
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Lieutenant Sasha Green's personal log:  #1 
 
    May 20th, 2365 
 
         Well, I guess I should get my first log out of the way. Doing one log a week shouldn't be too much of a hassle, but I'm not sure the use of it. “'To reflect on your objectives and goals. Possibly look back and see a pattern of growth.’” Captain Jack would say. I never have met such an analytical yet caring soldier. I wouldn't be nearly as far in life without his guidance. Guidance I wouldn't have received anywhere else, had I not joined up with him and the LOP. It gives me something to do other than lay here watching grainy, oak-shaded sand pelt the few windows in the embassy.  
 
         The Castille embassy is as usual ever-so solitary. Castille, being such a prosperous, desert-laden land, can afford such luxuries. Whereas a planet like Breoul, has us head to toe in our sleeping arrangements: four people to a room, which is double our room plan. Iridescent crystal viewing monitors, heated glass tiled floors, and golden-silk stitched beds are standard here. It's more than enough to keep me comfortable; much better accommodations than most places I've strained myself to lose consciousness in. I can't say the same for Zorann, my usual bunkmate on the Scimitar. She never can keep the sand out of her clothes and the silk irritates the hell out of her skin; I always feel for her on Castille.  
 
           Three months have passed since the Vanguard was assembled and one week since I was appointed third-in-command of the Vanguard of the LOP. For today, it's all about the new pilot finally joining us: Zimmerman. After graduating from the LOP's specialist air infantry academy, he requested three months off to sharpen up his skills and stay with his family, here on his home planet of Castille. Zimmerman may have graduated three months ago, but Captain Jack had his eye on him since he joined the academy. 
 
          Captain Jack always told me the Vanguard wasn't his idea. I believe it was. Or, at least, he had some part in the creation of the group. Over the years, I've pondered whether joining up with the LOP was my smartest choice. So far, it's been a great decision. I'm not sure whether it was my best, but I've grown into a stronger and better person because of it. Being third-in-command of a LOP special ops unit in its first generation. That's gotta count for something.  
 
         Rash decisions and outbursts of anger have always been my main issue, and now that I'm in a command position I simply can't let my detrimental behavior continue. Hopefully, Zimmerman isn't a snotty little brat, eh, maybe I shouldn't even speak like that. it seems like a very likely possibility, but, I'll try to keep my composure an— 
 
         Captain Jack's rugged voice echoed over the intercom conveniently placed in the corner crevice above Sasha's bed: 
 
       “Sasha, it's time to meet with Zimmerman, come to the ship, ASAP.” 
 
     Well, that'll be it for now,  
 
    Sasha out 
 
    Chapter One 
 
        The ever-growing sand pile turned to silt upon Sasha’s back. She gave up brushing off the sand about five minutes ago, when looming precipitation turned from a small mist to an even light downpour, all across the humid crimson-shaded desert. Fifteen minutes passed since perching herself upon a lonely plateau. Reaching far above and invisible from her prey, the location was perfect to call shots for Zimmerman; or Zim, as he implored the crew to call him earlier in the day. A tall plateau was also a perfect place to test and gauge her progress training with Zorann. If only Zim was anywhere to be seen.  
 
         Five minutes, the estimated time it would take for Zim to take out the two flyers. Over ten minutes was unacceptable, without her being drenched. Sasha’s slate grey uniform turned a dark, navy blue shade on her backside; no doubt the front would be soiled. She'd make Zimmerman wash her uniform, if the cleaning process wasn't such a simple and automated task aboard the ship. She couldn't keep simply sitting idly by while watching a squadron of soldiers advance upon Commander Akeihl. She could take her chosen three soldiers out, try to, at least, most likely resulting in alerting the twenty or so group of soldiers nearing them. 
 
         Setting up her aim for the middle of the three man group, Sasha leaned in and started to hold her breath . . . 
 
         “What you expect to do there, think they'll be surprised and shoot themselves?” Captain Jack's voice soothingly rung through her ear. 
 
         “Worth a shot. Better than letting them get to Akeihl, if Zim wants to joy ride around some more, it'll just make it more interesting for me.” Sasha retorted.  
 
         “Sasha, this isn't the time for a free for all, or the point. Pal, do you have Zimmerman’s location?”  
 
         “Pal probably has no clue of Zim’s location. why would something so routine be such a problem for a prodigy like him?” Sasha took her eye off her scope, continuing to curl her finger ever slightly while hugging the trigger. 
 
          “You're correct, Sasha, I have no clue, but I can find out.” Pal spoke over their collective ear pieces.” 
 
          Just as Pal started to elaborate, Sasha glanced toward the setting sky, 
 
         “That's enough, Pal, I can see him.” 
 
         “At least let the prodigy finish his analysis, if it be such a routine process,” Pal droned on. 
 
         “You know I wasn't talking about you, Pal, but maybe keep a better eye on what's going on.”  
 
         Zim’s cruiser flew overhead. Spiraling through the air, one lone enemy ship wasn’t far behind. The remaining cruiser, ember ridden, and filling the sky with a layer of shadow-like smog didn't look to have much life left. Even with the myriad of maneuvers each were pulling in their sight, she couldn't see Zim having too many moves left. Focusing in on Zim, his cruiser started taking an angled dive towards the larger squadron of men; as he dove, the cruiser followed. Not more than about ten feet from the ground, Zim swooped up, catapulting himself back into his residing aerial territory.  
 
