as most of the senior staff, but that’s because work never permitted them to converse off duty.  However, judging by his past behavior, she guessed that he really didn’t like the idea of genocide…which she completely agreed with.  He did get rather strict when things got personal in past missions…

Being thrown out of her contemplation, she realized that Chris had asked her a question.

Thinking back to what it was, she answered, with a rather angered tone of voice, “No, I don’t like it.  However, I realize that there is no real way around this, not this time…I thought I’d never hear myself say that…” She hesitated, then reluctantly finished, “but we have no choice.”

Chris nodded, “Agreed.  Then you’re all dismissed.  We don’t have much time, so let’s move!”

As everyone piled out of the briefing room, Chris simply stood up and moved to the huge row of windows.  Staring at nothing in particular, his mind was in turmoil.  He agreed wholly with Kara…he didn’t like this one bit.  He didn’t like it when they thought they had done it the first time, and doing so a second time wasn’t any easier.  In fact, it seemed harder…

There was no war right now.  No one was at war with the Vorkalai now, the Dragon had not been in battle with the Vorkalai for a year!  However, they had just killed several of the Dragon’s crewmembers…and Chris couldn’t allow that.

He suddenly noticed movement in the reflection off of the windows, so he spun around to find James standing behind him.  Recovering, Chris simply nodded and acknowledged him with, “James.”

As James nodded back to him, Chris moved back to his chair at the head of the table and sat down.  He noticed, with some annoyance, that James did not sit, he simply remained standing, staring at Chris.

“What’s on your mind, Lieutenant,” Chris asked questioningly, though he already knew.

“You’re going to need the best pilot on this ship with you, sir,” James said without emotion.

Chris shrugged and replied, “Hence another good reason for me to go along.”  Normally, Chris would have been joking about the subject, and would have said that in a humorous tone of voice.  Not this time, though…he was dead serious.

“Two are better than one,” James replied to the comment.  “What if you were to be injured?  The chances of our people getting home would be less then phenomenal.”

“What if we both were injured?” Chris asked simply.

“Hence why I’d stay on the Yacht, so as to guard it from anyone destroying it!” James said loudly, moving to a chair next to Chris’s to lean against it.  “Sir, you need me along with you!”

Chris hesitated a moment, his mind still in its turmoil.  However, he did eventually reach the conclusion that James was right.  The more security officers with Chris and the away team, the better chance they’d have.  With James staying behind to guard the Yacht, that’s one more officer they could have along with them.

Finally, he nodded in compliance.  “Very well, you’re on the team,” he said quietly.  “Prep the Yacht for launch.”

Smiling in victory, James nodded.  As he moved towards the exit, he said jovially, “Yes, sir!”

Chris smiled at James’s enthusiasm, then let the smile fade once the doors had closed.  It wasn’t just the fact that they were committing genocide that had his mind in turmoil.  No, not at all…instead, it was his instincts.

He didn’t know why, but his sense of instinct seemed to be evolving, improving!  He had first noticed it when the Rukarians held him captive.  He had known something was about to happen, and for all he knew, that could have, somehow, saved his life.  He didn’t know how, but his instincts had forced him to stop working before Ada had come.

Now, they were telling him something bad was about to happen.  Something worse than anything he had ever experienced before.  He didn’t know what…all he knew was that something was going to happen on this away mission.  And that was the primary reason he was going.

He couldn’t let his instincts stop him from doing this mission, though.  They needed to do this, or the Vorkalai could rise up again and destroy the fragile New UFP, among other cultures.  They had a duty to defend the innocent, no matter the risk to themselves.

He shook his head, then stood up and slowly entered the bridge.  Everyone who was on the away mission was already down by the Yacht, so the bridge seemed…empty…

He looked to Tom morbidly, who was sitting in the command chair.  “Commander Halkrat, I hear-by relinquish command of the Dragon to you until our return,” he said in a commanding tone.  “Should anything happen to us, I expect you to get this crew home safely.  Understood?”

Tom looked at Chris with the same morbid face as his own, knowing very well how grim the mission looked.  Finally, he nodded, and replied, “Aye, sir.  You can bet that I will.”

Satisfied, Chris headed for the nearest turbolift.  As the doors opened and waited for him, he took one last, longing look around the bridge.  For all he knew…his instincts were telling him that he was going to be lost on this mission.  If that were true…this would be the last time he would ever see this bridge, and its crew…again…

After probably a minute of holding up the turbolift, he entered, and watched quietly as his view to the bridge was closed.  The turbolift simply sat there, waiting for his command, but he couldn’t give it.  He was about to send people in to most likely die…and it definitely made him pause in thought.

