Episode 32

Homecoming

About February 5th, 2378

Stardate 55097

There she was…Karandis Seven.  A snow-bound planet in a system with many close planets.  This planet was one of the few that was far enough away from its sun to have snow all the time.  However, not only was it snowy…it was mountainous.  As such, it made for excellent skiing.

Commander Chris Harriman smiled as he remembered his first and last time to the planet.  For him, it had been over three years ago, but here in this galaxy, it was only a couple of months, close to three.  The last time he was here…was a time when he and Sarah were celebrating getting back together again.  Right before he took command of the Dragon-A.

He remembered their little adventure here.  At first, they were here to ski…but before their first run down a mountain could end, the snow collapsed in under them.  As he later found out, a telepathic species hid under the snow here, masking their life signs.  Little did they know how their telepathic abilities would effect Sarah…

They accidentally induced some sort of night mare state in Sarah, where if someone did not help her resolve her dream…she would forever remain in a state of coma, experiencing her worst night mare…over and over.

As he brought the Runabout Venturi into orbit, he remembered that nightmare.  For her…he had been assimilated by the Borg…  Over and over, she experienced that dream…until he disrupted the dream, and brought her out of it.  The fact remains that her worst nightmare was that something bad would happen to him, not her…  That was true love.

After the trial on Earth, his first thought had been to go home, to see his Mother again.  Then he changed his mind as memories of the past three years flooded his mind.  He instead called up his Mother and asked her to send him a certain file he had saved after his first trip to Karandis Seven…

He opened that file, which he had stored his log entry as well as the transport coordinates where he and Sarah had beamed out.  "Computer, access file Karandis Alpha, personal authorization Harriman seven five gamma echo."

"File accessed," the computer's voice responded.  Somehow…the voice is different from the Dragon's computer…
Before he could say or do anything with the file, the log played back.  He decided to listen…for memory's sake… 

"Captain's Personal Log, Stardate 54955.57"
Chris frowned at the stardate.  When he had made the calculation, the stardate had been 52155.2…he remembered it clearly.  He did notice, however, that the stardate system in this time line seemed the same, just…set ahead for some reason.  How much damage had those forty Jem Hadar warships done to the timeline?

"Some times, people can act inhuman, no matter how advanced they have become. Others always show selflessness. I guess humanity was lucky that it was Sarah and I that had encountered this civilization, instead of one of those power-greedy people from Section 31."
When he heard that name, a smile crept onto his face.  He remembered how R'Sharn had acted when he told her that he had helped take them down finally.  She was…ecstatic, to say the least.

"We showed them that humanity can be as great as the next civilization. Little do they know how far humanity has to go before we are all selfless… How ever, this encounter only shows that peace and love is the path to a great life. Thinking about other people instead of yourself is the only way to actually live…"
With that, the log ended, everything but the stardate exactly how he remembered it.  He smiled even deeper, memories of his feelings for Sarah flooding into him again…memories of Sarah.  All of the good times they had, as well as the bad…

He immediately snapped himself out of his reminiscing and brought up the planetary location of the cavern he had beamed out of.  Once it was up, he programmed it into the transporter, headed to the back compartment…then hesitated.

He wondered how these people would react to him again.  Last time he had been here, for them any way, was two months ago, give or take…

After hesitation, he finally pressed the command on the bulkhead.  The familiar tingling sensation of transport overcame him as his vision was blinded momentarily.  A few seconds later, he was right where he had hoped he would be, in an ice cavern.

He looked around, the dancing patterns inside the blue hued ice all too familiar, and still mesmerizing.  Behind him were the two beds he and Sarah had been on…

And suddenly, before he could get a better look around him, he felt the familiar light brush of someone's mind to his…in fact, that brush was very familiar.

Valtra? he thought.  Is that you?
"Chris?!" the familiar soft voice stated from around the bend of a doorway.  A moment later, the very beautiful, light blue-skinned humanoid came around the bend, her eyes very wide with surprise.  "You have come back…why?"

Just as he remembered her, she was a very quiet, intelligent person…and too the point.

He let his eyes do the talking for a moment, which only caused her to frown.  "Where is Sarah?" she asked.  "Is she up on your vessel?"

Chris closed his eyes and hung his head.  "No, she's not…"

He felt the familiar touch of her mind once again…and then heard her gasp in surprise.