         Sasha watched the cruiser miserably attempt to pull up, while nearly launching itself fully horizontal, then colliding and decimating the large squadron of soldiers. Observing Zim’s technique in contrast to the enemy cruiser, the control and knowledge of his reduction in acceleration was key. The cruiser had no clue of Zim’s plan, and abruptly jerked downwards instead of descending smoothly. The pilot lacked having the Castille natives heightened senses: something of legend. Impact eviscerated any sign of life or a ship, leaving a burning, few meters wide dent in the surface. If there was any way the group of three didn't know they were there, they did now, Sasha thought to herself.  
 
        With the large squadron utterly obliterated before her eyes by the cascading enemy ship, now it was her turn to make her move. The three men surrounding Commander Akeihl started to cut off his mask, while Zim faded into the distance. Placing herself back in a prone position on the plateau, Sasha aimed once again, zooming in on the middle of the remaining trio. Through her scope, Akeihl’s brazen face, marks scrawled up and down his Pale neck, was patterned by the slick edges of the mask. Two men would have been ideal, and three would be a stretch, but she prepared for an interesting yet high-stakes affair. Reaching for the trigger on her jet black rifle, Sasha rapidly tapped the trigger sending three amethyst-tinted plasma shots hurling towards the group. The middle soldier would be no worry, they’re never the problem; the problem lied in curving multiple shots in opposite directions. If she could learn to bend a beam of energy, Sasha was confident she'd be able to surpass at least two. Any attempt so far hadn't turned out so well. Case in point, a few of the holes found in the interior of the LOP’s main training facility; not her finest moment, though everyone has to start somewhere. Trying to keep calm, while continuing focused conscious mental awareness of the two outside swirling beams proved to still be a major challenge.  
 
          Striking two out of three men, the middle and right soldiers tumbled out of view. the remaining soldier turned around and watched the stray beam whip past their face. Reaching for Akeihl, the soldier raised him up in front of him, now shielding him from any shots Sasha may have had left. Sasha watched the soldier raise up an ebony shaded dagger: jagged and embroidered with a crimson streak of dried iron, he raised it to Akeihl’s throat. Just as the blade caressed Akeihl’s silk, sweat covered neck, the soldier vanished into the damp Castille atmosphere, leaving the dagger to drop a short distance, and then disappearing, as it hit a nearby sand pocket. Sasha could finally see Akeihl’s face. She felt inconvenienced from the length of the exercise, but Akeihl wasn't pleased to participate in the first place; especially, considering he was tied up, waiting to be rescued by the new pilot and his third in command. She, being a step below his rank of second in command of the Scimitar didn't help matters.  
 
         Before Sasha could get up, Captain Jack was right next to her. He stooped down to help her by the arm.  
 
         “Could have went worse. I reckon you'll get those shots down soon. Two controlled shots in three months under Zorann’s tutelage, seems to have been a worthwhile venture for you.”  
 
         “You seem to be thrilled with our performance. It was easily the most action we’ve had so far. Much more dangerous than guarding Akeihl’s niece. There's been no challenge.” She couldn’t help looking at the ground.  
 
         “You're disappointed, I know. There isn't anything for you to feel sorry about. The mission went awry, these things happen; it's how you conduct yourself when the playing field changes. Don't beat yourself up, there's no failure in simulations, only the loss of ignorance to improper tactics. Could you say you were fully focused when you took the shot?”  
 
         “The two outside shots were my focus. What else would I be thinking about?” 
 
         “Maybe about someone else. How Zim was responsible for the mission taking added time, perhaps? You almost shot out of anger, had I not chimed in. Might I remind you.” Jack flashed a quick grin. 
 
        He was right: she couldn't help recalling numerous situations since joining the Vanguard where he had stopped her from acting irrationally. She let her temper get the better of her in the past, but the Vanguard expected better. They needed better. Just as Sasha rose her head to agree and leave with Jack, Commander Akeihl reached them upon the plateau.  
 
         “Damn sand. The waters of Aurieal would ravage this land.” Akeihl’s clothes were even dirtier than Sasha’s, so she could only imagine how clean and pristine Zim’s uniform would be.  
 
         “Guess Zorann isn't the only one bothered by the Castille conditions. i’ll count myself lucky on that one.” She was surprised he hadn't slid in a snide comment with his first statement. Akeihl had never shied away from exerting his opinions since joining the Vanguard, and she often was subject to a lashing of his ideal standards; something Sasha was used to, considering the LOP and the Vanguard in particular we’re built for calculated results.  
 
         “I'd be happy to never come to this desolate planet again, yet, it’s LOP favoring deems Castille’s barren land an usual stop.” Akeihl continued squinting his eyes, while desperately trying to rid the remaining sand from his sockets.  
 
         “Talk to your family, I'm sure the LOP would love to make headway on your water-laden planet,” Jack shot another half grin toward Akeihl. Turning around, Jack started heading back toward the embassy. All three knew more headway wasn't going to happen. Sasha had learned all too well, even before becoming a commanding officer, Akeihl’s third-in-line heritage meant nothing to Aurieal’s Royal Council. Even if it did, he shared a similar opinion: being part of the LOP meant an alliance, but they didn't want them too close. Akeihl indicated no clues why, at least, yet, their motivations for thinking this way; but Sasha was determined to find out one way or another.  
 
