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Prologue








     A Cardassian assault cruiser broke up under the raw power of the Roddenberry's fusion cannons as what as left of the Cardassian raiding force turned heels and ran.  "Enemy ship destroyed.  The remaining fighter wing is returning to warp," Worf reported.


     "Ignore them.  How long until the Dominion forces hit the main Federation defense line?"  Dale shifted in the command chair.


     "Six hours."


     "And how long until we arrive?"


     "Six hours, twenty minutes."


     "Good, good."  Dale ran the possiblities through his mind.  Originally, he had invisioned arriving just in time to create a hard wall upon which the Dominion could pound until they were too weak to fight off a counter-attack.  Now, however, a flanking manuever to trap them seemed to be the best course.  "Bring us back on course, Lieutenant Paris.  Maximum warp."








     Carrey woke up, and jumped up with a start.  "What the....?  How did I get here?"


     "You were so drunk I had to carry you," Kira answered from her bathroom.  She walked out, wearing red uniform trousers and a white, sleeveless undershirt.  Her uniform top was in her hand, and she began to slip it on.


     "Why?"


     "If you must know......"  Kira groaned as she saw Carrey try to stand up.  "And now you've got a hangover."


     "I'll be okay.  I've been through this often enough," Carrey muttered as he tried to balance himself.


     "So you're a drunk?"


     Carrey, having detected the criticism in her voice, roughly replied, "No, I'm not.  I have a few drinks once and a while.  Obviously, I had a little too many...."


     His communicator, which was on one of the nightstands, beeped.  Carrey picked it up, and pressed it.  "Carrey here."


     "Commander," Sisko said through the comm link, "I need you in my office."


     "On my way, Captain.  Carrey out."  Carrey buttoned up his collar.  "Um, Major, thanks for giving me a place to sleep."


     "You're welcome, Commander."








     Carrey entered the office of Captain Sisko, and watched as Sisko and Admiral Ross finished reading Sisko's monitor.  Sisko, taking one last look at Carrey's service record, turned the monitor off.  "Good, Commander, I'm glad you could make it on such short notice."


     "Commander Carrey," Ross extended his hand, "an honor to meet you."


     "Thank you, Admiral."  Carrey turned to Sisko.  "You wished to see me, Captain?"


     Sisko handed Carrey a padd.  "This just came in for you."


     Carrey read it.  "To Commander Zachary T. Carrey, Commanding Officer of D.S.S. Koenig, from the office of Chief Admiral Matthew Daresy, Commander-in-Chief of the Stellar Fleet.  You and your ship are ordered to report to the command of Starfleet Admiral Dennis Ross, Commander-in-Chief Allied Bajoran Front.  You are hereby awarded the position of Alliance representative to his senior staff."


     Carrey's eyes widened when he finished.


     "In accordance with your new position, and in recognition of your extraordinary service to date in combat and non-combat situations, you are hereby promoted to the rank of Captain.  Signed, Matthew S. Daresy, Commander-in-Chief of the Stellar Fleet." Carrey read aloud, stunned.


     "Congratulations, Captain Carrey," Sisko said with a wide grin on his face.  "I take it that you weren't anticipating this promotion."


     "Not for a while, at least.  It's quite a surprise....."


     "Not really," Ross answered.  "You're a good officer, and prime command material."


     "But why pick me to be on your staff?  Why not Commodore Hudson?  Or another officer?"


     "Because you're the only one with suitable combat experience," Sisko answered.  "In the last year and a half, you have been involved in over eight combat situations, including two major battles and a fighter-to-fighter engagement.  That is far more than any Alliance commander in this sector."


     Ross added, "Now, today we're holding a meeting in the war room at 1300.  I hope that you will be able to attend....."








     "Now, if ye want to know about how I was able t' restart the warp core...."


     Jake Sisko eagerly jotted down notes.  "Please finish, Commander Scott."


     Scotty took a small sip of the cask of Scotch he held in his hand, and went to continue when Sherlily walked up behind and said, "Commander, they need you back on the Koenig.  The starboard power coupling is out of alignment again.  All of the other engineers are currently in a briefing with Chief O'Brien and the main engineering staff on the station, so...."


     "Ach, those poor new kids in engineering still don't know how t' re-align a power converter properly.  It's nae very difficult.  Talk to ye later, lad," Scotty finished saying as he got off of the stool and headed out of Quark's Place.


     Jake, a little dejected, asked, "Who are you?"