"Oh my…I'm sorry, Chris," she stated, quickly moving to his side.

He grinned a little and looked at her.  "I…thought you might want to know."

She also smiled and nodded her head.  "You were right."  She hesitated, her face clearly showing her uneasiness.  Had she accessed our minds during our last stay?  Did she then figure out human gestures?  "May I…?"

He frowned in reply…then realized what she wanted.  He hesitated at this, knowing what happened last time these people accessed their memories…but then again, that was with Sarah.  She wasn't here now…there was no danger to her…

He nodded almost imperceptibly.  "Be my guest…"

She smiled lightly again…then closed her eyes.  She clearly began to concentrate as Chris could somehow…feel her accessing his memories.  The launch of the Dragon, the Dragon being stranded in another dimension, and then in the Kalium galaxy…Q's little 'test,' the Vorkalai war, Devil's Virus…Chris's encounter with the pirates…the final battle…everything.  She seemed to be accessing everything.  Though Chris didn't experience everything in those memories again, he knew that Valtra was.

After several minutes, the feeling passed with the memory of the trial.  Valtra's eyes slowly opened…before she nodded her thanks to him.

"It seems…that you have had quite an adventure in the past two…what do you call them?  Months?"

He nodded and laughed a little.  "Yeah, I'd say that's an understatement."

She smiled a little in response to that.  "Indeed…"

She moved to the ice bed and sat down on it, contemplating.  After a moment, she motioned to a place next to her, which Chris took as an invitation.  He sat down on the cold, hard ice…but somehow found it comfortable at the same time.  I wonder if these people have some sort of device that creates all of this, maintains it…
She looked at him, those ice blue eyes as sharp looking as the rest of her.  He and Sarah always did like the color blue…

"I know how much she meant to you," she stated simply.  Hesitantly, she added, "and…I'm happy that you have gotten over her death.  The way you reacted when we…caused that accident.  I thought that, should she ever die, you would never get over her death."

Chris let out another small laugh and shook his head.  "No, I haven't gotten over her death.  In a sense…I've accepted it and learned to live with it."  He looked back at her and slowly shook his head again.  "But…I'm still not over it.  There's not a day goes by that I don't think about her."

She didn't change her expression, she simply stared at him, her eyes seemingly all-knowing.  "That is completely understandable…even I have gone through something similar.  Before my people first settled underneath the ice here…I lost my…what you call…'husband.'  To this day, I still think of him every day."

Chris frowned when he heard her talk about not always being her.  "Just how long have your people lived her?"

She thought for a moment, then seemed to nod to herself.  "About fifteen of your years."

Chris was surprised, expecting them to have lived here for maybe centuries…

"Where did your people live before?"

She hesitated and frowned, then shook her head.  "I'd rather not tell you, for security purposes.  Just know that it isn't from anywhere close by."

He smiled, realizing that he expected as much.  These people were very tight on security…  He had gathered last time that they were here hiding from some other species that was hunting them down…he just wondered who.

Suddenly, breaking the line of conversation, she stated in a worried voice, "You had better go.  Everyone else is becoming agitated by your presence…"

He nodded again and stood up, as did she.  "I think this is the correct gesture for good bye…"  With that, she embraced him in a soft hug.  He felt just how cold their bodies were for the first time…and yet the hug was warm at the same time.  Metaphors often were contradictory…

He returned the hug, then stood back some.

"Remember something," she said before he tapped his comm badge.  "She may be physically gone…but she will forever live as long as she remains in your memory."

He stared at her for a moment, thinking about that statement…then smiled and nodded.  "I'll remember that.  And you can bet that I'm still trustworthy, on all notes."

She smiled back and replied lightly, "As you have shown."

He hesitated a moment, then decided to leave it at that.  He didn't want to anger the rest of her kind any more than he already had…

Chris tapped his comm badge and stated, "Harriman to Runabout Venturi…one to beam up."

With that last order, Valtra disappeared in a cascade of light…

There it was.  Finally, she was home again.  As it had been three years ago when she last visited, it was still there.

Commander Kara Trieal brought her borrowed vehicle to a stop and turned off the engine.  A moment later, her daughter bounded out the door, happier than ever to see her Mother.

Mimicking her daughter, Kara forced the driver side door open and bounded out of the vehicle, landing hard on the driveway, but not caring.  A moment later, her eight-year-old daughter was in her arms, hugging her tightly.