        Once reaching the embassy, each went their separate way to their quarters. Considering the moist and dusty uniforms clinging to the threes’ sweaty skin, Jack gave them an hour to freshen up before meeting with the rest of the crew. Steamy streams flowed over Sasha’s body, ridding her of stale sand collected on her hair and extremities leached from the harsh Castille beating. She couldn't help still feeling a bit annoyed with Zim as it only started raining a few minutes after the expected completion time. Even with the constant jet of near-scalding liquid, scrubbing her face mildly irritated her skin; she couldn’t get away from annoyance of Castille’s visit either. Her sIick violet skin shone bright, before slipping on her fitting uniform. She'd often find herself wearing it even off-duty. Sleek design, comfortable, and complementing her similar sharp grey eyes, a sense of pride surrounded her when wearing it in public. The attention stemming from her uniform was mostly positive; not many situations escalated once they realized there were usually quite a few more of her friends around. Without her friends around, there wouldn't be a problem, but Jack ingrained in her to hold her hand. She wouldn't forget his lesson, especially because ‘hold her hand’ made no sense to her, when she first met him. It made more and more sense to her over the years; there was power in hiding your true abilities over casually flaunting them. She was grateful the LOP allowed her the opportunity to learn to trust and hold her hand.  
 
           Trudging up the grainy mound path, Akeihl’s tall, lanky, paste white frame was the first thing she set eyes on. In contrast to Captain Jack, who's tan and chiseled compact physique made him resemble a Castille native, she always thought. Zim standing next to them further cemented the connection; he was a few inches shorter than Commander Akeihl, yet about a half a foot taller than Captain Jack. She pondered how he would fit in, what he thought of his performance, if he was going to be a cocky member. The Vanguard didn't need ego. All of them knew that. From the day she joined the LOP, orders were orders, success of the mission supersedes and guides team actions. No matter whom you are. Approaching the encased launch pad, she could hear echoes of their voices up ahead as she reached the group. 
 
         “I honestly couldn't shake ‘em, it was unusual. I didn't intend on taking so long, but had they been true opposition, I don't know if I would have made it.” Zim's face was nearly clean, and now a fine shade of red. 
 
         “I turned up the simulation level to nine before we got started today. I remembered you saying you easily could handle level six, so, I wanted to test you. Handled yourself pretty nicely, and that second enemy ‘craft, I'd like to see the look on a pilot’s face, trying to pull off that shit you did today.” Jack didn't often bare a full smile, maybe a sly grin, but he was repeating a similar behavior from when first meeting Sasha; she wondered if any of the other crew had noticed his excessive use of those shining whites when they met him.  
 
         “No way, nine? I've never completed eight, not even close.” Zim’s face instantly shaped up and curled from a small frown to a wide-eyed smile.  
 
         “You had something to prove, and that's what the Vanguard is about. We need stellar performances, day-in and day-out. It gives me greater trust in you being the chosen pilot for this team. I did choose correctly, didn't I?” Jack exclaimed, while reaching his worn yet rigid hand outwards towards Zim.  
 
         “Yes, yes you did, sir.” Zim’s hand met Jack’s with Jack taking the lead, giving him a proper and tight LOP handshake. Before letting go of Jack’s hand, Sasha eyed Zim jerk his body towards her, twisting Jack alongside him. Letting go of Jack’s hand he readily saluted her. 
 
         “Lieutenant Green, I didn't even notice you arrive, I’m very sorry. Got caught up in the moment.” Zim stood still at attention, waiting for his commanding officer's word. 
 
          “Zim, we talked about this earlier, just call me Sasha. I don't need everyone's’ salute, it'll just waste time.” She swore she brought it up earlier. It wasn't a huge deal, as long as he didn't keep running around saluting her. Perfect way to get picked off, also. luckily, she would be working with experienced, trained specialist with even more experience than her; he shouldn't find himself out in the open, much.  
 
         “My bad, did the same thing with the Captain. You'd have me fooled we were still apart of the LOP. If I get used to it this way, I might mess up in front of command.”  
 
         “At least lose the salute around us. Captain or Jack is fine, lot less redundant. I don't think command will find themselves around you too much; I like to keep my pilots in the cockpit, ready to jet at a moment's notice.” Jack clasped his hand on Zim’s shoulder, “I’d like to think a crew who feels their commanding officers are just another cog in the machine will be much more successful. There'll be other planetary formalities we’ll have to abide by, no reason to be strict amongst ourselves.” 
 
         “Well, I'll count myself lucky you chose me for the Vanguard. Never was looking forward to piloting a slow, two-thousand plus crew around, while being constantly chewed out by a stodgy commander. I don't think I would’ve lasted too long as a LOP pilot. Excited to be here, Captain.”  
 
        “The LOP has a set way in how they want to operate. Partly, due to the fact we are responsible for many diverse planets’ well-being. Our work here is as militaristic as it’s political. If there weren't strict and stodgy admirals runnin’ around, commanding and making the rules, we'd be out of business. Hell, I’d reckon quite a few of those admirals never wanted this to happen.” Laughing, Jack started walking back towards the loading bay where the Scimitar and the rest of the crew were waiting. 
 
         “Commander or Commander Akeihl is fine for me.” Akeihl interjected, following Jack’s lead. She expected him to speak up earlier. It was an unusually short order from him.  
 
        “Oh yeah, of course, I got that. You’re still, different.” She watched as Zim’s face yet again drooped, reflecting his annoyance on his vocal missteps. 
 
