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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Prologue

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


The Komodo Dragon, an Alliance heavy
cruiser, is a ship with a distinguished and unique history. While
under the command of Captain Ken Stricklen, the cruiser had been
instrumental in saving the Alliance from the destructive advances
of the Chroniech, a highly intelligent race bent on exterminating
all other sentient species capable of challenging them.

Fifteen years ago, the Dragon had
chanced upon an ancient derelict vessel. Inside, the crew
discovered an operational device powered by a technology far in
advance of anything the Alliance had ever encountered. The main
device was a scintillating ball of energy surrounding a powerful
gravitational field. A detailed analysis of the field and what lay
inside it led the researchers to the conclusion that they had
discovered a stasis chamber. When it was subsequently deactivated,
five individuals from an incredibly old and very advanced race
known as the Kyrra where found to be inside.

The Kyrra were a unique species. Nature,
through her endless experimentation on different forms of life, had
tried a completely different tactic in the development of the
ecosystem on the Kyrra home world. Unlike all other known forms of
life, the Kyrra evolved in an environment dominated by cooperative
coexistence. War, violence, and even competition were unknown to
the Kyrra until they reached out into space. The life they
encountered beyond the bounds of their home planet shocked and
confused them. But, being a highly evolved and adaptable species,
they had quickly learned how to deal with these aspects of other
life.

The Hess, a mysterious, advanced race which,
as far as the Alliance knew, had never ventured into space,
requested that the Dragon bring the Kyrra to their home
planet as soon as possible. For the first time ever, the Hess had
granted permission for a landing upon their home world.

Eager to learn more about the Hess, the
Alliance agreed. Shortly after arriving at Shaular, the home planet
of the Hess, it was learned that the race did not consist of
billions of biological entities but, instead, was a construct of
the ancient Kyrra – a probe designed to explore the deepest regions
of space.

The Hess requested that the Alliance attempt
to locate the Kyrra people which had, for some unknown reason,
ceased to communicate with them. The ultimate purpose would be to
return the five time traveler’s to their own kind. The journey
would take them through Chroniech space. In return for their help,
the Hess outfitted the Komodo Dragon with advanced weapons
and a very advanced stardrive.

The Chroniech knew the Alliance had found the
ancient derelict and, believing it contained advanced weapons
technology, relentlessly pursued the Komodo Dragon. This
seemingly obsessive quest brought the Chroniech into the Hess star
system just as the Dragon was preparing to leave. Despite
their incredible technology, the Hess were destroyed when the
Chroniech focused the intense beam of the system’s pulsar onto the
planet. The Dragon, along with her precious cargo of Kyrra
escaped.

The original Kyrra home world had been
destroyed by the passing of a rogue neutron star through their
system. Finding the Kyrra proved to be difficult but the
Dragon was eventually successful. The modern Kyrra had
constructed an artificial world and had hidden it from discovery
behind a perfect cloaking field. The Kyrra of old were welcomed
home with open arms by their descendants.

For thousands of years the Kyrra had remained
hidden and isolated from the rest of the galaxy. They had no idea
that the Chroniech, the race which had once nearly made them
extinct, were once more moving through the galaxy exterminating
other races as they went. With the arrival of the Komodo
Dragon, the Kyrra had once again been thrust into a conflict
with the Chroniech. True to their nature, the Kyrra found a unique
solution to the problem.

They first flew their worldship to Almaranus,
where they intervened and prevented the Chroniech from destroying
the massive Alliance shipyards that orbited the planet. The Kyrra
then drove their ship into the heart of Chroniech space. Following
an ancient vendetta, and thinking the Kyrra intended to attack
their home world, the entire Chroniech fleet followed in an attempt
to destroy this seemingly invincible enemy.

Instead of attacking, the Kyrra erected a
hyperdimensional field that effectively removed an area of space
nearly 1,200 light years in diameter from normal space. The
Chroniech had been imprisoned by the Kyrra. The hyperdimensional
field had created an odd anomaly within normal space. A ship which
approached the edge of the undetectable field would suddenly find
itself 1,200 light years from where it would have been had the
field not been present.

Although the space enclosed by the
hyperdimensional field was still there, it was absolutely
unreachable by any known technology. The field itself could not be
detected and any ship unaware of its existence would find
themselves presented with some unexplainable sensor readings as
they approached the boundary.

Since gravity transcended all known
dimensions the gravitational effects of any stars, black holes, or
planets within the boundary of the hyperdimensional field were
detectable. The hyperdimensional field, therefore, did not have any
affect on the motion of the stars outside or inside the field.

A ship approaching the field would detect the
masses inside but such masses would not show up on any other
sensor. What was even more disconcerting was the sudden
disappearance of these masses and perhaps the sudden appearance of
other masses as the field boundary was traversed. This effect had
become known as the Kyrra fold.

The Alliance had been quick to explore the
area of space opened up by the Kyrra fold. New worlds and new races
had been discovered.

During the journey to find the Kyrra,
Stricklen had fallen deeply in love with the Dragon’s
councilor, Tashara. They became husband and wife on the return
trip. After the war had ended, Ken, along with the love of his
life, had chosen to retire and took up residence in his family
estate in Northern Minnesota on Earth.

 


 



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Recalled to Duty

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


Ken Stricklen, dressed only in shorts, was
completely relaxed in the hammock. His mind, assisted by a generous
amount of rum, was drifting in and out of the twilight zone between
wakefulness and sleep. The hammock rocked gently back and forth in
response to the waves quietly slapping against the side of the
eight meter sailboat. The summer sun bathed his tanned body in its
warm rays.

Through half closed eyes he watched a shadow
from a passing cloud make its leisurely way across the surface of
the lake. High overhead, a pair of hawks circled looking for prey.
The wind whispered through the trees generating a constant,
soothing white noise. A Cicada’s high pitched mating call carried
across the lake.

The perfection of nature’s concert was
shattered by the distinct, impossible to ignore, thump of a shoe
hitting heel first on the wooden pier. Ken counted fifteen of the
intrusive thumps, each one louder than the one before until they
stopped and a voice shouted, “Hello? Anybody aboard?”

For a moment Ken thought about ignoring the
intruder but when the voice repeated the question it became obvious
the visitor would not be satisfied with silence as an answer.
Besides, the voice sounded familiar although Ken could not quite
place who it belonged to.

Getting up from the hammock strung between
the railing and the main jib on the side of the boat opposite the
pier Ken raised his voice and replied, “Who are you looking
for?”

“Ken? Is that you?”

Stricklen appeared around the corner of the
sailboat’s cabin and almost lost his balance as recognition hit
him. The man standing on the pier was dressed in the black, tight
fitting, uniform of an officer of the Galactic Alliance space
force. The pips on his collar indicated he held the rank of
Commodore. The face had aged over the years but the blue eyes and
red thatch of unruly hair were unmistakable.

“Doug! What the hell brings you out here?
Come aboard,” Ken motioned.

Ken Stricklen, former commanding officer of
the Komodo Dragon stared with almost unbelieving eyes as his
executive officer of nearly fifteen years ago stepped aboard his
current command. The two old friends approached and vigorously
shook hands. The difference in height between the two could easily
have been seen by an observer on the other side of the lake. Ken’s
73 kilogram mass was proportioned around a frame that stood only
165 centimeters tall. Doug’s 196 centimeters of height not only
towered over his former captain but it distributed his 85 kilograms
of mass far more proportionally.

“It’s good to see you again sir,” Doug
Scarboro said.

“Drop the sir crap,” Ken replied leading them
down into the cooler cabin. “I’ve been retired for fifteen years.
Beer? Or does the uniform mean you’re on duty?”

“Yes to both,” Doug replied seating himself
on the seat running along the port side. He cast a wandering eye
around the tiny cabin. The two seats that hugged the port and
starboard bulkheads could be quickly converted into beds. A small
head occupied the area under the stairs. A stove, microwave, and
refrigerator at the bow completed the tiny cabin. “Not quite the
Komodo Dragon but, then again, she’s all yours,” Doug
remarked.

Ken cracked the tops off two bottles of ice
cold beer with a double hiss and handed one to Doug. Sitting across
from his old friend he replied, “She’s a good boat – lots of
history behind it. My grandfather built it himself. My dad gave it
to me when he could no longer use it. I practically live aboard her
now.”