"Mommy, you're home!" her daughter exclaimed, pure excitement in her voice.  To her daughter Courtney, she last saw her mother two months ago…but because the Dragon had been lost, she was very pleased to see her again.

To Kara, however, it was something else…over three years.  She squeezed her daughter hard, trying not to squeeze too hard, but also finding it difficult to do that.

She opened her eyes, tears streaming down from them…only to find Rick jog out the door of their home.  He immediately ran straight up to them and simply didn't give Kara time to put Courtney down.  He hugged them both, probably not helping Kara's attempt to ease up off of her daughter.

For what seemed like hours, they simply stood there, hugging, not even kissing.  They didn't care about kissing…they just did not want to let go.  They never wanted to lose each other again…

Sounds of crying were coming from the bundle of people as tears upon tears streamed down their faces.  Never in her life was she so happy…never had she realized just how much she loved her home…

She was home…and that's what mattered now.  She was going to spend time with her family now…to hell with anything else…

It was cold.  Very cold.  Then again, it was February in southern Wisconsin.  Winter was cold here…and snowy.  She looked around at the snow, smiling at child hood memories of Janesville.  It had become a sprawling metropolis long before she was born, and so she could enjoy every feature of a metropolis in the twenty fourth century…

The driver of the flying vehicle didn't seem to pay any attention to it, he probably drove around this city for the past five years or so.  There was Monroe elementary…that school held a history.  It was one of the only elementary schools in the city that survive the Third World War back in the early twenty first century…

She hadn't been home since…after her posting on the Enterprise.  She didn't come home when she was first assigned to the Dragon…she simply went straight to the Dragon, anxious to see her first hand.  Now she sort of regretted it…

They turned down another road…a road she realized they shouldn't be on.

"Hey…what's going on?" she asked the driver, wondering why he wasn't taking her home.

"Sorry, ma'am," he replied.  "I was told to take you to the civic center, no matter what you ordered me to do."

She frowned at him, then shrugged and looked back out her window.  Why not go along with it…  The Civic Center?  Why would they want her to go there?  It could only mean that her brother…

Oh brother she thought as the Civic Center came into view.  The huge glass building was just as it had been…but floating above the main lawn was a holographic note.  "Welcome Home Sissy!"

She rolled her eyes and gritted her teeth in annoyance.  Only her brother would leave a message like that…

The driver pulled the small vehicle into the main driveway.  Underneath the main lawn…was probably every person she ever knew in Janesville.  Not just her family, but every friend and probably even every acquaintance.  

"Well this was a bad idea," she thought.  She felt kind of odd, being the center of attention in a crowd so huge.

After he reached the exact center of the rounded drive, the driver came to a stop…and pressed a switch to open Kalia's door.  Immediately, the cheering she had only seen flooded into the vehicle, making it very difficult for her to hear herself playfully cussing at her brother, who rushed to the door and started pulling her out.

She complied…only to give him a playful shove, causing him to slide across the frozen sidewalk.  He laughed and looked at her defensively, then grabbed her hand and held it high in the air, eliciting another loud cheer from the large crowd.

"I see you've been busy!" she shouted to him.

"Least I could do for my now-famous sissy!"

She shoved him again playfully when he called her that, but instead of shoving back as she expected, he simply smiled at her and motioned for her to go in.  "We're throwing a party, and you're the life of the party this time!"

"We'll just see about that!" she shouted back, shaking her head.  "You know I don't like parties!"

He simply grinned.  "Not this time, you better not!"

"So?  How does it feel to be home?"

Lieutenant Commander Vendar Perkins looked around the living room of her parent's home, taking it all in.  Even during vacations during the academy, she had never come home…  For her, it had been over seven years since her last visit...

"I know it's been a long time for you," Rear Admiral Claire Perkins stated, a very large grin on her face.  "So how does it feel?"

Vendar looked at her and smiled back, the joy in her increasing with every moment.  "It feels…good.  I know that while I'm here…well, there isn't going to be any red alerts called, that's for sure!"

Her mother laughed and patted her on the back.  "So then I take it things aboard the Dragon were quite active?"

She paused at the question, then decided to answer with an example.  "Imagine being the only Federation starship in a galaxy where humans are hated and despised…"

Her mother laughed again and nodded.  "Right, stupid question, I guess."