        “Before you go apologizing, I know. I'm not LOP, it's understandable. Just keep track of the piloting. can't ask much else”  
 
         “Sounds good, Commander.” Relief painted Zim’s face again as they finally reached the ship. 
 
         “Pal, could you bring down the docking bay?” Said Sasha. 
 
         “Of course, standby.”  
 
    Chapter 2 
 
         Sasha’s eyes flickered, and then readjusted after entering the dimly lit main deck. She felt an instant relief after letting her eyes finally rest from the bombardment of sun-ray radiation. Most of the crew complained about the ship’s artificial lighting, though she preferred controlled ambience. Every planet besides Breoul strained her eyes to no end. Castille continually remained a crapshoot; sometimes sun ablaze, cloudy, possibly an unexpected downpour. Or all three. Living as cargo for the first fifteen years of her life acquainted her eyes to a much less rigorous test. She knew many who found living in the confines of a ship bleak; though, she always found solace in chattering patterns of ship programs and an even-constant humming of a rumbling engine bay.  
 
         “It's better than I could have imagined.” Zim beamed, rapidly scouring circular walls, while taking in his new scenery. Each wall alive, brightening, fading, and taking turns ringing out to each other. “There's never been a ship like this in the LOP, right captain?” Zim couldn't keep his eyes off each vibrant console. 
 
         “Nope. The Scimitar bodes a new design, a design actually masterminded by one of your crewmates. You met Luke earlier. he’s our chief engineer. I think he's off with PAL checking diagnostics before we head back to the LOP headquarters.” Jack said  
 
         “It's so small, for a LOP ship. It reminds me of a transporter shuttle. I can't tell if it’s a good thing or a bad thing. I don't know what we’re gonna be up against, but if it handles as well as it looks, we should be in good shape.” Zim continued scanning the shimmering, chrome-laden infused deck. 
 
         “Our Scimitar may be small, but it's armed to the teeth: firepower and defense-wise. An agile freight shuttle should deter a lot of suspicion, while packing one hell of a surprise for whoever wants to test us. Personally, I rather like the compact design. It’s tactically efficient. The technology here on the Scimitar is state-of-the-art, for any ship in the LOP. Damn good disguise for a group of elite forces.” Jack said  
 
         “A significantly smaller target than most ships, also.” Sasha chimed in, while replicating a dark, ambrose-colored brewed tea. Pale steam billowed off the brim of her glass. After setting down the piping-hot tea above one of the interfaces, Sasha glanced towards Jack. “Luke’s gonna have to take a look at the replicator again. It's probably set thirty degrees too high, again.”  
 
         “Yeah, I'm sure he'll have time when we’re back on Earth. There’s no impending mission, at least to my knowledge. So, there should be some down-time. I don't know what it is with the LOP and their food replicators, but they can't seem to keep them working properly. I would’ve thought they'd perfect their design, at least by now. I'd file a formal complaint, if it'd do any good.” Jack chuckled. 
 
         Sasha listened closely as faint footsteps echoed down one of the connecting hallways. Now glancing toward the adjacent hall, she picked up her tea and took a sip, curious who would pop up now. Two figures walking side-by-side appeared in the cockpit: Luke and Pal.  
 
         “How come I didn't hear you coming down the hall, Pal? You're usually always clanking up and down the halls”. Sasha said, scanning Pal’s matte black, metallic figure. “Oh, I see, you got some shoes. Did Luke make those for you?” The rubber covers over Pal’s feet looked as if they were melded onto him from creation. 
 
         “Yes. Luke and I found some scrap around the launch bay undercarriage when we were down there earlier helping them with one of their ship repairs.” Lifting his foot, Pal removed one of his tar-tainted shoes and gently dropped it to the floor. With a sharp clink, the shoe stood upright from its seven feet drop.  
 
         “You hear that? That's an alloy casing inside those. Took some left-over scrap ship alloy they had and we molded a caste of Pal’s foot. Wouldn't have made a sound difference without the rubber, so we shaped some old fastening rubber around it. Should last a while and make him a lot quieter around here.” Luke said.  
 
         “If only you were more of a heavy sleeper, a good solution though. I wish I could help myself; sleep seems counterproductive, yet existing, aware at every moment in the day lends a certain unnerving element to a continuous journey. No doubt partly why I read so frequently into the night. Keeps me occupied, sharper, and wakes Luke up on many occasions.” Pal said, while putting his shoe back on. 
 
         “They really neglected to tell me what I got into joining this team.” Looking up for the first time, Zim’s eyes jumped up and down Pal’s abnormally huge structure. “A new ship, a reading robot stalking around in the night, and a crew actually committed to results; I've got a lot to live up to.” Zim said.  
 
        “You do. If you find yourself obsolete, I will gladly take over in your place.” Pal’s vocal tone shifted upwards, while slowing down his speech movement. Sasha learned all too well Pal’s use of sarcasm; he was on another level than any of the crew. She loved watching others reactions to Pal; there wasn't a robot like him, or one they would want to interact with. It took time getting used to, and she had her fair share of not understanding Pal’s joking manners; now she could observe Zim’s reaction. He was in for a challenge of witty banter with the reading robot. 
 
        “That's a pretty good one. Maybe on the way back we can see if the Centurion gang could use some more scrap metal. I don't think they'd like the attitude. You're a bit too dangerous and open-minded for them.” Zim looked deeply into Pal’s faintly lit eyes then burst out laughing. “I didn't mean that, and I have a feeling you didn't mean your words either, Pal. It's just. . .” He paused, looking at each crew member around the circular deck, “it’s all, just so, fascinating. And freeing.”  
 