Finally, he ordered, “Captain’s Yacht.”  With that, the turbolift began moving towards his destiny…

“There it is!” Sarah jumped, pointing to the little green section becoming visible around the Vorkalai warship.  Chris nodded, making sure they had come out of warp with the warship properly.  When he was satisfied that they had not been detected, he began to prepare to turn the yacht hard.

The huge, looming, dark green ship quickly was becoming visible.  Chris noted with awe that they had already repaired their nacelle, which he had seen as completely obliterated before the Dragon had warped out.

“No wonder the warship started heading in so early,” Chris commented.  “The battleship is probably going to go out itself and look for the Dragon.”

“Yeah, but they’ll have a hard time doing so,” Ada commented from behind him.

Indeed, they would, for the Dragon had set course for a very dense nebula after the Yacht had departed.  Chris just hoped there wasn’t an asteroid or something that the Dragon would hit, because judging by what Tom had told him over communications, they wouldn’t be able to scan more than fifty meters in front of the ship.

As the ship ahead of them slowed, he also began to slow, knowing he would soon have to make a sharp turn.  They couldn’t very well enter the small starship bay the ship had, because they no doubt had very concentrated sensor scans running all the time in there.  Plus, once their mission was accomplished, if they were trapped inside of the bay, they’d have to sacrifice themselves.

The edge of the already open bay quickly came into view, which was Chris’s cue.  He opened a channel to the back cabin and stated, “All right, everyone, hold on!”

At the last possible second, he turned the Yacht hard to port, throwing everyone to their right.  He held on tight to his seat, even though the restraints could hold him in, and let the auto navigation make the turn for him.

A moment later, the Yacht was slowly moving across the top of the hull, no damage, and no problems.

“Their shields are up,” Sarah reported.  “Looks like we’ve got plenty of room to maneuver.”

“Good,” Chris said quietly.  “Makes our job just that much easier.”  He hesitated a moment, then ordered, “Computer, paint the hull.”

That was a command that had been preprogrammed into the computer for infiltration missions.  Once an infiltration point had been set and entered into the computer, it automatically filed the locations and pointed it out on the ‘windows’ of the Yacht.  Further more, the location came up on a topographical sensor representation of the target in the navigational sensor scans.


The point was definitely far away, and took them a while to reach because they didn’t want to alert any close sensor scans.  The slightest engine ionization could give their position away in an instant…

Finally, several minutes later of intense anxiety, they reached their destination.  Chris began to extend the sleeve, but did so only partially, so as not to extend it beyond the Yacht’s cloaking field.  When they were right on top of the spot, he deactivated the cloak and attached it to the ship’s hull.

Not even a full second after he did that, the computer confirmed that the Yacht’s hull had conformed to the Vorkalai ship’s hull ionization.  He tapped his comm badge and said, “Harriman to Tarkent, begin infiltration sequence.”

Not even hesitating, her reply came back crisp.  “Aye, sir, program initiated.”  Chris couldn’t hear the sound of the laser beam cutting, but his sensors told him it was slowly working, cutting through the outer hull, and finally into the inner hull of the Vorkalai battle ship.

As the beam began cutting the hole into the ship, Chris nodded approvingly as his sensor readings showed that the battleship’s structural integrity field, and all looked normal.

A moment later, a tractor beam grabbed onto the piece of hull from the battle ship and pulled it up.  Not a meter from doing so, the hull disappeared, stored in the ship’s transporter buffer as a simple signal, easy to recover.

Chris stood up, taking a pulse rifle from where he had stored it, and headed to the middle compartment, or the ‘living quarters’ of the Yacht.  Stripped of all forms of comfort, it was crowded with several Federation and Britar officers…though mostly Britar.

As he heard that everyone else had followed him into the crowded place, he stated calmly, “All right, everyone…let’s do this.”

He saw a few people nod in agreement as he headed for the hatch in the middle of the deck.  There, Kalia was monitoring a panel that was otherwise hidden by a deck panel.

He kneeled down next to her and asked, his voice not changing from what it had been, “How’s it look?”

“Good,” she said approvingly, nodding her head.