Vendar laughed with her…then looked around again.  "Where's Dad?"  Her Father was part of Starfleet security…so where was he?

Her mother frowned and shrugged her shoulders.  "I'm not quite sure.  He was assigned to some top secret mission right before the Dragon came home…and even I don't have enough clearance to find out just what he's up to."

Vendar also frowned, then shrugged.  "I'm sure it's important, then."  Half joking, she added, "Who knows, maybe he's doing something that will make our family even more famous!"

They both laughed, hoping it would be true, but somehow knowing it wouldn't be.  Something top secret usually doesn't make someone famous…

Vendar then eyed her favorite chair and quickly moved to it, not letting her mother sit in it.  She all but jumped into the chair and lifted the footrest out of it.  A moment later, she was sitting comfortably with her feet up…

This was a feeling she had not felt in a long time.  A true sense of being home.  This was her home, where she had experienced so many childhood memories.  It was a place where she belonged…

The past three years melted away from her memories as she started to remember those childhood memories.  All those get-togethers her and her friends had…the birthday parties her family threw, primarily with her family.

Up until high school, Vendar hadn't had many friends…  Needless to say, it was her high school birthday parties that were crazy.  She mentally laughed at her seventeenth birthday.  Her and five other friends went to watch a holovid, one based on a very old Earth classic…called the Lord of the Rings, if she remembered correctly.  After the movie, a large group of guys started hitting on all of them.  They all took great joy in teasing the guys while tempting them by walking just right to get their attention.

It was something she usually never did…but that night, her mind was really free.  She truly felt alive then…for the first time in her life, she really belonged.  That was something she had never felt before then…and it was something she started to feel very often after that.

That feeling, more than ever, filled her when she came aboard the Dragon.  At first she felt almost out of place…but the more she got to know the crew, the more she felt like she belonged.  With it were people she trusted, people she cared about.  It had taken a while…but it happened.

She looked over at an old grandfather clock and noted that she had another five hours before she was supposed to go to Starfleet medical.  I better get some sleep, because who knows how long they'll keep me awake there…

The decision made, she looked back up at the ceiling and closed her eyes.  She sighed with content…before she found the dream world…

Her daughter cuddled up next to her and Rick's arm around her…she felt content.

Kara looked at the video screen again to see that another children's show was starting.  She looked at her daughter to see if she was enjoying it…but then she smiled as she noticed her daughter was asleep.

Thank goodness I didn't miss three years of your life…
"It's been too long since we all sat together like this," Rick said softly.

Kara looked at him and smiled.  "I know, far too long."  She looked down at the living room floor for a moment…hesitant…  "I'm sorry I wasn't more agreeable when I came back last time..."

When she looked back at him, he shook his head with a smile on his face.  "You had a lot on your mind.  It's not every day you're assigned to a state of the art ship like the Dragon."

She shook her head in return, a grim look overcoming her face.  "I would have rather remained on Starbase Thirteen…at least there, people didn't die every other day."

Rick frowned at her.  "Was it really so bad out there?"

Wide eyed, she looked at him and nodded her head quickly.  "You better believe it was!  Eight hundred seventy eight people died on the Dragon while we were there, four hundred twenty while under my care!  Not to mention the losses we all saw during the Vorkalai war!"

His eyes went wide as she stated the numbers and facts to him.  He probably didn't expect the numbers to be that high…

He finally snapped himself out of it and looked at her sympathetically…  "Look…I'm sure those that were lost under your care could never have been saved."

"Oh really?" she asked, anger at herself more than anyone slipping into her voice.  "That judge at our trial sure didn't seem to think so!"

"I saw that trial on the news," Rick replied, seemingly hurt by her harshness…but also understanding.  He always was very understanding…  "You explained to him that they weren't your fault…and now you're telling me they were?!"

That caught her off guard…  Then she realized just how hypocritical she was being now…

"I…guess you're right," she replied after some hesitation.

"I am?" he asked.  "I stated something?  Thought it was a question…"

She glared at him, then jabbed him in the stomach playfully.  "I see what your point was in asking that question," she corrected herself, venom giving her voice a clear edge.

They both went silent after that.  Kara thought about what she had been saying.  Maybe she was right the first time…maybe they weren't her fault…

"People die, Kara," Rick said quietly, as if reading her thoughts.  "You can't change that."