         “Sounds a bit like death, to me, but you’re correct. Nice one. I don't usually count on an equal insult thrown back at me. Always a welcome change of pace. Most who I converse with outside of the LOP resort to asking if the robot is sick, or my favorite: blatantly continuing to speak, as if I am a simple service bot. Even once I have eloquently portrayed myself. In no-way smearing my brethren, but it should be obvious to most my level of self-awareness.”  
 
         “I don't know about everyone else, but the Castille natives’ extra sensitive senses help me constantly. Most of my class didn't understand it, outside of me pulling aerial stunts. It extends into every sense, every aspect of my life, influencing each daily thought and interaction. I couldn't feel like I usually do with what you said, Pal, but I heard your tone shift, you slowed down your speech movement. Plus, I highly doubt anyone on this crew is out to get me decommissioned.” Zim looked towards Pal once again, “So, I’m guessing there's more to your name than just a friendly designation.”  
 
        “Indeed, there is, PAL stands for: pattern analyzing learning unit. I am the only one of my kind, to my extremely limited knowledge regarding my past. I observe and learn from those around me, and I've been waiting to see your piloting in action. If it's anything similar to your level of social awareness, I should have much to learn.  
 
         “I have a feeling I'll have a bit to learn from you too, Pal.” Zim said, then glancing over towards Jack. “When are we heading back? I'm eager to try this flyer out.” He said, finally reaching the cockpit.  
 
         “We’ll have to contact headquarters and get the loop setup. Once they get close to opening it, we can leave Castille and head back to Earth. Luke, are we ready to contact headquarters?” Jack said, turning towards Luke.  
 
         “Yep. We’re ready. Pal and I just finished diagnostics and made sure Zim’s craft got loaded up. It's a tight fit in there, but you should be able to maneuver in and out easily enough.” Luke said  
 
         “I'm used to it, my parents storage wasn't easy to exit out of either. Thanks.”  
 
         “No problem.” Luke said, pinning back his shaggy, dirty-blonde locks. His hands were almost always spotless, an unusual trait for a chief engineer, Sasha often thought. 
 
         “Well, if anyone needs me, I'll be in my quarters. Let me and Zorann know when we're about to hit the loop.” Sasha said, starting to walk down the corridor towards her room. 
 
         “Got it.” Replied Jack, as conversations resumed filling the room after her exit.  
 
    Chapter 3 
 
         Walking down the short corridor, a shade of light slivered from her and Zorann’s room. Entering her room slowly, she saw Zorann on her bed across the room. Not being able to tell if she was awake or not, Sasha crossed to her right and had started to lay on her bed. Creaking rebounded even with the care she put to lower herself lightly. Before her head could hit the firm pillow beneath her, Zorann popped up from her slumber.  
 
       Stretching her gold-tinted arms out, Zorann looked toward Sasha. “Oh, hi Sasha. Do you know what time it is?” She said,  
 
        “It's a bit past six, we should be leaving soon. Zim’s inspecting every inch of the cockpit, but they were about to contact headquarters.” 
 
        “I can't believe I slept this late. I just couldn’t bear sleeping in my room anymore, so I came here in the middle of the night. The embassy guards were a bit confused. After showing them my arms, though, they understood.”  
 
        “You didn't really have anything to do, I don't see why it would matter.” Sasha’s voice progressively lowered. “Nobody said a word, just busy chatting about the simulation. Akeihl was even quiet too, for the most part.” 
 
        “So, how did the simulation go? I hope it went well. I planned on meeting with Jack before you both started, but I must have never set an alarm last night.” 
 
        “You could say it went alright, I guess. We ended up eliminating all but one soldier who ended the simulation by reaching Akeihl.” 
 
        “I take it you only hit two of your shots.”  
 
        “Yeah, I was so close. I just didn't have full concentration; hard to, too, when you're sopping wet, left out on a sloping sediment bed. I almost shot at Zim’s group. Would've rendered the simulation a failure, but he was taking too long.” 
 
        “But you didn't shoot, correct?” Zorann arched her spine up from her bed, now lifting herself to the wall behind her. 
 
        “I had my finger on the trigger. I planned on sending as many shots as I could. I didn't care where they went or who they hit. I just didn't have any patience left. Jack stopped me, he must have been watching me, since Zim was nowhere to be seen. Made sense later, when Jack explained to us he turned the simulation difficulty up.” 
 
        “Ah, I see. Well, it seems to me, you both did an excellent job.” Zorann smiled. 
 
        “How do you figure that?” Sasha said, fully turning towards Zorann. 
 
        “Tell me this first, what do you think of Zim? From your observations so far.” 
 
        “He's pretty nice. I expected him to be cocky yet he was surprisingly polite. I wanted to do more than yell at him when I was involuntarily being drenched. After talking to him, I didn't feel as heated. Probably helped talking to Jack, explaining why the simulation took longer than expected.” She looked down, locking eyes with Zorann. “He's a hell of a pilot, there's no denying that, but so jumpy and unseasoned. I don't doubt Jack’s intuition, just seems like we would have chosen an experienced pilot.” 
 
        “You're so bright, Sasha. But, you still have a lot to learn. I agree with your observations, for the most part. I think you may be missing Jack’s point, for choosing an excitable pilot.  
 
         “How so?”  
 