     "Ensign April Sherlily, weapons officer on the Koenig."  Sherlily then gasped.  "You're Jake Sisko!!!  The son of Captain Sisko!!  The reporter who stayed on DS9 during the Dominion's occupation!"


     "Well, yes, I am...."  Jake was stunned by her sudden burst of excitement.


     "I read all of your reports!  They were so full of emotion, and....."


     Jake had to shake his head a bit to get the shock through.  "You mean, I'm famous in the Alliance?"


     "Yes, you are!!!  The Stellar Fleet Chronicles named you the best war correspondent the Federation had!"


     "But most of my reports were editted by the Dominion administration....."


     "And we all knew that!  You still managed to get out the truth about the occupation even with the strict censorship!  It was incredible!"   She took his arm.  "I loved the article about your role in the station resistance!  Tell me what it was like, living on the station under Dominion rule."


     "Are you sure you want to waste your time off with me?"


     "Of course!  Consider it a date."


     Jake swallowed, and tried to recover from the almost unbelievable turn of events.  He had gone from losing the interview of a lifetime with the legendary Montgomery Scott to having a date with a young, beautiful woman who thought of him as a top-notch reporter.  This is just too weird.  I wonder what Dad will say........








     Carrey fingered the fourth gold star on his left collar as he entered the war room.  General Martok, Ross, and Sisko were waiting for him.  "Captain, you're just in time."


     Carrey walked toward them, and was greeted with handshakes.  Martok pounded him in the back.  "You are a fine warrior, boy!  I am honored to have you a member of this staff.  Together, we will win many glorious victories!"


     "An honor to be here, General."  Carrey was still a little dazed from the previous night's alcohol.


     "Now that Captain Carrey is here, we'll get down to business."  Ross activated the screen, and a map of the Badlands appeared.  A small Dominion icon appeared in a corner of the Badlands.  "The Dominion is using this outpost as an early warning system for their nearby strongholds, and is also emitting a form of dampening field to nullify the interphasic beacon system in the area which helps our EM-5 allies navigate the area in hyperspace."


     Martok pressed another button on the display, and a purple structure in space appeared.  It was long, with a group of four tendrils along each side of the pole-like middle structure.  Two large weapon implacements pointed outwards.  "This base is equipped with two heavy polaron pulse cannons.  Due to the plasma storms in the vicinity, it will be almost impossible for a large warship to succeed in a direct assault."


     "That means we'll have to use fighters and attack craft."  Sisko looked over the outpost.  "There appears to be a few secondary weapon arrays, but nothing substantial that could stop a squadron of Birds-of-Prey."


     "Unfortunately, all of my ships are away on a large-scale raid in the Karzada system," Martok grumbled.


     "What about an Alliance fighter squadron?"


     Carrey shook his head.  "Sorry, Captain, but they probably wouldn't be able to do much against the outpost itself.  And even then, the only Alliance fighter carrier around here is the Casablanca, a Hermes-class light carrier.  It only carries a wing, and that would leave the carrier without fighter support.  We can't risk it."


     "Are there any other ships that can do the job?"


     "Admiral, the Koenig's ready to go when you give the word," Carrey answered briskly.


     "The Defiant will be there too," Sisko added.


     Ross seemed to hesitate.  "We don't know whether there will be any support craft for the outpost.  I'm not sure it's worth the risk.  The Casablanca can always....."


     "Admiral, with all due respect, my ship and crew are capable of destroying that outpost.  And if the Defiant goes with us, then we're even better off."


     "Sir, this is the best time we'll have.  If we wait any longer, the possibility exists that the Dominion will reinforce the outpost, maybe even upgrade it," Sisko moved beside Ross.


     "I agree," Martok growled.


     Ross thought for a moment.  "Very well.  The Koenig and Defiant will leave at your discretion, Captain Sisko."


     "Thank you, sir.  We will depart in three hours."








     "Well, then Major Kira and Rom....."


     Jake was interrupted by Sherlily's communicator.  "Sherlily here."


     "Ensign, report back to the Koenig immediately.  We're heading out."


     "Yes sir.  I'm on my way.  Sherlily out."  She stood up.  "It was great to meet you, Jake.  Maybe when I get back, we can really go out.  I'm so interested in getting to know you."


     "Well, I guess......"  Jake's jaw was still open when she walked out of Quark's.