She looked into his eyes, knowing he was right…and wishing more than anything…that he wasn't.

"You know, I entered the medical field because…"

"You wanted to save lives," he finished for her.  They knew each other all too well…

She nodded her head.  Her eyes started to feel hot and moist…but before she could begin crying, she simply buried her face on his shoulder.  Then and there…she let her tears fall…

Everyone was finally settled in their chairs…and to Kalia's surprise, the entire amphitheater was filled to the brim.  She wondered just how many of those people she really knew…

Her brother waved her forward from the microphone.  She hesitated for a moment…then decided she might as well comply.  She moved forward into the bright lighting of the stage.

"Ladies and gentlemen, I give you a hero born from this city, Kalia Tarkent!"

I'm going to kill you, Carl!  She felt her face go red-hot as the crowd stood up and began applauding.  The crowd was much bigger than the crowd at the courthouse, and made a much bigger commotion.

Carl stepped away from the microphone and motioned her forward.  She blushed even further, not knowing what to say…

"Come on, give us a speech!" someone shouted, eliciting a few encouraging cheers from the audience.

She hesitated even further…but then moved to the microphone.  Before she even knew what she was doing, she started talking.

"I…thank you all for welcoming me like this," she started.  "I never expected a hero's welcome…ever."

Her brother moved next to her, making her even more nervous…  "I'm sure everyone's curious to know," he spoke into the microphone, "just what it was like out there.  You must have met so many weird aliens!  Was it exciting?"

Her nervousness was gone in an instant as memories flooded into her mind…memories from the Kalium galaxy.

"No," she stated quietly.  "It was far from exciting."  The crowd was obviously surprised to hear that and immediately went silent.

She knew she couldn't leave it at that…so she went on.  "When I was at the academy, someone once told me that serving aboard a starship elicited hours upon hours of boredom…followed by only moments of pure terror.  Out there…I experienced only moments of boredom with hours of terror…and sadness."

She had their attention…but she didn't care now.  "If someone had told me that it would be like that…I would have never signed up at the academy."

Memories…  "I will say, however…that one good thing did come from it."  Kalia looked up at the audience, looked around with wet eyes…  "I have gained a new family, as strong as any other family.  The Dragon family…"

She hesitated even further…  "And that's why…it's going to be hard to leave them."

Frowning, Carl asked, "You're leaving the Dragon crew?"

She looked down at the microphone and closed her eyes.  She had been offered a position at the Research and Development department again…only this time…she had accepted.

"I have in depth knowledge of technology…the Federation would never have thought to come up with," she stated.  "I can't be selfish and remain aboard the Dragon.  I have to help the Federation…because hard times will be coming."

"Hard times ended three years ago," Carl stated, curious as to what she meant.

She shook her head…knowing all too well.  "I wish that were so."  She looked at him, her fear eliciting fear in him.  "The Kiklar know we are out here…and you know as well as I do what that means."

He frowned and shook his head…

Chris set the cup of Earl Gray down and leaned back in his chair.  He looked out the window at the warp distorted star field…wishing it was his ready room window he was looking out.  He knew, however…that it would not be again, or at least for a while.

"I once lost a ship," Captain Jean Luc Picard commented.  "Actually, thought I lost two.  The Stargazer and the Enterprise D.  Each time…it was a devastating loss."

Chris nodded in agreement, never taking his eyes away from the streaking starfield.  As the streaks slowed and became infinite pinpricks, he commented with, "It's hard to lose something you've called home, even if only for three years."

"Oh, believe me, I can relate to that," Picard said.  "After only knowing her for a year, we almost lost the Enterprise E.  Just having to set the self destruct was difficult…for more than just one reason, mind you."

Chris smiled, knowing just how personal Picard must have taken that incident.  He seemed to absolutely hate the Borg…and Chris didn't blame him at all.

"Speaking of which," Picard said, changing the subject.  He looked at Chris, curiosity overcoming his face.  "I hear you dealt with the Borg out there…but for some reason, Starfleet's keeping a tight lid on it."

Chris smiled even deeper and looked at Picard.  "That's because, in a basic sense, to do otherwise would infringe on the Temporal Prime Directive.  As far as I could tell, it was a Class Four Tactical Cube…but it was at least a few years ahead of what we've seen here."

"You mean more advanced than the one we dealt with here?" he asked, astonished.