        “Well, pilots should be jumpy, especially Zim. With his ultra-fine-tuned senses, he's a perfect candidate to be a pilot for the Vanguard. They itch for what comes next, often being a step ahead of their crew, and the enemy whose path intersects with him. He may seem unseasoned to you, though me and Jack can tell from the way he carries himself to the way he handled the upper-level simulation today, he’s integral to this team. I don't believe many people have completed a simulation that high, either.” 
 
          “We didn't necessarily complete the simulation. Zim did do everything he possibly could, and he didn't seem irked about the extra time. He might have thought different if he had been in my position.” 
 
         “Which brings me to another idea you didn't seem to pick up on.” 
 
          “You just love teaching me these lessons, don't you?” Flashing a kidding smile, Sasha sat upwards. “I'm only kidding, too.” 
 
         “If me or jack don't, who will?” Zorann sent a grin right back. “I don't think you realized, the simulation wasn't just a test for Zim. It was also a test for you. One you seemed to succeeded at.”  
 
         “Damn, should have known Jack was up to something. He always is, just like you.” Sasha laughed, “I don't suppose he would have passed me if I had shot at the large squadron.” 
 
        “Maybe not, but you didn't. And that’s all that matters.” 
 
        “I would have, though, if he wouldn't have stopped me. Don't suppose almost not following orders is much of a positive sign for his new third-in-command.” 
 
        “If you would have denied his orders and still shot, then yes, it probably wouldn't have been a good sign. You heeded his orders, though, pretty much like Jack predicted.”  
 
        “He predicted I’d try and shoot them?” 
 
        “Not exactly, he figured you'd try and take matters into your own hands once the simulation went on longer than expected. An important quality in a LOP officer is to take things into their own hands, sometimes. Orders supersede personal opinions or feelings, and you showed that today. I'm proud of you, Sasha.” 
 
        “Thanks, I wish I could tell you I hit all my shots, and we completed the simulation. I can settle for this.”  
 
        “We’ll always be proud of you, especially Jack. I'm sure he’s pleased with both of your performances today. He prides himself in having a crew he can count on, and a crew who trusts their captain. Extremely important to him.”  
 
        “Makes sense. I'm glad this was just a simulation, could have turned out much worse. Commander Akeihl didn't seem to mind much, surprisingly.” She paused, once again staring at Zorann’s concave marigold-shaded eyes, “is there a reason he's so worried about us trusting him? We wouldn't have any reason to betray him, or not listen to him. Did one of his previous crews commit mutiny? Not listen to him and end up vaporized in the sewers of Breoul? I have no problem with it, I'm just curious. I couldn’t think of anything we'd done to convince him we didn't have full trust from him.”  
 
         “He must have never told you the story, then. Because it explains so much more, than you would understand from observing Jack. He's cool, calm, collected, on the outside. He didn't use to be so assuring.”  
 
          “Jack didn't tell me any stories like that. Any story he's told me ended in triumph; sometimes I think he worried about scaring me away from the LOP, but there wouldn't be anything he could say now, or back when he recruited me that would have scared me.” Starting to tap her feet on the metallic deck, “please do tell me, if you don't think he'd mind me knowing.”  
 
         “I probably shouldn't have said anything, since he hasn't told you himself. I know Jack, though, he's most likely contemplated telling you. We haven't talked much about it in the first place, I can see the pain emanating from his eyes anytime he's reminded of them.”  
 
        “So, are you gonna tell me?”  
 
         “Yes, just don't bring it up to him right away, at least. He may not seem too stressed now, but he is every time he has to make first impression.” Heaving a huge Sigh, Zorann continued, “it wasn't a crew who betrayed his orders, his wife did. His distress call to her was too vague, she didn't think the intel Jack sent to her added up, so she kept her and their child on the space station they were stationed on.” 
 
         “Why? Why would she not have listened to him? I can't see Jack marrying someone who didn't trust his intuition. There must have been more to it. . .”  
 
         Before Zorann could speak, Luke appeared in their doorway. 
 
         “Hey, hope I wasn't interrupting anything. Jack wanted me to tell you guys we’re about to head out.”  
 
         “No problem, Luke. I was just about to head to the cockpit.” Zorann said. 
 
         “Is Zim done ogling the interfaces?”  Sasha said, starting to sit up. 
 
         “Just a few minutes ago. Jack had to tear him away from PAL and me; he's simply enthralled with the Scimitar.”  
 
         “I figured. Hope he's as ‘enthralled’ with flying the ship, than he is with the tech and specs of the ship. He proved himself today, although a simulation is much different than unexpected encounters with a new ship.”  
 
         “I trust him. He's extremely intuitive and seems to know his stuff. Even PAL was impressed with the aerial stunts he pulled today and his presence upon a new crew. Not very common for an officer right out of the academy.” Luke said. 
 
         “Maybe, I just need more proof than some slick simulation piloting and talking. I trust him, but we haven't encountered anything remotely dangerous, yet. I am glad he’s here, though.”  
 
         “Me too. I'm going to head back down to weapons with PAL. The sensors were acting up earlier. Shouldn't be anything to worry about, just don't want the weapon system malfunctioning for no reason.” 
 
         “Sounds good, we’ll be heading to the cockpit soon. See you later”. Sasha said  
 
          Luke nodded toward both and headed back down the hall.  
 
         “You seem to be pretty open with him, Sasha.” Zorann’s mouth curled upwards. 
 