Chris nodded himself, then looked up, as if he were about to speak to some God in the heavens.  “Computer,” he said, raising his voice, “deactivate gravity.”

With that one order, he suddenly felt a queasy feeling in his stomach.  He always felt queasy in zero-g conditions…but usually that feeling ended as he started to have fun.  This time, however, his queasiness was amplified by the odd feeling he’d felt since the start of this ordeal.

He looked to Ada, and nodded.  She pushed off of a wall to reach the hatch, then shot down.  A moment later, Chris heard the sound of her feet landing on gravity-regulated deck plating.  Not a moment later, she flashed her pulse rifle’s flashlight up to signal an all clear.

Sarah was about to go, but Chris waved her off, and then slowly pulled himself into the hatch.  He paused a moment, knowing this would be an awkward feeling…  Finally, he shoved himself down the sleeve.  As the sleeve’s interior left his vision, he became queasy again as gravity overtook him.  He landed hard on the dark-colored deck, then quickly moved away as Sarah quickly followed him.

Immediately, he could feel the difference in gravity and atmospheric pressure.  Pressure was definitely higher, as was gravity.  He figured as much, considering the Vorkalai home world had been rather large.

One by one, each security officer and senior officer made their way down, filling up the empty corridor.  As people did so, he threw his rifle around his shoulder, the strap keeping it in place, and took out a throwing knife.

He looked back and quietly ordered the closest person, “Stow all energy weapons, use hand-to-hand weapons only!”

The Federation officer nodded to him, threw her rifle around her back, and then passed the order on.  A single weapon’s fire would cause any number of alarms to go off, destroying the only thing they had going for them: the element of surprise.

Finally, when everyone was down, Ada came up to Chris and simply nodded.  He nodded back, and she gave the hand signal to move out.  Slowly, in a forward covering formation, they began to make their way.

This particular formation was a common one.  Two or three people would move ahead of the group, each covering the other as they went.  One person would move forward, covered by the group, then a second one would move ahead of the first, followed by the third.  It was slow, but it made sure no one would be killed.

As the most elite security force on the Dragon, these people knew exactly how to deal with everything they came upon.  Once, the group had happened onto a small group of Vorkalai conversing in a corridor junction.  Almost no sound was made as all five were taken out, with nothing but knives...which gave Chris an uneasy feeling.  If they could do this sort of work…what would happen to the Dragon if they decided to mutiny?

He forced the idea out of his head, knowing that was unlikely.  The crew was a family…and they would never betray their own family.

Each and every Vorkalai the group took out, which was a surprisingly low amount, was tagged with an isolinear tag.  Once that was done, the Yacht would transport them into the pattern buffer, then destroy them.  It sounded barbaric, but it was effective, and the Federation had condoned it…otherwise the tactic would never have been created.

About forty-five minutes after having left the Yacht’s position, the large force finally made it to the main reactor.  Ada signaled for the force to disperse evenly around the large room, and had them use their tricorder to signal when ready.

Chris kneeled next to the door his group of two Britar officers were waiting at.  His tricorder open, he anxiously waited for everyone to send their ready signal.  He was definitely on edge.  Every little sound he heard made him jump, even the quiet activation of the vents.

He tried to shrug his tension away, but couldn’t.  He couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was going to happen soon…something very bad.

Suddenly, his tricorder gave off a soft beep, confirming the last group was ready.  He sighed as he slowly stood up.  He turned to the two Britar officers, who gave him a reassuring nod.  He nodded back, then turned back to the door.

“Stand back,” he said, moving away from the door, and the small charge fitted on it.

He gave the signal, waited three seconds…then hit the detonation key.  The sound of explosions suddenly roared through the corridor, not just of his own, but of several others.  The huge battleship shuddered, but Chris didn’t give anyone a chance to recover.

The Britar hot on his heels, he quickly moved into the reactor room.  The first Vorkalai he saw, he shot, effectively disintegrating it.  Several pulse rifle shots began flowing through the large room, all seemingly to hit nothing but Vorkalai.  Not a single shot seemed to miss, even when the Vorkalai tried to move out of the way.

Not even a minute passed by, and it was all over.  Chris never had fired off more than one shot, but as the sounds of weapons fire finally died down, he could easily hear the alarm sounding off.

“Get those spatial charges placed!” Ada shouted above the annoying alarm.

Chris ran halfway across the room to meet up with Sarah as everyone around him began to move in seemingly perfect unison.