     Carrey eased himself into the command chair.  Derbely, Sherlily, Apley, and a few others who had bridge watches were at their stations.  "We're ready to go.  All civilian traffic is now out of the way."


     "Disengage docking clamps, and back away, .22 impulse."


     "Yes, Captain," Apley answered.  Carrey felt a surge of pride at the title "Captain".


     The Koenig backed away from Deep Space Nine, and turned toward the stars.  As they moved away, the Defiant came up beside them, the two identical ships moving at a brisk .78 impulse.  "Course, sir?"


     "Set course for the Badlands, Warp 8.6."


     Apley responded by entered in the proper course.  "Course set."


     "Engage."


     At nearly the same moment, the Koenig and Defiant went to warp.








     On Cardassia, Legate Damar watched as a compatriot, Gul Kevar, finished scanning their room for Dominion listening devices.  "The room is clean.  We have nothing to fear."


     Damar nodded, and said, "Good.  Now, are the orders ready to be transmitted?"


     "Yes, they are.  Still," Kevar seemed worried, "Legate, is it wise to fight the Dominion?  Can we even hope to win?"


     "If you had asked me a week ago, I would have said no.  However, with the Alliance in the war now, the tide will begin to turn.  The time has come for Cardassians everywhere to finally rid themselves of the Dominion."


     "Legate, if I may speak freely...."


     Damar sat down, and nodded, while taking a sip of kanar.  "Yes, Kevar?"


     "Sir, you yourself supported Dukat's decision to join with the Dominion.  And now you're going to fight them.  What happened?"


     "Dukat made a critical mistake.  Even he never intended to maintain this alliance, just use it to weaken the Federation and their allies.  However, he never anticipated that the Dominion would be able to maintain such a stranglehold on our territory.  The Founder has purposely used Cardassian ships and Cardassian troops to do most of the heavy fighting.  The Dominion is weakening our forces so that we will be just as subservient as the others, and I won't tolerate it anymore.  Never again....."  Damar considered the glass of kanar, then threw it into a waste basket.








     "Sir, coming up on the battle.  Visual range in five seconds."


     Dale felt a surge of anticipation rush through him as the Roddenberry and the accompanying fleet continued toward the Dominion and Federation ships.  "On screen."


     The screen changed to show the battle's progression.  The ships were still too small to be identified, but the familiar streaks of phaser and polaron beam fire were visible.  "All ships, Code Red.  Roddenberry to Abraham Lincoln, take your forces and come at their rear.  All other ships, enter attack formation."


     Dale's fleet split into two parts, with one heading toward the main battle, and two hundred other ships moving behind the Dominion to cut off their retreat.  "Ten seconds to firing range."


     "Ready all weapons, and load torpedo bays.  Bring MPTS online.  All carrier forces, drop out of warp at a reasonable safe distance, and launch fighters.  Jarod, launch the Maya and our wing of attack runabouts."


     Dale's fleet dropped out of warp just outside firing range of the Dominion forces, and launched their fighters.  The Maya and three Hudson-class attack runabouts formed a triangle formation as they lunged toward the battle, locking on to a squadron of Jem'Hadar fighters.  The Roddenberry itself, with the firepower of over five Galaxy-class starships present in it's weapon systems, raked a Jem'Hadar battlecruiser with it's fusion cannons.  Torpedoes raced out and finished it off.


     "Three squadrons of Jem'Hadar fighters are moving toward us.  Quantum interceptors are locked on."


     "Fire at will."


     On several locations on the hull, small launchers made for firing quantum microtorpedoes moved themselves into position on turrets.  They aimed toward the fifteen incoming Jem'Hadar fighters, and lit up space with a furious barrage of fire.  Firing at a rate of seven interceptors per second, they slammed into the Jem'Hadar ships, ripping them apart.  The three surviving ships broke off, but where caught by the Roddenberry's MPTS, which finished them off.


     Jarod raised his fist in triumph.  "It worked!"


     "I owe you a drink, Commander Jarod," Dale answered.  "Those new quantum interceptors were just as effective as promised."


     "Finally, Jarod did something right," Paris snickered as Jarod shot him a glance.


     "Eyes front, gentlemen.  We still have a battle to win."  The bridge shook as a Cardassian cruiser slammed a few plasma torpedoes into the Roddenberry's sheilds.  It was then destroyed by an Akira-class Federation cruiser.


     "Sir, the Dominion forces are starting to withdraw from the Federation line.  They're falling back."