Ken up-ended his beer, downed a third of it
in several gulps, and belched loudly. Doug watched all this with
concern. Although it had been common knowledge on the Dragon
that Ken enjoyed his rum, it was also well understood that the old
captain never drank excessively. Life’s hard lessons, however,
could alter a person and change them in unexpected ways. Shortly
after coming aboard, Doug had picked up the unmistakable smell of
alcohol on Ken’s breath and now he had watched him down a third of
a bottle of beer. This was not the same Ken Stricklen he had known
fifteen years ago and Doug was beginning to wonder if this would be
a wasted trip.

Holding the bottle in his lap Ken asked,
“How’s the old Dragon? Last I heard you had been put in
command.”

“Still in service and still the best ship in
the whole fleet,” Doug replied with obvious pride. “I reluctantly
turned command over to Captain Sheppard four years ago when I made
Commodore. I still get to see a lot of her though since the
Dragon is assigned to Almaranus defense group three which I
now command.”

“I always knew you would go far Doug,” Ken
said contemplating his beer for a moment then put it to his lips
and took another large swallow. Setting the beer down on a coaster
he said, “You’re obviously not here just to visit an old friend.
The uniform says this is an official visit. I can’t fathom why the
space force would want anything from me, and quite frankly, I’m not
sure I want anything from them either. What’s going on?”

Following Ken’s retirement from the military,
he and Doug had kept in touch through e-mail and an occasional
video message. Over the years, the two friends had gradually lost
touch with each other. Although Doug had known about Ken’s
ancestral home on Earth he had never chosen to make the trip. It
wasn’t really his fault though. His military career kept him
light-years from Earth and he had no family anywhere on the planet.
Time and distance had eventually eroded their friendship until it
was only a memory. Now, fifteen years later, Doug shows up on Ken’s
boat wearing his uniform. Although he was glad to see his old
friend again alarm bells were ringing along with the alcohol in
Ken’s head.

Scarboro reached into his shirt pocket and
extracted a data crystal. “Do you have a reader with a connection
to the net?”

Stricklen looked at the data module and
scowled. Grabbing his beer and standing up, he replied, “In the
house.”

Ken led the way off the boat. They walked
single file down the dock then side by side along the gravel path
leading up to the house. “How’s Cheryl these days?” Ken asked in a
neutral tone making an effort to be civil.

Their shoes created a rhythmic crunching
sound on the pea-sized gravel as they worked their way up the
slight incline. Ken’s house was beginning to peak through the gaps
in the dense woods. “She’s fine,” Doug replied wiping his brow. The
black uniform had seemed to turn itself into a cloth oven as it
absorbed the sun’s rays. “We’re still married. No kids. She’s a
civilian now in charge of the Almaranus military supply depot.”

They crested the top of the rise and walked
several meters through the dense forest in silence. Ken’s house was
nestled in the woods and had been there for so long it had become a
part of it. Its true size did not become apparent until they walked
through the oversized solid wood front door. Doug was relieved to
find that it was air conditioned.

The house had been built by a distant
relative of Ken’s and had been meticulously maintained by the
family for generations. It had been passed down from father to son
or sons for nearly 200 years. From the outside it appeared to be a
large log cabin of the type built in the late nineteenth century.
Inside, it had all the conveniences of a modern home while
retaining the roughness of a hand-built log cabin.

The two story structure sat in the woods on
an isle that jutted out into a small lake in Northern Minnesota.
About a hundred meters from the front of the house lay the dock
where the sailboat was currently berthed. A private beach lay in
the other direction. Being the only son of his father the lake and
all of the land within three kilometers of its shore belonged to
Ken.

Doug paused inside the entry to take in the
expansive main room they had entered. The vaulted ceiling went all
the way to the top of the second story. Huge, hand-hewed beams held
the roof in place. A beautiful, wooden staircase sporting an ornate
banister led up to the second floor. The second floor hallway ran
along the top of the back of the main room. A heavy wooden railing
prevented falls.

Ken grabbed a light robe off a hanger and
threw it on accidentally dumping a small amount of beer on the
polished wooden floor as he slid his arm, beer bottle in hand,
through the sleeve. Without stopping he walked across the main
room. Doug hurried to catch up noting as he did that a small
housecleaning robot had appeared and was moving toward the location
of the spilled beer. Doug followed Ken through an open doorway at
the other end of the room and into a large but cozy study.

An antique desk took up most of the center of
the room. Two brown leather chairs sat in front of the desk with a
massive, ancient looking, dark leather chair behind. Two sides of
the room contained recessed bookshelves stretching from floor to
ceiling full of old and new printings. A roll ladder allowed access
to the entire extensive collection. Despite modern technology,
books were still very popular.

Ken made his way around the desk and stood
behind the well worn chair. Behind him a huge window provided a
view of the lake and the private beach. “Interface on,” he said.
The top of the desk came to life revealing that it was no ordinary
desk.

Doug walked over to stand beside his old
captain. “This is classified and, before you ask, you’ve already
been cleared.”

“What the hell’s going on here Doug? I’m not
in the military any more. I haven’t set foot on the bridge of a
starship in fifteen years. What can the Navy possibly want from
me?”

Doug placed the data crystal on the surface
of the desk. A red icon appeared indicating that the contents were
encrypted. “This is something you have to see to believe Ken. I’ll
let the report speak for itself.”

“And what would happen if I tell you to go
away and leave me alone?”

“Then I would turn around and leave. And a
few months from now when the news breaks you will kick yourself in
the ass for that decision. Besides, this is something Tasha would
have wanted you to do.”

A shudder seemed to run through Ken’s body
and anger caused him to clench his hands into tight fists. For a
brief instant Doug thought Ken was going to hit him. But instead of
taking any physical action Ken said, “That was a low blow Doug. I
have half a mind to throw you out of here for that remark.”

Tasha had been Ken’s wife. Eighteen months
ago she had died from a lethal disease that even the Omel, the
biological wizards of the Alliance, had been unable to stop. The
couple had been madly in love with each other and had rarely been
apart since getting married. Her death had hit Ken hard and he now
spent most of his free time drinking rum and staring at the water
trying to forget.

Doug put a comforting hand on Ken’s shoulder.
“My apologies old friend. But if Tasha were still alive I would be
presenting this report to the both of you. Please Ken, at least
look at it. That’s all I ask.”

Still angry and hurt, Ken pulled the chair
out from under the desk and sat down. “Okay. Let’s see it.”

Doug touched the red icon with his right
index finger and said, “Computer, interface with Alliance military
network and retrieve decryption program sigma one alpha three nine
seven.”

“You have requested access to a restricted
network. Authentication is required,” a male voice said from the
desk.

“Scan right index finger. Match Scarboro;
Commodore; voicelock one-seven-one-nine-retrograde-bubble-exomorph.
Download and execute.”

“Authentication verified … Network accessed … Download
complete … Decryption program executing
… Decryption passphrase required.”

Doug placed his entire palm on the desktop
and said, “Palm scan match and verify. Decryption passphrase is
‘the dark has returned’. Decrypt and display map.”

The holographic image of a standard tactical
star map appeared above the desktop. “Seven months ago,” Doug
began. “An Omel passenger liner vanished without a trace. Its
intended path was through this area of space and is shown in blue.
Two months later, three Barvinion freighters bound for Tholta also
vanished. Their route is shown in yellow.”

Doug put his hands into the display and
pretended to grab an area of space. “Notice that the two routes
pass through this area. Recognize it?”

“Your mention of the Barvinion’s gave it
away,” Ken replied. “That’s one of the new races we came in contact
with after the Kyrra performed their little vanishing act. I’m
assuming the area of space you are referring to is near the
location of the Kyrra fold?”

“Correct. Following the disappearances, all
ships traveling near the fold were assigned military escorts. Two
months ago a Tholtaran passenger liner along with her escort, a
Tholtaran heavy cruiser, seemingly disappeared without a
trace.”

“A heavy cruiser? That size ship is no
pushover. No transmissions indicating they were under attack?”

“Nothing. A sweep of the ship’s route turned
up nothing as well. No debris, no escape pods, nothing. It’s as if
they just vanished.”

Ken sipped his beer and leaned back in his
chair causing it to creak slightly. “Okay – you have my attention.
So where do I fit into all this?”