“Sarah!” he said, stopping mid-step.  “Try to set up an uplink to the Yacht from their computer.  Let’s try to get as much information about this ship as we can.”

She simply nodded, then moved to a computer access terminal.  She placed an infiltration device on it, then set to work at setting up the link.

The double-beep of spatial charges sounded all over as every single one was placed quickly.  A moment later, Sarah stood up and nodded.  She looked at Chris and said, “That’s it…surprisingly easy.”

Chris smiled and replied in an amused tone of voice, “But of course.  Who could ever infiltrate such a well-defended ship?”

She smiled and shook her head, then moved next to his side.  Ada jogged up to Chris, then smiled.  “That’s it sir…we’re all set.”

Chris nodded approvingly, and said with a smile, “This is the kind of efficiency I wish all security forces had.”

Ada shrugged off the indirect comment and replied, “Well, I was with a black Ops unit.”

“Yes, I remember,” Chris said, amused.  He did, too, remember when he had first asked her aboard the Dragon.  He smiled at the memory, then remembered what was going on.

“All right everyone!” he shouted so that everyone could hear.  “Fall back to the yacht!”

Not having to be told twice, the security detail streamed out of the reactor room.  Ada handed Chris the detonation device, the moved after them.

Chris nodded to Sarah with a smile, then quickly followed.  They weren’t sparing themselves any time as they ran as fast as they could.  Corridor intersections and doors seemed to fly past as they didn’t bother to check around corners.

That soon became a mistake.  When they had seemingly reached a cargo bay area, weapons fire from behind began streaming past Chris and Sarah, hitting two officers ahead of them.

They spun around to see Vorkalai coming around an intersection, firing as they came.  The security detail quickly dove behind cargo creates, as well as other odd-looking devices, and returned fire.

They would have to take care of these people, then get back to the yacht double time…

Voices? James thought, pointing his pulse rifle at the hatch.  The queasy feeling had left him a long time ago, but now that was replaced with fear.  He thought he had heard voice in the corridor.

He pushed himself to the deck, then said, “Computer, reactivate gravity.”

Not having to be told twice, he felt his feet plant firmly on the deck as gravity was restored…just in time for some small device to come flying up the open hatch.

Beeping as it went, it clanged to the deck, little green figures moving across one face.  Knowing exactly what it was, James dove for the bomb, pushing it towards the hatch.

At first, his heart stopped as he realized he didn’t push it hard enough.  It seemed to stop just at the edge, not wanting to tip over…

At the last possible second, it finally tipped over and clanged down to the sleeve.  James immediately stood up and looked for something to grab onto.  He found nothing, and was thrown to the deck as a huge explosion roared up the sleeve.

Chris was suddenly thrown against the wall he was near, the sound of an explosion roaring down the hall.  He hit his head on a bulkhead, then tried to steady himself.

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see that someone else had been thrown off balance and thrown from cover.  Who ever it was, they had been hid in the arm.

Not wanting to lose the surprise the Vorkalai no doubt had also just felt, he quickly moved from cover and fired off two shots, taking only one Vorkalai down.

He quickly ducked for cover, then searched for Sarah, making sure she had made it out of that explosion OK…

…and that was when it had hit him.  Lying in the middle of the deck, with no cover, Sarah was the one who had just been hit in the arm.

At first, his heart stopped as a lump formed in his throat.  The universe seemed to slow down for him as he realized what had just happened.  She had been hit!  The Vorkalai had fired on her!!

When he saw that they were still trying to pick her barely moving form off, Chris finally snapped.  “NOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” he shouted in a crazed rage.  He moved from his covered position, not caring about himself.  One by one, he began picking off the Vorkalai, taking pleasure in each death he caused.

They focused their weapons fire on him, but for some unknown reason…they couldn’t hit him…

Ada stared, wide eyed, as energy beam after energy beam seemed to barely miss Chris.  He was systematically picking off each and every Vorkalai.  No one seemed to be able to hit him.  A moment later, it was over, and the last Vorkalai had been killed.

Chris threw down his pulse rifle as he kneeled next to Sarah.  Ada quickly moved next to them, just in time to see Sarah cough blood out.

“Hang on, Sarah!” Chris said, tears beginning to form, despite the rage on his face.  He lifted her off of the deck, her form appearing limp.

As he began running towards the Yacht again, he shouted, “Move out, NOW!”