     "Oh no you don't....."  Dale watched the Dominion fleet try to get away on his tactical display.  "Order Battle wings 3 and 4 and Attack wings 2, 4, and 7 to drive through the center of their formation.  All other ships, let's form a cul-de-sac."


     "All ships are responding, sir."


     Another squadron of Jem'Hadar fighters fell prey to a wing of Alliance StarVipers, who used their photon missiles and pulse phaser cannons to wipe out the fighters.  Worf used the MPTS to destroy a Cardassian Galor-class battleship and a Jem'Hadar heavy cruiser, then used the fusion cannons to finish off another weakened Jem'Hadar ship.  A squadron of Jem'Hadar and Cardassian attack ships tried another strafing run on the Roddenberry, and got blasted by the quantum interceptors.


     "Cruiser wing 3 is caught in an enemy circle!"


     "Send in Destroyer wing 6 and Battle wing 2 to break up the enemy circle.  Order all fighters to engage Jem'Hadar and Cardassian attack craft.  All ships will concentrate on the Dominion capital ships!"


     A Galaxy-class starship was enveloped in flames after receiving a critical hit, and a nearby Steamrunner-class ship exploded with it.  The familiar green lance of energy that was associated with fusion cannons sliced two heavily damaged Jem'Hadar cruisers into several parts as a group of Minbari Warcruisers joined the fray.  Nearby, a Narn G'Quan-class heavy cruiser pummeled a Cardassian Kelven-class cruiser with it's main weapons.  Worf finished the ship off with a spread of torpedoes.  As Jem'Hadar and Cardassian attack ships continued to attempt attack runs on the Roddenberry, the quantum interceptors took them out.


     "Sir, the Abraham Lincoln's forces are having trouble keeping the Dominion reined in.  Some of their ships are beginning to escape from our lines."


     "Keep at them.  This is our chance to take the fight to them!"








     The swirling plasma storms of the Badlands raged on the Koenig's viewscreen as she and her sister ship moved silently through them.  Carrey and the entire crew were filled with anxiety at the coming battle.  "ETA to target?"


     "Five minutes.  We're clearing the plasma storms."


     Normal space greeted them as they entered an "oasis" in the Badlands, which was one of the few spots without the deadly plasma typhoons.  "I'm sure they've seen us.  Go to Code Red."  Klaxons sounded.  "Shields up, and ready all weapons."


     "Picking up eight Jem'Hadar fighters on attack course.  They are locking weapons."


     "Lock weapons, and fire when in range."


     Fifty seconds later, the Koenig let loose a furious barrage of phaser fire, smashing up one Jem'Hadar ship, and damaging another.  The Defiant finished it off, and torpedoes took out another.  "Forget these things.  Those polaron cannons have an extremely long range.  Begin an unpredictable attack course for outpost, and ready torpedoes."


     Apley did so, and the Koenig broke away from the fight, and headed straight for the Dominion outpost.  As Carrey predicted, a moment later a large streak of purple energy went past them.  "They're firing their cannons.  More fighters inbound for our position.  Two fighters are tailing us."


     The outpost came into range.  "Torpedoes locked!  We are in firing range!"


     "Great, Sherlily.  Fire!"


     Four torpedoes raced out, and exploded on the Dominion outpost's shields.  Unlike what he had been expecting, there was no visible damage to the hull of the outpost.


     "What the hell?"


     "Sir, those shields are the most powerful things I have ever seen.  They're holding at eighty percent!"


     Carrey tried to think, but then they were rocked from a hit by a Jem'Hadar fighter.  "Break off attack run.  Evasive pattern Omega!"








     On Cardassia, Weyoun and the Founder were sulking over the sudden appearance of the Alliance fleet in their drive to annihilate Earth.  "Our fleet has been cut off from their goal, and is now hopelessly outnumbered.  Order them to withdraw back to our bases at Betazed and Alpha Centauri."


     "Yes, Founder."  Weyoun sent the proper order through.  Then he noticed something.  "Founder, Outpost 32-R is under attack from two Alliance attack ships."


     "Is their new shield system working?"


     "Yes.  The recovered shield is working just as well as the power generation systems from the ship we recovered on the frontiers."


     "This is good news.  If we are ever able to develop the weapons we found on that ship, then this war will once again be in our favor."








     Carrey was still thinking of the disasterous turn of events as the Defiant raced by the outpost, hammering it's shields with phaser fire.  "Sir, the Defiant's weapons are causing slight disturbances in their shields."