Chris raised his eye brows and nodded his head once.  "Definitely.  Or at least their weapons systems were.  Our shields weren't lasting long…no where near as long as Voyager's shields were seeming to last in Captain Janeway's report."  He thought even further about their two encounters with the Borg Cube…  "That and the fact that they accessed our main computer without a problem and they cut through tachyon and subspace interference like it wasn't there."

"I see…"  He seemed hesitant to ask his next question…but he finally did.  "Did you have…any personal encounters with them?  Or was it just ship battles?"

Chris shook his head negatively.  "Just ship battles, thank goodness."

Picard simply nodded his head slowly…no doubt remembering his own encounters with the Borg.  It was a touchy subject for him, which made Chris curious as to why he even brought them up.

Wanting to change the subject yet again, he looked up at Chris again.  "What about the Kiklar?  What are they like?"

That was a slightly personal note for Chris…

"I never encountered one personally…but…"  He hesitated, remembering their only two encounters with the Kiklar.  "Their ships are dangerous.  A small scout ship the size of an Intrepid class vessel...nearly destroyed the Dragon...would have, if we hadn't found a place to hide and come up with defensive technology."

Picard nodded, agreeing wholly.  "Do you think the charges against you for your first encounter with them are…without merit?"

Chris took on a distant stare, thinking about that question himself…  "Not at all…because, in a way, they are like the Borg.  Because they know we're out here."  He looked Picard square in the eye.  "They know that humans exist elsewhere, and we are known as a plague to them, something they must destroy.  And as you realized with the Borg…now that they know we are out here…"

Picard nodded solemnly, probably recalling that he had told Chris of his first encounter with the Borg, and what he and Guinan had talked about after words.  He even repeated the same words.  "They will be coming…"

Both agreeing, they took on a silent stare, the upcoming future a frightening prospect to both of them…

"Riker to Picard."
The voice of Commander William Riker startled both of them out of their thoughts.  He pressed a command on his desk and replied, "Go ahead."

"We're approaching Earth, sir."

Picard smiled and nodded his head, happy that they had a positive distraction.  "We're on our way."

They both stood up from their chairs, Chris taking one last drink from his Earl Gray.  They nodded to each other, then headed out to the bridge…

And to Chris's surprise, the entire senior staff was there, smiling as they left.  He looked to the view screen...and took a long moment to admire the view.

"Having been through what I've been through…I'm never going to take that sight for granted any more."

Picard walked out to the other side of him and also admired the view, smiling.  "I don't think I ever have," he commented in reply…  He looked knowingly at Commander Riker, then looked at Chris.

Commander Riker stood up and motioned to the helm.  "Mister Harriman, would you be so kind as to take us into orbit?"

He smiled, knowing they were doing it to try to cheer him up…but he didn't need cheering.  After all…despite the losses…they were home now.

He shook his head negatively.  "Thanks…but no thanks, Commander.  I've got to get to the surface."

Commander Riker smiled and nodded.  He walked up to Chris…and extended his hand.  "In that case…I wish you luck."

Chris smiled again…and took the offered hand.  He gave it one good pump, then did the same with Captain Picard.

"It was good to be back," Chris commented, looking around at the bridge, at the crew…  "I now must take care of my own family."  He hesitated and looked at the deck…  "Thanks for keeping me a member of this one."

"You'll always be welcome with us," Picard commented.

Chris looked up at him and nodded.  "Then I guess I'll likely see you later."

Picard nodded his head, then moved to the Command Chair.  Chris took one last look at the view screen…then moved to the turbolift.  A moment later, he was speeding towards the transporter room.

"Could I have everyone's attention please," Chris spoke into the microphone.  The huge crowd of people, both on the balcony and below on the main floor, stopped talking.  What had once been a huge mass of talking people became a quiet mass of intent listeners.

Once he was sure he had everyone's attention, he began…

"Two crews, two different ships," he began, referring to the Dragon crew and the Voyager crew.  Both crews were here tonight, celebrating their return home.  "Both of them were forced into dire situations, where any other crew might cower in fear simply because of the situation.  Both of them…forced to set out on the same mission.  The mission to survive, and to make it home!"

A few people whispered in agreement nodding their heads.