Ada hesitated, then decided not to let him make his way there by himself.  “You heard the man!” she shouted, tears barely being held back.  “Move it, now!”

Once again, everyone broke into a run as they didn’t want to encounter any more Vorkalai.  With in minutes, they were back at the Yacht.

Dead Vorkalai and black scorch marks lined the entire corridor, making Ada realize that someone had tried to take out the yacht.  Thank goodness James had come along…
Ada was the first to fling herself up the hatch, zero-g making that easy for her.  She stopped herself just at the hatch, then swung herself over and onto the deck.  After her came Sarah’s limp form held by Chris.

She watched, not caring about the rest of her task force, as Chris moved to the front and into the cockpit with Sarah.  Kara quickly followed them, her medical kit already out.

Chris’s mind raced as he set Sarah on the deck.  “James, get us out of here, now!” he shouted, not caring about anything else.  He stared into her bloodshot eyes, Kara already at their side and taking readings.

“Hold on, I’m restoring gravity!” James shouted.  With just those words, Chris felt gravity return to normal.  If Sarah hadn’t been in her current condition, he would have sighed in relief.

“Sleeve retracted,” Kalia said.  When did everyone get in here? Chris asked himself.

“Engaging impulse engines…” James said hesitantly.  “You know, we can’t leave with their shields up.”

Chris saw it…the nod Sarah gave.  It was slight, almost motionless, but she gave it.  He nodded back to her, then pulled out the detonation device.

“Here goes nothing,” he said quietly.  After hesitating…he pushed the button.

The Yacht began to shudder as explosions began to rock across the battleship’s hull.  A moment later, he heard the familiar hum of the warp engines engaging.

Knowing they were out of danger already, he looked to Kara.  She stowed her tricorder and looked morbidly at him.

Not having to be asked, she said, “The Vorkalai weapon only hit her arm, yes…but it did much more.  It had some sort of neurological deconstructor in the energy beam…she’s dying, and there’s nothing I can do.”

Feeling like he had just been killed himself, Chris felt his jaw drop.  Disbelief filled him, but he quickly looked to Sarah, who started to speak.

The words barely able to come out, she said, “Chris…I know…I know how you have felt recently.”  She coughed again, blood splurting onto her face and uniform.  “You’ve had a ship to command, though…so don’t feel bad.  I have never stopped loving you…  I loved you on Karandis Seven…and I love you now.”

“Please,” Chris quietly said, barely getting the words out.  “Please…you can’t leave me…not now.  I need you, Sarah!”

She smiled at him weakly, her strength slipping from her.  “I want you to remember our time together.  Never forget what we had.”

He smiled equally weakly, tears streaming down his eyes.  “True love,” he whispered, not even having to have said it.  “I’ll never forget…I promise.”

Sarah smiled even deeper with that statement…  Even looking like she did now, Chris thought she was the most beautiful person in the universe.  No one had ever compared to her, and no one ever could.  No one had her personality…

His heart suddenly fell from him as he saw it happening.  Her smile faded…her eyes went blank…  He saw the very life from her suddenly leave, as if she had a spirit that was breaking free from the constraints of her body.  She exhaled deeply, like she was sighing…only her chest did not rise again.

Everything ceased to exist.  There was nothing, no one.  There she was, lying on the deck…with nothing to guide her.  She was gone…and he knew, for the first time, just what just happened.

He buried his head in his hands as seemingly animal-like sounds emitted from him…  Like never before, tears began streaming down his cheeks, dampening his uniform.  Someone, he didn’t know who, came to his side and embraced him in a warm hug.

Who ever it was, he didn’t know…all he knew, was that his only love…was dead…

…and it was more than he could bear…

First Officer’s Log, first entry, Lieutenant-Commander Thomas Halkrat

After a short hop at maximum velocity, and by Captain Harriman’s request, we’ve returned to Neo-Risa…where we all believe Sarah would want to have been buried.  She never did seem to like the idea of being buried in space…

It had been a few days, yes…but Chris still felt the tears begin to well in his eyes.  He still had trouble accepting her death.  How could she be dead?  It had to have been their destiny to be together!  Why did she have to die?

He looked over to the side of the clearing, where Terry was lined up with other officers.  He gave Chris a reassuring nod, and telepathically said to Chris, “Don’t worry, you can do this.”
Chris nodded slowly, then cleared his throat, making sure he had everyone’s attention.  With the sun shining down directly above them, the small clearing was very, very bright.  A small camera was placed to transmit the entire funeral throughout the Dragon.