     "What?"


     "It appears that the pure power of the phasers is causing their shield integrity to fluctuate somewhat.  If we could cause a high-energy burst, we could break their entire shield."


     "Can't they just put it back up?"


     Derbely shook her head.  "Not necessarily.  The current modulation of the shields show that energy is not being properly distrubuted into the field.  Once we knock them down, and inflict damage to their power system, they won't be able to bring the shields back up.  Sir, this isn't Dominion tech.  They stole this tech from someone else."


     "Well....."  Carrey thought of something.  "How many solar torpedoes on board have secondary solar plasma warheads included?"


     "Ten," Apley answered.


     "Ready them for firing.  And time our phasers to hit their shields just as the torpedoes prepare to make impact."  The bridge shook as they were hit by a Jem'Hadar fighter.


     "Yes Captain."


     The Koenig came about, and aimed at the outpost.  "Phasers and torpedoes have been locked."


     "Fire!"


     The torpedoes soared through space at their target.  About one second later, Sherlily fired the forward phasers, which struck the shield about .5 seconds before the actual torpedoes.  Then the torpedoes themselves smashed into the shield.  The normal matter-antimatter explosions did only normal damage to the shields.


     Then, the secondary solar plasma warheads exploded, with enough combined plasma energy to mimic an incredibly small star for a few moments.  The plasma energy caused a major disruption to the shields, and a feedback loop destroyed the shield generators.  The outpost's shields collapsed.


     The Koenig and Defiant took advantage, and started pounding the outpost with phaser and torpedo fire.  "Damage to their outer hull."  Another hit rocked them.  "Shields down to fourty percent.  Damage to aft torpedo launcher.  Sir, we have to get out of here.  Now."


     "We've got to destroy the outpost first.  We have......."  Carrey thought of something.  "Take us to about two hundred kilometers away from the outpost."


     Apley turned the ship, and they moved away from the outpost.  Three Jem'Hadar fighters followed them, firing away.  "We've reached the two hundred kilometer mark, sir."


     "Bring us back around, right at their power core."


     "Yes sir."


     Carrey grinned.  Apley knew exactly what he was doing.


     On the screen, the outpost appeared again, and they flew toward it.  "Sir, those Jem'Hadar fighters are still on us."


     "Activate tractor beam, and grab one of those bastards.  Time for them to learn a little lesson in physics."


     A blueish tractor beam grabbed ahold of one of the Jem'Hadar fighters, which kept firing.  They continued on course for the outpost's power core.  "One hundred kilometers...... fifty kilometers......"


     "At five hundred meters, release tractor beam, and activate the dorsal thrusters, full power."


     "Five hundred meters?!  That's cutting it awfully close," Sherlily said from the weapons station, amazed.


     "I know."


     "Twenty kilometers......  five kilometers.......  five hundred meters!"


     "Now!"


     The tractor beam released, and the Koenig's thrusters on the top of the ship activated, forcing the ship to dip down, barely missing a collision with the outpost.


     The Jem'Hadar fighter wasn't as lucky.


     As due to the laws of physics, the Jem'Hadar ship continued to fly at the outpost, their own inertia keeping them moving even after their pilot cut the engines.  Before they could also fire thrusters to avoid the outpost, they crashed into the housing area for the power core.  One of the fighters behind them did the same, the Vorta commander of the ship unable to shout the order to break off fast enough.


     "Sir!  The power core is destabilizing!"


     "Get us the hell out of here, full impulse!!"


     The Koenig and Defiant flew away from the outpost, which exploded in a spectacular flower of energy a few moments later.








     Dale watched his tactical display as the Dominion continued to attempt a breakout.  Near them, a Jem'Hadar battlecruiser broke up under the firepower of a Minbari Warcruiser and two Galaxy-class starships.  The Roddenberry's quantum interceptors continued to rip up any attack craft unfortunate enough to venture into their firing range.


     "The Dominion fleet is down to three hundred ships, sir.  We're slaughtering them."


     "Let this be a lesson in tactics for you, Commander Jarod.  The advantage of surprise, superior numbers, and in our personal case, superior firepower is a tactical blessing, except for the enemy."


     "Sir, our quantum interceptor ammunition is down to fourty percent," Worf reported from the tactical station.  "Recommend we switch the firing systems to manual control."


     "Do so, Commander."