Chris thought further, knowing he was never any good at speeches…  "I was talking with some of Voyager's senior officers just now…and Harry Kim made a comment.  He said that they had come to believe that it wasn't just about getting home…but about the journey."  He hesitated even further…  "I for one agree…but there's even more to it than that.  It's about…family…about the friendships we have all formed along the way.  Throughout our journeys, each crew has come together to form one entity that works like a well-oiled machine.  Also along the way, we've all encountered so many different people, and so many different cultures.  We've become friends with them…but they have also helped our families form closer bonds."

Chris looked over to Captain Janeway and smiled.  "And in the end, two families came together to celebrate the completion of probably the most difficult mission any of us will ever have to face."  She smiled back and nodded.

He looked out onto the crowd again, deciding to end it here…  "My friends…my family…we've come home…"

With that, the fifteen hundred plus crowd erupted in cheer, even the Hintaru and Britar officers that comprised the Dragon crew.  To them, this was their new home…  And to the Starfleet officers, they were home.  It was an occasion to cheer about…

He smiled as he stepped away from the microphone, looking around.  It seems like they had become one family after all.  Voyager's crew…Dragon's crew…they had set out on the same mission.  That fact alone…was enough to bring them all together.

After his speech, to his surprise, Captain Janeway did not give a speech of her own.  He had expected her to, because he was certain any one else could give a better speech than he did...

As the party progressed, he met many of Voyager's crew members…one in particular that Captain Janeway pointed out to him.

Quietly, not wanting any one else to hear, she took him aside and pointed her out.  "See that brunette Bajoran woman over there?"

Chris looked into the crowd in the direction she was pointing.  There, twenty meters away, barely visible, was a small crowd of Voyager and Dragon Bajorans…the one standing on the side lines was the only female brunette of the entire group.

He nodded in her direction.  "Yes, I think.  The one that looks like she's trying to avoid the group?"

He looked to see Janeway smiling.  "Yes, that would be her.  That's Ensign Tal Celes."

He looked at her, looked back, and nodded.  "Why are you pointing her out to me?"

"Because…"  Janeway visibly hesitated, unsure about what she was about to say.  "Two years ago, I seemed to…discover that I had assigned her to Voyager, and that she had never been on an away mission."

Janeway shook her head at the memory.  "She seemed convinced that she would have been reassigned, probably not even to another starship…because she lacked the basic ability to understand algorithms, which we know as simple data."

Chris nodded his head, wondering when this would get around to why she was pointed out…

"As I told her," Janeway continued, looking into Chris's face, "There's more to serving aboard a starship than just doing scientific scans.  Much more…but she's pretty much all but convinced herself to give up Starship service all together."

Chris thought he was finally starting to see the picture…was Janeway going to ask him to help her convince her to stay aboard Voyager?

"Now as you know, because of the technology Voyager brought home…she won't be going any where any time soon," Janeway added.  "So…I was wondering if you could help her get assigned to your next post?"

Chris stared at the Bajoran…the request not quite registering.  When it finally did, he looked Janeway square in the eye.

"But I thought you said she didn't want another starship post?"

Janeway smiled and shrugged innocently.  "Once I tell her that her next post might be with your crew, and she finds out a little about your crew…and once I just plain talk to her…she might consider otherwise."

Chris thought further about the request…then looked at Janeway curiously.  "I still don't see why you want me to bring her into my crew."

"Because Voyager won't be going anywhere any time soon," Janeway restated, as if that were answer enough.  When she saw that Chris didn't understand, she finally decided to elaborate.  "The other two that went with us, who also had never been on an away mission, seem to have adjusted well to the 'family' of Voyager…"  Janeway looked to the Bajoran, her eyes taking on a distant look…  "But Tal…hasn't.  She wanted to, very much…but for some reason, she didn't."

She then looked back to Chris.  "You, on the other hand, made over eight hundred Hintaru and Britar feel like a part of your family in a year and a half, as well as a few other people you picked up along the way.  Those Bajorans you brought back from the Kalium galaxy…they consider you the head of a family that brought them home.  Lall thinks the world of you because you helped her and her species, as well as everyone in that prison.  Every person that has ever come aboard your ship…has felt like they were a part of a family, even if they were only aboard for a few short days."

"And you're saying Tal doesn't have this?" Chris asked, wondering how that was possible.