Starting with a traditional saying, he started to talk with an almost unemotional tone of voice.  He found it hard to express his feelings right now…

“We are gathered here today…for our honored dead,” he started.  “Sarah Caft gave her life in the line of duty…like any one person would ever want to do.  She died honorably, on the field of battle…but she did not die easily.  She had put up a great fight…

“We can be thankful that we did not allow her death to be in vain,” he continued.  “She might have died…but the threat of the Vorkalai has finally been destroyed.  They took her life…and she in turn took theirs.”

He paused a moment, staring hard at the Federation flag that was mounted on the torpedo casing.  He somehow thought that he could see her spirit standing next to the casing, smiling at him.  He swore he saw her urging him on, giving him a vote of confidence.

“Do I have the right to mourn her death more than any one else?” he asked, more himself than anyone else.  He nodded confidently, “I think so.  No one could have ever felt the way I did about her.  It simply wasn’t possible, for she was my one true love…”

He sighed despairingly as he continued to think of what he would say next.  “Sarah was a strong-willed person.  No one could ever get her spirits down.  If she felt depressed about something, she always found a way to get herself out of her depression…and if someone else was depressed, nothing could stop her from getting a smile on your face.”  He gave a short, quiet laugh as he remembered some of the times she had done this very thing for him…the many times aboard the Dragon…

“I can say, with pure confidence…that I will miss her the most,” he said quietly…but loud enough for everyone to hear.

With that last statement, he nodded to Ada.  Seeing a tear stream down her face surprised him, for she almost never showed her emotions.  Sarah had been an excellent first officer and person.  She was friends with almost everyone on the ship…and had conflicts with no body.

Ada wiped the tear from her, then stood at attention.  “Attention!” she ordered, causing everyone to also stand at attention.  She quickly pressed a command on a small console, barely perceptibly, causing the casing to slowly lower itself into the grave.  Four honor guards slowly took hold of the UFP flag and held it taught over the descending casing…

Chris watched every millimeter of the casing as it lowered itself down.  Even after it had finally made it below his field of vision, he could not take his sight away.  The honor guards then walked forward and began folding the flag.

Chris lost track of time for a moment, but was brought out of his daze as he noticed Ada standing in front of his field of vision. There, she held the flag that had been folded.  Chris smiled to her, then slowly took the flag from her.  He folded it under his arm, then stood at attention.

“Dismissed!” he said in the most commanding tone he could manage.  Without waiting for even the commotion to start, Chris turned around and moved into the dense forest.

Dead branches and plants still littered the forest floor from the storm that had happened so long ago.  As he remembered their experiences on the planet, he thought back to the riddle that had been found here.  Now…you’ll never know the answer to this riddle he thought, referring to Sarah.  You’ll never know…how all of this happened…
Soon, he could hear the waves crashing against rocks and rolling up the sandy beach, and not long after, he cleared the brush onto the vast beach.  The white sands glittered in the afternoon sunlight as the tide seemed to be coming in.

He stopped there, on the edge of the beach, and simply stared out at the beautiful ocean.  This was a place where Sarah would definitely want to have been buried…a place where she would be at peace…

After what seemed like only a short time, the sound of moving brush made him spin around.  There stood Vendar Perkins.

Her eyes still wet from crying hard, she slowly walked out of the forest.  “Sorry, sir.”

He smiled at her and nodded, “That’s OK, Vendar.”

He turned to face the ocean again as Vendar stood beside him.  After a moment of silence, she said, “Do you think she’s out there, right now?”

A morbid look on his face, Chris shook his head unknowingly.  “I honestly don’t know…but I hope so.”

He saw her nod out of the corner of his eye, then they continued to stare out…  He noticed for the first time the position of the sun, and estimated that he had been her for a long time…

He turned to her and asked, “Is everyone aboard?”

She nodded in reply…which surprised it.  It was the first time she had not been proper about her actions.  He smiled, hoping it would last, but knowing it wouldn’t.

“Very well,” he said, barely containing his amusement.  He tapped his comm badge and said, “Harriman to Dragon…prepare to break orbit.”  He looked to her, and she nodded back.

Chris looked one last time out on the ocean, hesitating, somehow knowing that Sarah was out there…

Realizing the comm channel was still open, he ordered, “Two to beam up.”

In a dazzling display of light, the ocean disappeared…

…and so did Sarah…