         “Luke has always been easy to talk to. Much like the rest of the crew. I know I can trust them.”  
 
         “That's good. We better get up to the cockpit, before Jack thinks I'm still at the embassy.”  
 
         “Yeah, I guess we can pick up our conversation late. . .” Zorann cut through her speech before she could finish.  
 
         “He hasn't talked about it in a while, I've probably said more than I should have. Considering, he’s never told you about it.  
 
         “I just figured he'd to me in his own time, hasn't stopped my curiosity.” 
 
         “Give him some time, he may bring it up himself. I'm sure if you ask him, he won't be offended. Just let him adjust to this new phase.” 
 
         “Do you mind if I ask you one more thing before we down?”  
 
        “Yes, no problem. What would you like to ask?” 
 
        “I was wondering when we were gonna start training on that ability you talked about a few days ago.” 
 
        “Oh Sasha, that’s not something you should be worrying about for a while.”  
 
        “But it sounds like it could be really helpful. I know we have you, but two would be better than one, right?”  
 
        “It would be, though I think you should focus on the beams before entering the minds of your enemies. It’s a very draining ability, one that keeps your body and mind at risk. I figured you wouldn’t be worried about that so soon. You like to be on the frontlines, don’t you?” 
 
        “I know, I know, master the basics before trying to learn a top-tier ability. Sometimes, Zorann, you’re so predictable.”  
 
        “You’ll be glad you did. Plus, it can be extremely stressful foraging around in minds. Some minds are stronger than others, yet even the weakest will can cause unforeseen issues. Patience is monumental when channeling through others.” 
 
        “To be able to sway enemies to die, betray, or even kill their own, I’m surprised your people even practiced that ability, nonetheless mastered it.” 
 
        “They’ve mastered the ability, but they seldom use it. It’s seen as a last line of defense. I wish they could fully understand the good we’re doing here. They would rather shun me for helping out the majority than try to understand why I’m on this team.” 
 
        Sasha looked toward her. “Hey, at least you have us. Maybe one day they’ll understand, and hopefully be impressed with how well you’ve trained me.” 
 
        “Now wouldn’t that be amazing. Well, enough of the pity talk. I’m sure they’re waiting for us down there.”    
 
        Zorann started for the hall, as Sasha followed her move. 
 
         “You're always thinking of everyone else, Zorann. Thanks, I appreciate it, and I'm sure everyone in the crew does.”  
 
         “It's always a pleasure, glad Jack suggested me for his crew. Now let's get up there, they'll be waiting for us.”  
 
    Chapter 4 
 
         Now stepping off the lift, Akeihl and Jack could be seen huddled around Zim, who were crowding the available space in the already narrow cockpit. After nearing the group, Sasha overheard Jack giving Zim info on using some of the advanced systems the Scimitar featured.  
 
         “I'm sure they briefed you on the shadow drive, this is the control to set it on or off. We've tested it out a few times, works well, just haven't had any opposition to test it out on.” Jack said, pointing to a black button on the side of Zim’s chair. 
 
         “I'm eager to test it out, would have been interesting to have in the simulation today.” Zim said.  
 
         “Maybe PAL and Luke could set up one for your cruiser. We'd have to see how this one works, first. LOP was happy when they designed this prototype, but they want to make sure it's a viable option, not a hazard. At least before they implement the design in more ships.” 
 
         “Is there any danger with the drive? I didn't know it was a prototype.”  
 
         “Well, any prototype will come with that caution, but Luke and PAL see no worry, besides it giving out for no foreseeable reason. It's pretty small and contained, while also being separated from the main engines. Should be no problem.” Jack reassured Zim. 
 
         “A very good idea. If you're not worried, I won't be. Sounds like we're all in good hands.” Zim smiled, then turned to Zorann and Sasha. 
 
         “The loop is almost ready, we were just waiting for you both, ready to head out?”  
 
         “We’re ready, at least I am.” Zorann said. 
 
         “Then you can take us out, Zim. I believe you know the way.” Jack said.  
 
         “Of course, Captain. Hope you don't mind me flying us there, I'll let the autopilot hit the loop.”  
 
         “No problem here.” Jack said. 
 
         Zim reached for the handles, and gently lifted the Scimitar off the platform. Accelerating and ascending gradually towards the sky, the ship left a thick spray of dust clouds in their wake. Sasha watched Zim pulling back and forth, while adjusting and getting used to the manual handling. She had seen PAL messing with the manual controls some late nights, but most of the time everyone used the autopilot function. Decelerating a bit before the loop, now in sight, Jack looked towards Zim. 
 
         “Would you like to do the honors? They should be ready for us.” Jack said, the loop fully open. 
 
          “I'd be happy to.” Zim pressed on a communication pad to his left. A console popped out to call the LOP headquarters. Then Contacting the headquarters, the console emitted a low hum, until changing the screen to an image of the LOP insignia. After a few seconds, the low hum was replaced with a woman's voice. 
 
         “Yes, LOP Scimitar, you are permitted to head through. Destination is Earth, correct?”  
 
         “Yep, we’ll wait for the loop to be fully prepared.  
 
          “Should only be a minute, standby. I'll keep on the line.”  
 
         “Thank you.” Zim said. 
 
         Filling with a tannish finish through the loop’s inner center, the loop would be ready for transport any moment. 
 
         “Okay, Scimitar, you can head through.” 
 