“I’m getting there,” Doug replied. “We knew
something very odd was going on out there. Fifteen separate search
groups were sent into the area to perform a detailed sweep. For
weeks nothing out of the ordinary could be found. Two weeks ago, a
Tholtaran scout group got lucky. Computer, display visual one.”

The star map vanished and the desktop came to
life. Four complex tactical screens appeared on the left. The
remainder of the desktop split itself into four sections each one
showing the bridge of a Tholtaran light cruiser. “Computer, pause,”
Doug commanded. “Look familiar?”

Ken’s military memories may have been fifteen
years old but they had not faded. “Typical Tholtaran scout group.
Four light cruisers in a wide formation with interlinked data nets.
All ships receive the same information to improve the chances of at
least one of them surviving long enough to send any tactical data
back to base. The technology seems to have improved but the
technique is an old one.”

“Watch this,” the tone in Doug’s voice
indicating that something dramatic was about to happen. “Computer,
resume at one quarter speed.”

For five seconds everything appeared to be
normal. Suddenly, the tactical displays of all four ships indicated
the presence of a tremendously powerful energy source. The readings
seemed to indicate that space itself was somehow being torn apart.
One of the data links suddenly went black indicating a complete
loss of contact with one of the ships. The three remaining cruisers
dropped out of stardrive and prepared for battle. There was a brief
energy spike and a second data link became dark.

As Ken watched the scene unfold he saw
something appear on the external viewer of one of the two remaining
Tholtaran ships. Due to the size of the display he couldn’t quite
make out what was happening. The data from the tactical sensors
indicated the presence of some type of unknown, unbelievably
powerful, force field. There was a three second pause in the action
then the readings started to fluctuate wildly. The data link from
the third cruiser became intermittent then was lost altogether. A
second later the readings of the remaining ship returned to normal
as if nothing had happened.

Ken was awestruck. He had never before seen
anything like what he had just witnessed. One Tholtaran light
cruiser had mysteriously vanished, a second had apparently been
completely destroyed by a single shot from some type of massive
weapon, and a third had experienced some sort of anomaly. “What the
hell?” was all he could say.

“You haven’t seen the grand finale yet,” Doug
announced. “The Tholtaran’s provided us with an enhanced view of
one of ship’s forward visual sensor log. You’re not going to
believe this. Computer, display visual two.”

The desktop scene shifted to show a view of
space. For a second, the oddly distorted star field of a ship
dropping out of stardrive appeared. As the drive field collapsed,
the stars popped into focus. Suddenly, what appeared to be a sunlit
planet appeared off to one side. Ken couldn’t quite put a finger on
it but there was something wrong with what he was seeing. Several
ships could clearly be seen in orbit above the planet. Within a few
seconds, the signal quality began to degrade and eventually was
lost.

Ken leaned forward suddenly intensely
interested. “Computer, stop. Replay at one quarter speed.”

Doug closely watched Ken’s reaction as the
scene repeated itself in slow motion. The stars shifted, the planet
appeared, and a ship came into view. “Computer, stop.” Ken leaned
forward to get a better view. “Magnify and enhance the ship.”

The computer obeyed the command and, after a
moment, Ken slumped back in his chair and looked at Doug with
genuine fear in his eyes. “That’s impossible. That is a Chroniech
battleship.”

“Yet there it is,” Doug replied.

Ken tipped his beer and drained the small
amount that remained. He looked at the bottle as if it had failed
to hold the correct amount of liquid then got up and walked over to
the mini-bar. On his way he said, “What the hell were we looking at
anyway? Some sort of breach through the Kyrra fold? I thought that
was impossible.”

“Before I answer that, did you notice
anything else in the video?”

Ken dropped his empty bottle into a trash
receptacle. It landed with a loud bang. He poured himself a large
glass of rum, downed a mouthful, refilled the glass, and settled
back into the recliner he had vacated a moment ago. He was still
trying to shake off the effects of seeing a Chroniech ship –
something he had hoped to never lay eyes on again.

With some effort, he pushed aside the
memories of fifteen years ago that were trying to make themselves
evident and concentrated on the problem at hand. “Yep – and it’s a
big one too. Where the hell did that weapon fire come from?
Whatever mounted it must have been absolutely tremendous. It blew
through the Tholtaran’s shield like it wasn’t even there.”

Doug walked around the desk and settled into
a chair. “The data returned by the Tholtarans has been subjected to
intense analysis by some of the best minds of the Alliance. The
consensus is that the Chroniech have somehow managed to breach the
hyperdimensional barrier. It doesn’t appear as if they are able to
maintain it for very long but for a few seconds they managed to
open a gateway between our space and theirs.”

“That means they’re here!” Ken exclaimed.

“We don’t think so,” Doug replied. “Did you
notice anything odd about the planet?”

Ken replayed the scene in his mind again and
still couldn’t pinpoint why the video seemed odd. “Something wasn’t
right but I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Doug said smiling
a bit. “You can’t see the whole planet. What you saw was the view
from our space into the fold. It’s like looking through a peephole
in a locked door.”

Ken felt his original question had not yet
been fully answered. “If the Chroniech can create a hole through
the hyperdimensional field into our space then I don’t see how you
can say they have not managed to send any ships through.”

Doug admired the fine leather covering of his
chair for a moment running the tip of his right index finger over
the brass rivets decorating the edge of the armrest. “One of the
Tholtaran cruisers was just outside the dividing line between the
two spaces. As the breach grew it eventually engulfed the cruiser.
According to Falnath the breach is sort of like a two dimensional
hole in the hyperdimensional field. The area inside the breach is
extremely unstable. There is a good chance the cruiser was
destroyed when the breach collapsed. The same thing would have
happened to any Chroniech ship trying to cross through to our
space.”

Ken stared into his rum. “In other words, you
don’t think the breach is stable enough for a ship to safely move
between the fold and our space. The Chroniech are still
trapped.”

“Precisely. But not for long.”

“I was afraid you were going to say that.
What about the weapon that took out the second cruiser? I’ve never
seen anything like that before.”

Doug tipped his beer and finished it off. He
carefully set the empty bottle down on a coaster before continuing.
“Actually, you have, or at least something very similar to it. It
has the experts very worried. If the Chroniech manage to open a
passable breach into our space, that weapon alone could spell the
death of the Alliance. You couldn’t see it on your display but the
weapon created a drive wake when it was used.”

“A drive wake! My God – the Chroniech have a
faster than light weapon. The only other time I’ve seen a weapon
like that was when the Hess took out the Tholtaran juggernaut.”

“That’s not the half of it,” Doug stood up
and walked over to the mini bar. He grabbed a glass off the shelf
and dropped three ice cubes into it. Each cube clinked as it hit
the bottom of the glass then started to pop as he poured water onto
them from the bar's built-in spigot. Doug continued as the glass
slowly filled. “The tactical analysis of that beam indicates it is
most likely based on a technology very closely related to Kyrra
antimatter conversion, only on a much larger scale.”

“Kyrra technology in the hands of the
Chroniech,” Ken exclaimed. “What the hell has been happening on the
other side of the fold for the last fifteen years?”

Doug ignored the outburst, took a sip of his
water, and then said, “The amount of raw power contained within
that single weapon was staggering. We don’t have a shield mounted
on any ship of any size that could even briefly resist it. The
Dragon’s Hess shield might be able to deflect that kind of
energy for a few seconds but even that is debatable. It is believed
the Chroniech developed it to ward off any attacks by the Kyrra.
The Kyrra know what the Chroniech are doing and are unable to
destroy the facility. They’re worried.”

Despite the alcohol induced buzz Ken’s mind
was racing. Doug’s statement lead to only one conclusion, “The
Kyrra sent a message!”

“During the short time the hyperdimensional
breach occurred, a transmission was beamed through. It was
extremely powerful. So strong in fact that it was picked up on
Almaranus. The message was highly compressed and utilized an
encryption algorithm employed by the Kyrra – the same algorithm we
have been using since they gave us the use of their long range
communications network.”

Doug turned around and faced his old captain.
“They’ve asked for our help Ken. That’s why I’ve told you this and
that’s why I’m here. The Kyrra have asked for several people by
name; people they have known in the past; people they feel
comfortable with. Your name is at the top of that very short
list.”

“Me? I’m a retired captain who hasn’t seen a
bridge in over fifteen years. What good could I be?”