"In seven years, she considers some of the Voyager crew her friends, but only some…"  Janeway shook her head and looked down.  "None of us her family…she feels…daunted, frightened, even, of our ability to understand algorithms without having to think about it."

She shook her head and looked back at him.  "I've helped her a lot, and she's come along tremendously…but even if she never really learns how to easily read data…she shouldn't be cheated by fear."

Chris took his turn staring at the floor for a moment, considering everything Janeway had just said.  She believed that he and his crew could do something Janeway and her crew had failed to do…  The only officer Chris had ever taken personal interest in was Vendar, and she had turned out to be one of his most valuable officers.  Vendar, however…was highly intelligent when it came to complex formulas and algorithms.

That doesn't make Tal any less of a person…you know that.
He looked up to Janeway and nodded his head.  "All right…I'll try my best."  He shrugged, taking a glance at the Bajoran.  "They're not even letting me contact my new CO yet, nor are they telling me my next post.  They say that both will be surprises."

Janeway smiled at his first response, clasping a hand on his shoulder.  "Thank you…Chris."

He smiled back and nodded.  When he looked at Tal again…she seemed to have given up on the Bajorans and began to walk around, looking very depressed.  His heart went out to her just by seeing her lonely looking face…

Then, to Chris's surprise, Vendar came up along side of her and struck up a conversation with her.  He smiled, the process beginning without any one else knowing it…

Maybe Captain Janeway's right…maybe we can help this woman…
"Runabout Typhon Six, you are clear to enter Open Sector air space," a 'traffic' controller stated to the pilot over the comm system.  Why didn't they let James pilot the craft in?
"I copy, control," the Andorian pilot responded, her antenna moving around to examine multiple parts of the console.

"Have a safe flight in, and welcome to Danzia!"
Chris smiled and leaned over the pilot, being careful not to hit her antenna.  "Thank you," he responded lightly.

When he leaned back, he started to take the view in.  They were finally entering the lower atmosphere, the low gravity of the planet making the flight smooth and easy, even if the inertial dampers had been off line.  The huge impact crater was clearly visible…

"I don't believe it," Kalia said slowly, taking in the view.  She had come to the Danzia fleet yards to undergo immediate testing of certain systems she had already helped improve…and she wanted to put off saying good bye till the last minute.

Danzia was a fairly new shipyard, constructed on the moon of Greater Danube in the Jave system.  The gravity was so light that even the largest starship could launch from the surface…  In fact, the first starship the facility built was an Excalibur class starship…which was over a kilometer long, much larger than even the Dragon class!

Now, the flat area of the impact crater was filled with starships under construction.  Chris easily identified six classes of starships being constructed.  Akira, Sovereign, Streamrunner, Intrepid, Excalibur, and Magellan…
There were probably even more classes out there, but none of them had their frames fully constructed, making it all but impossible to identify.  I didn't know all construction took place in the crater…didn't some of it take place elsewhere?
He shrugged the question off and decided to enjoy the view.

The pilot took the Runabout in low, seeming to barely missing the edge of the impact crater.  After that, she slowed it down considerably…and that’s when speculation began.

"I'll bet it's an Excalibur class starship," Lieutenant James Trikal speculated, seeming eager to pilot such a large starship for some odd reason…  "After all, we did have amazing success with a large starship."

"No, we'll probably get a prototype because of our experience with new ships," Tom suggested.  "The only one I know of is the Eastway."

Frowning, Kara said, "I heard of that ship…but isn't it being built and launched from Utopia?"

"I'm not sure," Chris added himself.  "But I think we won't be getting that either.  I heard some other captain got her…"

"Maybe they've built a second Prometheus class starship here," James said, obviously dreaming…

"You're all wrong," the pilot stated, swinging the runabout around…to face something Chris had not expected.

Everyone froze as they stared over each other's shoulders at the sight.  The ship, nestled between two Sovereign class starships…had a very familiar element to it…

It wasn't the class of ship, either, that surprised Chris…it was Intrepid class.  It was…the name…

"NCC…two-seven-seven-four-nine…B," Chris read off slowly, the numbers all too familiar to him…numbers he had heard and seen for several years now.  "USS…Dragon…"

"We're home…"

Beautiful, graceful lines and shapes…with a name…fit for a king, an emperor.
But more than that…it was more than they had hoped…  A proven class of starship…with a proven name…

"That…that's our ship," James said slowly…  "That's…"

Home…