         “On our way.” Zim said, punching in the autopilot code for Castille’s loop. Moving toward the loop, Zim rested back into his seat. “Should be smooth flying from her. . .” 
 
          Before reaching the loop, suddenly the tannish center started to dissipate. 
 
          “That can't be good, hope we don't get stuck here. I was hoping to get back, and these loops can take forever to fix.” Zim said, leaning forward and turning off the autopilot. 
 
          “I don't think there was a malfunction, it looked exactly like a ship coming through the loop.” Jack said. 
 
          “So, you think a ship came through the loop? If they did, they must've been camouflaged, because we were right in front of it.” Zim said.  
 
          “Would be my best guess, well, we won't be leaving at least till we sweep the area. I'm assuming headquarters has no updates, but we've got scanners they don't. Activate the shadow drive and turn on the cloaking scanners, after the regular scanners. Fly the perimeter, hasn't been too long since they may have come through.” Jack said.  
 
           “I hoped it’d get interesting, this is, weird, though. I've never heard of anyone hacking the loops.” Zim said. Starting to patrol the vicinity, the radar started picking up other ships around Castille’s system.  
 
          “Now seeing the ships around us, turn on the cloaking scanners. Maybe we can find this rogue ship.” Jack said, intently observing the Scimitar’s position in contrast to the many freight vessels and traveling traffic. Once Zim activated the cloaking scanner, a red dot appeared, while moving low and slowly across outskirts of the Castille sector. “Set an interception course, don't get too close.” Jack said. 
 
          “Got it.” Zim said. 
 
          Before losing their hidden view, Zim dashed toward a meeting spot  a bit past where the ship would be. Once arriving, Jack looked over to Sasha. 
 
          “You might want to jump on weapons, I don't think we’ll need them, just in case.”  
 
          “No problem, I'm on it.” Sasha moved to her left and sat at the weapons system array. 
 
          “Send a distress signal when they're about a half a minute out, I want to see how they respond.” Jack said.  
 
          After reaching the predetermined location, Zim sent out a distress call to the cloaked ship. Abruptly, the red dot stopped in its tracks.  
 
           “Looks like they heard it.” Zim said. 
 
           “Now we wait.” Akeihl chimed in. 
 
           Five seconds passed with no response, then, the dot started thrusting towards the ship. 
 
           “Looks like they want to play. Sasha, you should have a target on their cloaking device. Now that we're in range, Lock on and disable it.” Jack said. 
 
           “My pleasure.” Sasha brought up the ship diagnostics and set the phasers to hopefully penetrate the ship's hull and disable the cloaking device. Orange beams jutted into open space, then stopping, only to reveal the location of the hidden ship. The anomaly was about a third of the size of the Scimitar; it reminded her of the old ships she used to see in the dark zone. But this ship seemed newer. No ship she could recollect from the dark zone was that defined, nonetheless using a cloaking device.  
 
           “Looks pretty harmless, to me. So, what should we do?” Zim said, studying the available schematics of the enemy ship.  
 
           “We’ll call headquarters, have them bring a ship to tow them to custody. Whatever they did, doesn't seem to be of accident. It's serious trouble to tamper with the LOP, especially the loop system.” Jack said. 
 
           Before Zim could contact headquarters, a beam emanated from the enemy ship, now embracing previously unsullied hull. The hit shook everyone around, and Sasha had nearly fallen from her station. When looking towards Akeihl, she reached over to help him get himself up. Akeihl ran toward the diagnostics console, while keeping himself upright.  
 
          “Looks like they took out our main engines, won't be going anywhere without those. Pretty good match for being so small and I thought we were over-prepared.” Akeihl said. 
 
          “The shadow drive is an energy source connected to the ship's main circuits, right?” Zim said, while getting up from his seat. 
 
           “Yes, but it's a cloaking device, not a propulsion device.” Sasha said, looking puzzled at Zim.  
 
          “That's the thing, we've lost the source of energy routed to it, not the ability to push another energy source through it. I can try manually adjusting the settings on the diagnostics console, if you'd like me to.” Zim said. 
 
           “Might be our best option at this point. The shadow drive won't do us much good now. Sasha, are all the ships weapons functioning properly now?” Jack said. 
 
           “Says so on the screen, looks like PAL and Luke got the kink fixed.” 
 
           “Good thing, await my order. I don't want to fire, but we need to keep an offensive.” Turning to Zim, Jack sternly spoke. “How close are you to getting the switch done?”  
 
           “Give me thirty more seconds, and we’ll be out of here.” Zim’s fingers frantically danced upon the diagnostics screen, his fingers moving as If the console was already second-nature.  
 
           “I don't think we have thirty seconds.” Akeihl pointed toward the viewscreen, as the enemy ship started charging up a black beam underneath the underbelly of the armored ship.  
 
          “Sasha, you're gonna have to fire when they fire, try and give Zim some more time.” Jack said, sitting down in his Captain’s chair behind Zim’s.  
 
         “I can do that, but I don't know what the impact will hold. Those pulse beams they shot earlier was pretty powerful and instant.” Sasha said.  
 
         “Better than straight impact. Watch front, I think they're about to shoot.” Jack and the crew watched as the stained black sphere, now half the size of the enemy ship, started hurtling towards the Scimitar. 
 
         “Fire.” Jack addressed Sasha, locking eyes on the incoming sphere of energy. Sasha sent three of the five charges toward the sphere. Meeting in the middle and joining with the sphere, now encasing both ships energy, the sphere launched towards its destination . . . 
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