“I don’t know Ken,” Doug honestly replied.
Inwardly, he was asking the same question. The loss of his wife had
sent Ken into a depression from which he had yet to recover. Doug
feared that his old friend’s current emotional state would be a
serious detriment to any mission he might agree to. But, orders
were orders and he was obligated to ask.

“What I do know is that the Kyrra saved our
ass once and now they are asking for our help to quite possibly
save it again. We don’t have a lot of time to prepare so I will ask
you this question only once. Are you in or not?”

“Prepare? For what?”

“The Kyrra are going to momentarily drop the
hyperdimensional barrier which will give the Dragon just
enough time to cross into Chroniech space. At the same time, they
will be sending three ships over to our side.”

“Can I see the message?” Ken asked.

Doug answered as he walked back over to the
desk, the ice clinking softly in his glass. “It’s text only and
most of it consists of star chart data and logistical details. But,
if you want to read it…Computer, display
the Kyrra transmission.”

Ken downed the last of his rum then stood up
to better see the display. For several seconds he stared at the
message. The preamble was short, explaining the situation and
providing a list of people the Kyrra had requested to be part of
the mission into Chroniech space. Only three names appeared; his
followed by Tasha’s then Doug’s. The rest of the short list
contained only job descriptions. There was a second list of names
of people the Kyrra wanted to work with on the Alliance side of the
barrier when they arrived.

Doug stood facing Ken with the modernized
desk between them. He reached forward and picked the data crystal
off the desk causing the surface to return to its original, antique
appearance. Into the silence that had descended Doug quietly said,
“You can join the mission as a paid civilian or I am authorized to
grant you a full reinstatement to the rank of Captain giving you
some additional authority. The Dragon is at Almaranus being
outfitted and upgraded for the mission. The Kyrra were kind enough
to send us some interesting enhancements to the Dragon’s
current Hess equipment. You won’t be in command, but you’ll get to
see her in action again.”

Stricklen’s mind was a hazy blur of
disconnected thoughts. He felt doubt as he wondered if he had
retained his skills as a military Captain; joy as he reminisced
over his time aboard the Komodo Dragon; sorrow when memories
of Tasha surfaced; anticipation of once again seeing his furry
Kyrra friends; and finally anger as he remembered who and what the
Chroniech were.

Doug carefully watched as the various
emotions Ken felt were expressed on his face. Hoping to persuade
him, he added, “This is a one time only offer Ken. To my knowledge,
the Alliance has never reinstated a retired officer, especially
someone retired as long as you’ve been, to the rank they had prior
to retirement. They’re offering you a unique opportunity Ken, one I
would be hard pressed to turn down if the tables had been turned.
To be honest, I thought fleet command had lost their mind. If I
were in your shoes I would jump at the offer.”

“I stand in my own shoes,” Ken said. Still
undecided, he bowed his head and stared into his empty glass. In a
barely audible voice he said, “I don’t know. . .I don’t want to
leave. . . we met on the Dragon.” He stopped talking as his
empty glass started to shake.

Doug reached across the desk and put a
comforting hand on the shoulder of his old friend. In a soothing
voice he said, “I know how much she meant to you Ken. But you can’t
live out the rest of your life in mourning for her. Tasha wouldn’t
approve of it and I sure the hell know she wouldn’t want you to be
sitting here drinking your rum while the Chroniech overran the
Alliance.”

Ken stood up and faced Doug. Anger contorted
his face but as he looked into Doug’s calm and genuinely caring
eyes he came to the realization that his friend was right. Ken took
a deep breath and set the glass down on the desk as he came to a
decision. “I won’t ride the Komodo Dragon as a civilian. I
will accept the offer and reinstatement to the rank of Captain
under one condition: I want to be out there,” he gesticulated
toward the ceiling, “fighting those bastards. I don’t want to sit
on the sidelines.”

Doug was relieved. “Agreed. We have very
little time. We need to be off-planet by tomorrow morning if we are
to meet the Kyrra schedule.”

“Tomorrow! I’ve got to get The Good
Life out of the water and into storage, close up the cabin, and
a million other things. I’ll need at least a week.”

“The space force will take care of putting
things in order here. Just put any special instructions you might
have on a crystal. A shuttle will land on your beach tomorrow
morning at zero eight hundred sharp. I should head back so you can
start packing.”

Outside, the wind had picked up slightly
creating an audible hissing noise as it wound its way through the
dense forest canopy. Doug stopped, turned around, snapped to
attention, and executed a salute. “Welcome back Captain!”

Stricklen returned the salute, then cast his
eyes around. After a moment he asked, “By the way – how the hell
did you get here?”

“I knew you were pretty isolated. The shuttle
dropped me off at a private field about thirty kilometers South of
here and I used an ATS to drive the rest of the way.”

Ken stopped and looked around. “They let you
use an all terrain scout? You’re a high ranking officer in the
space force not a ground pounder.”

“Rank has its privileges,” Doug replied.
Noticing that Ken was still trying to locate the vehicle he
continued, “It’s parked a few meters from your garage in your turn
around. You know, it’s not much different from the four-wheeler I
drove around back home as a teen. I had almost forgotten how much
fun it is to go off-roading.”

Ken extended his hand and as they shook said,
“Have a safe trip back Doug. I guess I will see you tomorrow
morning.”



“It’s good to see you again Ken. I just wish
it had been under different circumstances.”

Ken watched Doug’s retreating back as he
followed the gravel pathway toward the garage which had been built
a fair distance from the house.

 


 



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Back in Space

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


At 0800 sharp a small craft appeared in the
sky and silently descended to a soft landing on Stricklen’s private
beach. The hatch dropped down to form a ramp and three people
emerged. They looked around for a moment and started walking toward
the house.

Ken, carrying a small duffel bag over his
shoulder, met them at the edge of the woods. A young enlisted man
extended his hand and asked, “May I take your bag sir?”

Ken handed his bag over while Doug introduced
the third person. “This is Steve Findley. He will be taking care of
your property while you are gone.”

Steve stepped forward and held out a small
computer tablet. “I will require your thumb print and voice
authentication of this form so I will have the legal authority to
act on your behalf Mr. Stricklen.”

Ken quickly read over the document then
pressed his right thumb on the indicated area of the screen and
said, “My name is Ken R. Stricklen. I have read the legal document
upon which I have affixed my thumb print. I understand and agree to
all of the terms contained within.”

Steve retrieved the pad and said, “Your
property will be taken care of sir. Do you have any special
instructions?”

Ken pulled a data crystal from his pocket and
handed it to Steve. Without another word he turned around and gave
his cabin a long last look. Under his breath, and so quiet that
Doug could barely hear him, he said, “Goodbye Tash.”

“Let’s go Doug,” Ken said in a louder voice
as he spun around and started for the shuttle.

Doug was the only one who noticed the wetness
hanging in the corners of Ken’s eyes. Scanning along the direction
Ken had been looking, Doug spotted something he had missed during
his last visit. On one side of the house, in an area that would
always be shaded, was a single gravestone. Turning, he followed Ken
into the shuttle. As soon as they were aboard it lifted.

As he settled into his seat across from Ken,
Doug introduced the person who had taken possession of the duffel
bag and who was now sitting toward the back of the shuttle. “This
is Petty Officer Robinson. He will show you to your stateroom once
we are aboard the ship.”

Ken nodded his head toward the back of the
shuttle. With the introductions complete, Doug continued, “We’ll be
docking with the Meerkat – one of the latest fast cruisers.
She can make 4.2 Kc and we’ll be pushing her to the limit in order
to get to Almaranus on time. The trip will take just over a week
which should give you plenty of time to bring yourself up to date
on some of the advances that have been made since your
retirement.”

Ken avoided looking out the window as the
shuttle ascended. Being a military shuttle, the only window that
existed was the one in front of the pilot. Six foldaway seats
hugged the port and starboard sides. Focusing his attention on
Doug, Ken said, “Yesterday you mentioned that the Dragon was
being upgraded. I’m curious to know what these upgrades are.”

“The Kyrra sent us very detailed engineering
instructions on how to modify the Hess shield generator to boost
the efficiency by twenty percent. We’re also upgrading the ship’s
Alliance-built weapons and tactical systems to incorporate the
latest developments.”

Ken leaned forward and intertwined his
fingers. “Explain to me how we are going to get to the other side
of the fold.”

Doug leaned back in his seat as he provided
the answer. “The Kyrra will completely drop the hyper-dimensional
barrier for fifteen minutes. The Dragon will be positioned
near the fold waiting to see the stars shift. The moment this
happens, the computer will instantly engage the stardrive at
maximum and head toward Chroniech space. On the other side of the
barrier, three Kyrra ships will be doing the same thing. When the
barrier is reestablished we will be in Chroniech space and the
Kyrra will be in ours.”

“Won’t the Chroniech notice when the barrier
goes down and send their ships over as well?” Ken asked.

“It is a risk,” Doug replied. “That’s why we
are staging a large combat force near the fold. The Tholtaran’s are
moving two juggernauts and several dreadnoughts into the area. If
any Chroniech ships make it into our space they will find it to be
quite inhospitable.”

Ken unlaced his fingers and sat back in his
seat. “Unless their ships are equipped with that new FTL weapon and
shields to match.”

“The experts agree that the weapon was
planet-based and we are unlikely to find it deployed in any
warships.”

Ken looked over at Doug with obvious contempt
on his face. “Experts have been known to be wrong. I, for one,
don't trust them.” He leaned forward and looked out the window into
the blackness of space. The looming bulk of an Alliance cruiser was
dead ahead. They would be arriving soon.

Seeing that Doug had no retort to his
comment, Ken asked, “How are we to find the Kyrra?”

Doug leaned forward to stretch his back. He
had always found the seats on military shuttles to be
uncomfortable. Settling back into the seat he replied, “That’s
what’s going to make this mission interesting and that’s why only
the Komodo Dragon is crossing the barrier. Because of her
Hess stardrive she’s still the fastest ship in the Alliance by far.
Part of the message we from the Kyrra was a complete stellar
cartography of Chroniech space. We have the location of every major
astronomical body encompassed by the fold along with their relative
motions and spectrographic data. It won’t take us long to figure
out where we are and to plot a course to the rendezvous point.”

“Why go to all that trouble?” Ken asked,
puzzled. “Why not just plot us a route from our point of entry to
where the Kyrra have parked their worldship?”

“The Chroniech are unaware of the worldship’s
location. To prevent us from inadvertently giving it away we will
be meeting the Kyrra some distance from where it’s hidden. The
Kyrra have given us the coordinates of what they say is a safe area
of space where they will meet us.”

“Well, then why can’t they plot us a course
from our point of entry to where they are going to meet us?”

“It’s not that simple,” Doug replied. “The
Kyrra have no way to determine where we will emerge into Chroniech
space. I’m sure they can guess the approximate location but the
hyperdimensional warping of space makes an exact determination of
our entry point impossible. On the other hand, any ships coming
from Chroniech space will be within a fairly easily determined area
as soon as the fold is reestablished.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the
pilot. Over his shoulder he announced, “We have reached the
Meerkat’s hanger bay.”

Both passengers looked out the window just in
time to watch as the shuttle passed through the weak force field
that kept the air inside the hanger from escaping into space. The
armored hatch had been retracted just enough to allow the shuttle
to pass through the entrance. Inside the well lit hanger several
small ships of various types could be seen in their berths. The
shuttle slid sideways and settled into its designated spot.

While the pilot secured the shuttle’s
systems, Doug took care of opening the hatch. Outside the shuttle,
Ken glanced at the still closing hanger bay door hoping to catch a
final glimpse of Earth. Instead of the beautiful blue marble, he
saw the moon sliding past as the cruiser accelerated away from
Earth.

“I will leave you in Petty Officer Robinson's
capable hands,” Doug said once they had gathered outside the
shuttle. Don't hesitate to ask him or any of the other crew members
for anything. If you need me, I’ll be on the bridge. Feel free to
drop by.”

Ken looked at Doug's departing back for a
moment then turned to Robinson who had been patiently waiting,
Ken's duffel bag in hand. Gesturing in the same direction with his
arm Ken said, “Lead on Mr. Robinson.”

Before starting off, the young enlisted man
nervously said, “It's an honor to meet you in person sir.”

Ken didn't know how to respond and when
Robinson noted his obvious discomfort he quickly turned and headed
toward the nearest hatch. Ken shrugged his shoulders and followed.
They arrived a short time later at his assigned stateroom.

At the door, Ken took his duffel bag from
Robinson. “Thank you Petty Officer Robinson. I think I can handle
it from here.”

“If you need anything – anything at all,”
Robinson replied, “please don't hesitate to call me.”

“I'll do that,” Ken replied.

Ken’s stateroom was similar to the one he had
occupied aboard the Komodo Dragon although this was not a
private stateroom. There was room for four occupants but after a
quick glance into the lockers Ken concluded that he was the only
one assigned to this stateroom. On one of the bunks lay a new
captain’s uniform. He walked over and picked it up. “What the
hell am I doing here?” he thought.

He tossed the uniform back onto the bunk
followed by his duffel bag. It had been fifteen years since he had
last worn the uniform of an Alliance captain. He should be happy to
be back in space. He stared down at the limp uniform. It meant
nothing to him.

“Computer?” Ken said into the air.

“Yes Captain Stricklen?” a voice near one
corner of the small room replied.

It felt strange being addressed by his old
title. Ken walked over to the terminal and sat down. “Please reset
my chronometer to ship time.”

Ken’s chronometer, a standard Alliance issue
device strapped to his right wrist and one of the very few items
from his time in the service he still possessed, instantly changed
from 0843 to 1411 indicating that it had been reprogrammed. From
now on, Ken’s watch would match the time kept by the crew of the
Meerkat. “Computer, give me a quick overview of this ship’s
internal layout.”

The computer responded by projecting a
complete three dimensional floor plan of the Meerkat in the
air above the terminal. Ken spent the next half hour familiarizing
himself with the ship. As he was finishing, a voice on the ship’s
announcing system said, “Attention all hands. Transition to FTL in
thirty seconds.”

At the end of the specified time Ken felt the
sensation as the ship engaged its faster than light drive. It had
been 15 years since he had felt that sensation and it brought back
a flood of memories. He had once loved the adventure of space
flight. Each time the ship shifted into stardrive represented a
chance to see and experience something else he had never
experienced before. But, even though the memories were there, the
old thrill of exploration and adventure were gone.

Ken got up and stood in the middle of the
small stateroom for a moment then took a deep breath and said,
“Computer, I need to be brought up to date on current Alliance
policies, military hardware, and any other subject a Captain may
require to perform his duties. Reference my past service record and
construct a refresher course for me.”

“Working. . .” Ken had intended to unpack
while the machine worked but managed to take only three steps
before the artificial voice said, “Training program completed.”

“Damn,” he muttered to himself. “Even the
computers have gotten faster.” The unpacking required only a few
minutes. Stricklen poured himself a glass of rum from a bottle he
had brought with him then walked over to what appeared to be a
small window.

It was not a real window. This was a military
warship and a window would have created an intolerable weak point
in the ship's exterior armor. For psychological reasons, the
builders had installed window-like viewscreens to give the crew the
illusion of being able to look out into space. Instead of the
grayness that would normally be visible through a real window there
was a myriad of stars hanging in the inky blackness of space.

For several minutes Stricklen stood in
silence, sipping the rum, and wondering what the hell he was doing
back in space. As if on their own, his thoughts began to focus on
his departed wife. Suddenly, he felt terribly alone and his stomach
knotted up into a tight ball. It took a monumental effort and a
healthy slug of rum to force the depression away. Shaking his head
to clear it he returned to the terminal.

“Computer, start training program.”

Several hours later, the intercom emitted a
tone. Ken reached over and flipped the acknowledge button down,
“Stricklen.”

“Care to join me in the ship’s galley for
dinner?” Doug asked.

Ken wasn’t really hungry but he was getting
tired of sitting in front of the computer. For a moment he thought
about declining the offer thinking he would much rather be alone
but then thought better of it. “I’ll meet you there in fifteen
minutes,” he replied.

Fifteen minutes, later Captain Ken Stricklen,
dressed in the unmistakable black uniform of the Alliance space
force, entered the ship’s galley. He paused in the doorway and
scanned the small room looking for Doug. The buzz of conversation
dropped in volume. People had stopped talking and were looking in
his direction.

“You’re a bit of a celebrity,” Doug said from
behind.

Ken turned around and replied, “Celebrity?
You’re kidding.”

As the two officers made their way toward the
food service area Doug replied, “The adventures of the Komodo
Dragon following our discovery of the Kyrra time stasis device
are now part of the historical curriculum at the academy. Whether
you like it or not Ken, you’re part of history now.”

A few minutes later the two old friends
seated themselves at an unoccupied table. For awhile nothing was
said as the two officers attended to their food. After about five
minutes Doug could no longer stand the silence. Through a mouthful
of steak he said, “I see the uniform fits you well. You do,
however, look as nervous as a cat in a dog pound.”

Ken swallowed his mouthful of salad and
replied, “Nervous? What makes. . .”

“Fifteen years may have passed but I can
still read your face pretty good. I know you’re nervous about the
uniform. You keep looking down at it and adjusting the collar and
you keep looking around to see who's staring at you. Things haven’t
changed that much since you retired.”

Ken stabbed his fork into his salad several
times, held it up, and smiled, “The food’s gotten better.” After
popping the food into his mouth he continued, “In all seriousness
Doug, I was a bit nervous at first. But I’ve been doing some
catching up and, from what I’ve seen so far, you’re right – not
much has changed. What bothers me right now is the larger question
of why I am even going on this mission?”

Doug washed down a mouthful of potatoes with
a gulp from his coffee then replied, “First and foremost, you are
here because the Kyrra specifically requested your presence. Why
they asked for you by name is something only they can explain. I
would guess it’s because they are familiar with you, they know you
are familiar with them, and they know you are familiar with the
Chroniech.”

“I don’t know Doug. It just doesn’t seem
right. I’ve been out of the loop for fifteen years.” Ken put his
fork down, slid his chair back, grabbed hold of his shirt, and
acted like he was inspecting it. “This just doesn’t feel right.
I’ve been retired for over fifteen years. I don’t have the right be
wearing this uniform.”

“Nonsense!” Scarboro shot back. “The space
force would not have offered to reinstate your military rank if
they didn’t think you deserved it.”

“Bull shit!” Ken angrily replied, raising his
voice and sliding his chair back to the table. “I’m wearing this
uniform because the space force wanted to appease me. The only
evidence of a Captain you see here is the uniform – the man it
covers is a civilian.”

This was getting ugly fast. The room had gone
quiet again and people were openly staring at them. Ken’s sudden
outburst had given Doug a wealth of information. He was no
psychologist but he had become very good at reading people and Doug
was suddenly very worried about Ken’s mental stability. He needed
something quick to bring Ken back to reality. He chewed on a piece
of steak in silence examining the possibilities until an idea
popped into his head.

Casually, as if he was changing the subject,
he said, “I wonder if engineering ever managed to get aux fusion
reactor two back online. They were having some major issues with
the primary converter.”

Ken instinctively placed his hand flat on the
table so he could feel the tiny vibrations that permeated through
the ship’s frame. Each piece of equipment had its own distinctive
vibration pattern. Experience had taught him how to interpret the
harmonics of those vibrations allowing him to literally feel the
pulse of the ship. Without any hesitation he replied, “I’m not
familiar with this ship but I can tell you there are four aux
reactors online right now.”

Doug smacked his hand down on the table hard
enough to rattle the silverware startling Stricklen. “That’s what
I’m talking about! You have the instincts it takes to be a great
Captain. You haven’t lost them Ken. The only thing you’ve lost is
your confidence.”

For a brief second Doug thought he had won.
Something stirred within his friend and Ken’s face started to
change but it was quickly replaced by a look of utter sadness.
Ken’s head dropped. He seemed to concentrate all to much on the
food in front of him. Ken, however, had stopped eating and now only
pushed the salad around with his fork.

After an uncomfortable silence, Doug heard
Ken whisper, “I’ve lost a lot more than that.” Without another
word, Ken got up from the table and walked out of the mess hall
leaving his unfinished meal sitting on the table.

Doug’s thoughts were filled with concern for
Ken as he watched his ex commanding officer leave the room. It was
quickly becoming apparent that Tasha’s death had put Ken into a
deep state of depression and it was beginning to look as if he
might not come out of it. Doug was wondering if he should recommend
not allowing Ken to join the mission but decided that the message
from the Kyrra would carry more weight than his own opinion.

The Captain of the Meerkat, Captain
Jeramey Jenkins, paid Ken a courtesy visit on the second day out
but did not stay long. Immediately after the visit, J. J. (his
preferred nickname) made a beeline to Scarboro’s quarters.

“You have a major problem on your hands
Commodore,” the Captain said as soon as Doug had opened the
door.

Captain Jenkins was an imposing figure. He
had the darkest skin of any man Scarboro had ever met. He
religiously spent two hours a day, every day, in the ship’s gym
lifting weights. At 173 centimeters, he was not incredibly tall,
but his 100 kilograms of hard muscle more than made up for it. He
was naturally bald and he sported a thick black mustache under his
wide nose.

Doug motioned for the Captain to enter and
replied, “I know. . .but I’m not sure how to snap him out of it.
The loss of his wife hit him pretty hard.”

“That was eighteen months ago,” J. J. said,
shaking his head. “I’ve read his dossier and I’m glad I’m not in
your shoes. If our rolls were reversed I would be having serious
reservations about including him on the mission. Perhaps we should
insist he talk to the ship’s councilor.

Doug shook his head. “Not yet. . .Let me try
talking to him first.”

J. J. shrugged his shoulders. “It’s your
call. Let me know if there’s anything I might be able to do.”

Later that evening, Ken heard the door chime
sound. He was in no mood for visitors so he ignored it and
continued to stare out the fake porthole into the vastness of
space. The chime was repeated multiple times then was followed by
the dull thud of a hard knock on the insulated door. Becoming angry
at the interruption, Ken walked over to the door and thrust it
open. He had to look up to see his visitor’s face. “I’m a little
busy Doug. Now is not a. . .”

“This is not a social call,” Doug interrupted
pushing his way into the room.

Stricklen closed the door with a little more
force than was necessary. “What do you want?” he asked with barely
controlled hostility.

“You are out of line Captain!” Doug began
using his most official tone of voice. “How much have you had to
drink?”

Ken was positively seething with anger. “What
the hell has. . .”

“You are addressing a senior officer Captain.
Atten-Hut!” Scarboro snapped. The command was automatically obeyed
and Stricklen came to attention.

“Your actions of late are unbecoming of an
individual of your rank and status. The success of this mission
depends upon your being one hundred percent engaged and if you are
unable to crawl out of your rum induced, self-pitying behavior I
will have you thrown out of the space force and sent back to Earth
where you can rot until the Chroniech reduce it to a lifeless ball
of charred rock. You are an officer in the Alliance space force and
I expect you to behave that way. Are we clear Captain?”

The shock of Doug’s attack was clearly
evident on Ken’s face. The only reply he could muster through his
confusion was a stunned, “Yes sir.”

“Very well. Breakfast is at oh six hundred
tomorrow in the officers mess. I expect you to be there.” Scarboro
spun around and on his way out the door snapped, “Dismissed!”

At precisely 0600 the following morning,
Stricklen walked into the officer’s mess. After getting an omelet
and a cup of coffee he approached the table where J. J. and
Scarboro were already seated. Setting his plate down, he remained
standing and said, “I would like to apologize for my recent
behavior. Commodore Scarboro was kind enough to set me back on
track.”

Ken took his seat next to Doug who leaned
over and said in a low voice, “That was the hardest thing I think
I’ve ever had to do in my entire military career. I’m. . .”

“I understand Commodore,” Ken whispered back.
“I will be more attentive to my duties in the future – Sir.” Ken
had put a distinct emphasis on the word ‘Sir’.

Doug looked intently at his old friend. The
face that stared back at him was blank and unknown as if something
inside Ken had turned to stone. Doug realized that his actions,
while well intentioned, may have done more harm than good. It was
clear that Ken had put their friendship on hold. Concerned and
worried, Doug turned away and concentrated on his food.

 


* * * * *

 


Stricklen was on the Meerkat’s bridge
as they approached their assigned station within the massive
Almaranus orbital shipyard. It was here that ships too large to be
built on the ground were assembled from the modules built on the
planet below. Hundreds of starships in various stages of
construction or repair orbited the planet.

Almaranus is the fourth planet of the Tracmar
star system and home to the largest spacecraft shipyard in the
Alliance. Even though the planet is inhospitable to life it has a
population of 1.1 billion – virtually all were involved in one way
or another with the operation or support of the shipyards. This was
where the final battle between the Alliance and the Chroniech had
taken place.

Most of the planet’s inhabitants supported
the huge industrial complexes that dotted the surface. These
factories churned out everything needed to build or service the
ships in orbit and on the ground. The rest were involved in the
mining of the vast deposits of minerals which supplied the
factories with the raw material they needed. Almaranus is one of
the most heavily industrialized planets known.

The Meerkat had been assigned a
parking spot very close to the Komodo Dragon. Ken could not
take his eyes off the main viewer. The familiar shape of the
Dragon, the last starship he had commanded, was sliding into
view. Measuring 1,300 meters from bow to stern, it was surrounded
by a dozen mobile work platforms.

Ken’s insides were churning – he was still
having a hard time believing what he was seeing. For a brief moment
he felt joy and a smile actually started to form. But, just as
quickly, other memories intruded; he had met his departed wife on
the Dragon and suddenly the sight of his old command caused
a flood of remorse and grief that threatened to overwhelm him.

Maintaining control, Ken turned away. Doug,
who had been standing behind him, took his own eyes off the main
viewer and looked down at Ken. “I’d better get packing,” Ken said
as he continued on past.

Scarboro could sense the pain and depression
which had descended upon Stricklen. Instead of replying, he simply
nodded and went back to watching the viewer.

 


 



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Meltdown

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


“Captain on the bridge!” the watch officer
announced.

Captain Francine Sheppard paused just inside
the doorway to survey the bridge, her gray eyes glancing at each
and every station, noting the condition of the ship. The crew
called it ‘the pause’.

The Captain was an unusual woman of Human
descent. Born and raised on the Rouldian planet Amecnitonuba, her
body had been sculpted by the planet’s 1.6G gravity into that of a
muscular athlete. Weighing in at 86 kilos and standing 176
centimeters from her heal to the top of her head she was an
impressive sight.

She kept her dark brown hair cut to within
three centimeters of her scalp. Her voice was deep for a woman and
her skin deeply tanned. Many believed her to be older than her
actual age of forty-three. There were rumors that she had once been
a man but underneath the rough exterior she was all natural
woman.

After completing the visual survey she
approached the command chair and said, “Good morning Mr. Platt.
What is the current status?”

“Final checks are being completed for
departure. All fusion plants are hot. All ship systems are
green.”

“Very well Mr. Platt. I relieve you.”

“I stand relieved.”

With the official turnover complete, Captain
Sheppard settled into the Komodo Dragon’s command chair. As
she was reviewing the log from the night watch she heard the door
behind her open. An unfamiliar voice asked, “Permission to enter
the bridge?”

Sheppard turned her chair ninety degrees and
looked over her shoulder. Although she had never met Captain
Stricklen she immediately recognized him. “Permission granted! You
never need to ask permission to step onto this bridge Mr.
Stricklen.”

Having been warned by J. J., Captain Sheppard
had not visited her distinguished guest as was customary. Despite
all she had heard about Captain Stricklen’s legendary past she had
been wondering if he would become a liability to their mission.
Seeing him on the bridge could indicate that his attitude was
changing.

“Thank you Captain,” Ken replied. Although he
had been aboard the Dragon for two days, this was the first
time he had gotten up the nerve to visit the bridge. He took a
position off to one side and took a good look around.

The Dragon hadn’t changed much since
he had left her fifteen years ago. The Hess stardrive and weapons
still gave the ship the distinction of being the fastest and
unarguably the most powerful ship in the Alliance for her size.
Some of the other systems had been upgraded and a few of the
control consoles had been replaced with newer ones but all-in-all
this was the same ship he had commanded all those years ago.

The sight of the old bridge and the sounds of
its smooth operation brought back a flood of memories. Ken listened
as the various stations ran through their departure checklists. As
his eyes wandered about, his mind conjured up the names of the
various officers whom he had spent so much time with all those
years ago. He was amazed he could still remember them.

“Are we all set Captain Sheppard?” a familiar
voice startled Ken out of his mental fog.

Ken glanced over to see Doug Scarboro
standing beside the command chair. He had been so lost in thought
he had not heard the door open. Doug nodded a quick hello in Ken's
direction then turned his attention back to the Captain. The two
officers had barely spoken a word to each other since coming
aboard.

“Final checks are being performed as we
speak,” Sheppard replied.

“Good,” Doug said taking a sip from the
steaming cup of coffee in his right hand. “I would like to leave as
soon as you are ready.”

“Aye sir.” She pressed a stud on her console
causing one of the command monitor’s to spring to life. The face
that appeared was that of a very dark complected black man.

“Yes Captain?”

This was Commander Sunga Ba Tobunga the
recently appointed Dragon’s executive officer. Having only
been on the ship for three months he was still learning all the
nuances of the ship’s operation. The Commander heralded from a
world originally colonized by a small band of Nigerians. The colony
had flourished and was now a major tourist attraction for Humans
and non-Humans alike.

Tobunga’s parents had both been pure
Nigerian. His skin was a deep rich chocolate brown. Standing only
163 centimeters tall he was shorter than most of the crew he
oversaw. He kept his head shaved to a bare stubble with a thin
mustache resting above his lip. A large scar ran from the his chin
across his left cheek to the top of his ear. When asked about it he
would smile and say, “a childhood accident” and then refuse to
offer any additional details.

“How long before all final checks are
complete? The Commodore is anxious to leave.”

The XO glanced off to his left then replied,
“There is no reason to delay our departure any longer Captain.
Drive system, life support, and stores checks are complete. We can
finish the remainder as we depart.”

“Very well. Thank you Commander. Francine
closed the connection to CIC, turned to Doug and said, “Request
permission to break orbit.”

“Granted.”

Raising her voice a bit, the Captain said,
“Coms, inform Almaranus traffic control that we wish to break
orbit. Helm, as soon as you get the word from communications set
course for the Kyrra fold – best possible speed.”

Both crewmen acknowledged the order and
moments later the Komodo Dragon disengaged itself from the
work platforms, slowly moved away from them, and headed out into
deep space. During the maneuvering of the ship, Ken had quietly
exited the bridge.

Two hours after breaking orbit the heavy
cruiser engaged its alien stardrive and was quickly burning a hole
in space with every bit of velocity the mighty Hess stardrive could
deliver. At 11,121 times the speed of light, no other ship built by
any race other than the Kyrra could have kept up with her. Even at
this almost inconceivable velocity it would still take the
Dragon over six days to reach their destination.

During the voyage, Captain Sheppard made sure
the crew was prepared for almost anything. Two drills a day were
run at unannounced times.

Ken kept to himself, preferring to stay in
his stateroom away from the rest of the crew. Being on the
Komodo Dragon seemed to bring up more bad memories than
good. When he did venture out he felt as if everyone he passed was
staring at him.

Hoping that the Dragon would trigger
good memories, Doug dropped in on Ken two days after leaving
Almaranus. He quickly learned that his old friend’s mood had
darkened even more. Unable to understand why Ken was acting the way
he was, Doug sought out the ship’s councilor.

Elizabeth Warden listened intently to the
Commodore’s concerns. When he was done, she sat in thought for a
moment then asked, “Do you know what his wife died from?”

“Not specifically,” Doug replied. “Some sort
of disease. My understanding is that it was incurable – something
that even managed to baffle to Omel.”

Elisabeth leaned back in her chair and folded
her hands in her lap. She was a stunning woman. Her parents were
native Icelanders neither of which had ever left Earth. Blond,
tall, forty-six, and thin with blue eyes and a large chest, she was
lusted after by every male member of the crew and envied by most of
the females.

She had been married twice but neither had
lasted more than five years. She was currently single and seemed to
prefer it that way. She always dressed conservatively in an attempt
to reduce the unwanted advances of the males she encountered.

“I took the liberty of looking into the
circumstances surrounding her death,” she replied. “Captain Jenkins
gave me a heads up before we left.”

Doug nodded his head but said nothing. “Have
you ever heard of T11-N106 or, as it has been called by the few who
have seen it, Hellfire?”

Doug shook his head. “I’ve never heard of it.
Sounds very bad though.”

Elizabeth’s face seemed to darken. “You have
no idea. It is unbelievably rare. The Omel claim to have seen less
than 14,000 cases throughout the entire Alliance population. Six
hundred and four Humans, including Ken’s wife, are known to have
contracted it. There is no cure and the cause is still under
investigation. Nobody knows where it came from or how it is
contracted. There are rumors that it was originally developed in an
Alliance bioweapons lab.”

“If it has the Omel baffled, then it must be
very unusual.”

“It kills in the most horrible fashion
imaginable,” Elizabeth said looking off into a corner of the room.
“I hope never to see it or hear of it again in my lifetime.”

Doug leaned forward and put his elbows on his
knees. Staring at the floor he said, “Ken’s wife died over eighteen
months ago. He seems to have gotten even more depressed after
coming aboard the Komodo Dragon. Isn’t there anything we can
do to bring him around?”

“I can provide counseling for him if you can
convince him to make an appointment to see me.”

“I’ll order him to if I have to,” Doug
replied.

“I would prefer you didn’t,” Elizabeth shook
her head. “For now, that could only drive him deeper into his
self-imposed isolation.”

Sitting back in his chair and throwing his
arms up Doug exclaimed, “Then what are we to do? He’s a mental
basket case right now. We don't need an unstable person on this
mission.”

“Captain Stricklen has to work this out for
himself,” Elizabeth replied. “I don't think you realize just how
horribly his wife died.”

“Was it really that bad?”

“The disease that took his wife attacks the
nervous system, especially the nerves associated with pain. It
usually starts with the patient feeling as if they were being poked
by needles in random places. Over the course of several months the
pains slowly get worse. Eventually, the pain becomes so intense the
patient can no longer sleep which is usually what ends their
life.”

“Don’t pain killers work?” Doug
interrupted.

“In its early stages pain medication seems to
work but the disease becomes so rampant and widespread that no
medication known, even at dangerously high doses, can dull the pain
in its final stages.”

“How about a medically induced coma?”

“Doesn’t work,” Elizabeth replied shaking her
head, “The brain refuses to shut down. It’s as if the consciousness
centers have been locked in the on position. Unable to sleep, the
patient becomes exhausted and delirious. It is a horrible death;
tormented by constant, almost intolerable pain to the very
end.”

“I had no idea,” Doug said after a moment.
“Knowing Ken like I do, he would have remained strong and
supportive staying by Tasha’s side until the end. He wouldn’t have
let her see how much her pain was affecting him.”

Elizabeth nodded her head in agreement. “And
he has yet to let the walls he built back then come down. You would
make a fine councilor Commodore.”

Scarboro left the councilor's office with a
heavy heart. He knew his friend carried a memory within him that
nobody should have to bear. Forcing Ken to talk about it would only
drive him deeper into his shell. Elizabeth was right – this was
something Ken would have to work out for himself.

Ken’s rum had run out while on the
Meerkat. He had transferred directly to the Komodo
Dragon and nobody seemed to be able to come up with so much as
a single bottle for him. He had suspicions that Doug had somehow
ordered the entire crew not to provide him with any.

Sleep was something he used to welcome as a
friend but now the memories triggered by being on the Dragon
caused him to fear it. When he could no longer stay awake he would
drift off into sleep only to be awakened within a short period of
time by nightmares of Tasha’s pain-racked suffering in her final
days.

When the nightmare hit, as it inevitably did,
he would be jerked awake. Many times he would find himself
clutching his pillow. Other times he would lay awake in the
darkness feeling totally alone in the universe. After two nights of
trying to sleep, Ken gave up and took to wandering the quiet halls
of the ship.

Rumors circulated fast and soon the crew were
talking about the hero who was slowly losing his mind. On the rare
occasion when Ken encountered a crew member they would stare at
him; some with pity, most with disgust, and only a very few with
compassion. Nobody tried to talk to him. The ship's councilor heard
about his midnight walk-abouts and informed the Captain and
Commodore Scarboro that it was a sign that something would break
soon.

On the night of the fourth day of their
journey, exhausted from too little sleep and depressed from the
memories that would not leave him alone, Ken found himself standing
in front of the door leading to Tasha’s old stateroom. He could not
remember walking there and he had no idea how long he had been
standing there. He turned to leave but found that he could not. It
was as if some invisible force was keeping him rooted in place.

He stared at the door then at the control
panel to its left. Above the panel was the nameplate of the current
occupant – Elizabeth Warden. Ken reached out and stroked his finger
over the nameplate.

Unknown to Ken, the ship’s computer had noted
his prolonged presence at the door and had quietly alerted
Elizabeth. Donning a robe, she approached the door, disengaged the
lock, and slid it open.

Being a warship, the Dragon was
compartmentalized. The doors separating the various compartments
were more like hatches because they were armored. All other doors
were thinner but could serve as a pressure boundary if called upon
to do so. All doors on the Dragon were manually operated so
they could be opened even in the event of a total loss of ship’s
power. The lightweight door to Elizabeth’s stateroom/office slid
into the wall almost silently.

Still in a daze and having not heard the door
open, Ken turned away from the nameplate and came face to face with
Elizabeth. The shock of seeing her standing in the doorway hit him
like a piledriver. For a brief moment he thought he saw Tasha
standing in front of him. His face turned white, his stomach
knotted up, and his vocal chords refused to function.

Elizabeth had graduated at the top of her
class in both Human and alien psychology. She was quick-witted and
saw an opening in the shield that Ken had erected and maintained at
full power since his beloved wife had become ill. Choosing her
words with great care she whispered, “You miss her don’t you?”

Ken’s shield collapsed as if it had been
obliterated by a thermonuclear bomb. His lips started quivering,
his legs became weak, and his eyes started to tear up. Seeing what
was happening, Elizabeth reached out and guided him into her room.
As the door slid shut Ken reached out and clutched the councilor
burying his face on her shoulder.

Eighteen months worth of pent up emotion
spilled out of Ken. His body shook as he cried. Elizabeth ignored
the growing wetness on her shoulder as she held him close. After
fifteen minutes the sobbing and shaking started to slow then came
to a stop. Elizabeth gently led him to a chair, handed him a box of
tissues, then left to get some water. When she returned he was fast
asleep.

Six hours later, Ken woke up and, for a
moment did not know where he was. Elizabeth was at her desk and
heard him stir. “Good morning Captain,” she said keeping her tone
light. “The head is to your right. I'll have your breakfast warmed
up when you're done.”

Still groggy and trying to piece together how
he had ended up in the councilor's stateroom Ken discovered that
his bladder was full and he was very hungry. Standing up he started
to say something but was cut short by Elizabeth, “Not a word until
after you have had something to eat. Doctor's orders.”

Nature was calling quite loudly and Ken
wasn't sure what he was going to say anyway. He closed his
half-open mouth and went to find the head. A short time later he
emerged to find a steaming plate of bacon and eggs along with a cup
of coffee sitting on the small table in front of the chair he had
slept in. His stomach told him to eat.

As he sat down and started eating, Elizabeth
took a seat directly across from him and said, “I took the liberty
of getting you some breakfast while you slept. I hope I didn't
microwave it too much.”

Through a mouthful of eggs Ken replied, “It's
perfect. Thank you. About last night. . .”

“Eat,” Elizabeth interrupted. While Ken had
slept, Elizabeth had thought about how to proceed with Ken's
recovery. She knew full well that she would need to use all her
professional skills to help put Ken on the road to recovery. The
trick, she believed, would be to keep him off balance and even
slightly confused. Right now he was tired, hungry, and still trying
to figure out what had happened. Because of the events of last
night there was also an emotional attachment as well. She had to be
very careful because if she pushed too hard he would resist and his
shield would be rebuilt.

Elizabeth had taken great care in choosing
how she had dressed. She knew full well that she was a very good
looking woman and was well aware of the effects she could have on
men. As a psychological professional, she was normally loth to use
her looks in her work but in this instance it was exactly what was
required. She didn't want Ken to be uncomfortable, but she did want
him to notice her. Not because she was interested in him but
because it would help keep him off balance. She had chosen a top
that showed just the slightest amount of cleavage and she had left
her hair down. It wasn't provocative, but her outfit would have
caused any Human male to give her a second look.
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