     Worf turned to one of the reserve officers on watch, and ordered him to take the secondary tactical station.  "Only fire when the MPTS is not able to fire at the enemy."


     "Yes, Commander."


     The MPTS ripped up a Cardassian cruiser, and nearby, solar and quantum torpedoes smashed up a Jem'Hadar battlecruiser.  "Sir, the Dominion has punched a hole in our circle.  They're starting to escape."


     "Let them try.  All ships, destroy any Jem'Hadar ships that come across your path."


     A few moments later, the surviving twenty of a fleet of nine hundred broke into free space, and fled toward Betazed.








     In his quarters, Legate Damar surveyed the news.  It did not suprise him that the Dominion had tried to use Cardassian ships to cover their retreat; it was an old tactic of theirs.  Damar viewed the nearly full bottle of kanar in the wastebasket, and frowned.  For the past six months, he had remained in a drunken stupor, only caring about his kanar and the several mistresses he had been involved with, while Weyoun and the Founder had used the valiant soldiers of Cardassia as cannon fodder.  No more, he vowed silently.


     On his monitor, Damar reviewed the orders to his troops to attack several Dominion installations.  Good, he mused, as he returned to his thoughts.








     Dale surveryed the occupants of his conference room.  Starfleet Admiral Charles Haley, the Minbari Satai Neroon, and the Centauri General Religos.  "Gentlemen, today, we have won a great victory, by breaking the back of Dominion strength along this front.  We must plan out next operation with a mixture of caution and audacity, if we are to seize the advantage."


     "How would you recommend we do this, Minister," Haley asked.


     "As long as the Dominion holds it, Alpha Centauri will continue to be a thorn in our side.  Therefore, we must retake it.  Betazed should be the target afterward.  Betazed is now protected by three Jem'Hadar divisions, and a Cardassian Order.  It won't be easy."


     "It will be taken.  We will fight to our last man if we must," Neroon answered.


     "We'll start with Alpha Centauri.  Three Centauri divisions, supported by an Alliance armored brigade and the Allied Second Fleet, will retake Alpha Centauri.  The Soviets will commit the Red Sixth Army to the liberation of Betazed, which will be supported by the Alliance Second Armored Division and four Centauri divisions, with the Alliance Tenth Fleet in support.  Alpha Centauri can be attacked within the week.  Betazed will be attacked in around eight weeks.  Is there anything wrong with this timetable?"


     All three nodded.  "Minister," Religo began, his Centauri accent thicker than Londo's, "I have with me fifteen divisions of Centauri troops.  Fully half of those troops will be available, even with your planned invasions.  We ask permission to use four more divisions for a counter attack on Benzar."


     "That will be difficult," Haley stated.  "Benzar's atmosphere is not suitable for oxygen breathers."


     "The Centauri Royal Army will be able to take Benzar."


     "An attack there would be wise.  Now, on to the matter....."


     Dale's comm badge went off.  "Dale here," he answered.


     "Sir, we just got a report from Romulus.  The Romulans have declared war on the Dominion.  Already, eight Dominion bases along the Romulan-Dominion border have fallen to the Romulan offensive."


     "Thank you, Commander Worf."


     Haley smiled.  "It seems the entire Alpha Quadrant is turning on the Dominion."


     Dale smiled as well at Haley's remark.  "Eventually, the bully finds everyone wants a piece of his hide....."








     On Deep Space Nine, Carrey and Sisko entered the war room to find Martok and Ross waiting for them.  "Captain Carrey, that was a first-rate tactical maneuver," Ross said, grinning.  "You proved yourself to be a good improviser in combat."


     Martok pounded Carrey on the back, and thrust a glass of bloodwine in his hand.  "You did well, my boy!  That was a glorious victory!  If only I had been given the honor of fighting alongside you in that battle."


     "Now, do you know what the Dominion was using in that battle to make the outpost's shields that strong?"


     "No clue, Admiral.  Their power core had a large ion field surrounding it, but we still have yet to discover what it is.  And the debris was so small that it will be impossible to discover what they were using."


     "It was most likely stolen," Sisko added.


     "But from who?"


     "That's what worries me," Carrey answered.








     "Who is it?"


     Jake quickly finished putting on his casual clothing, and went toward the door.


     "It's me.  Ensign Sherlily."


     "Um, come in," Jake answered.


     She entered, and smiled.  "Thanks for letting me come in.  I'm looking forward to you telling me the remainder of your involvement in the occupation."


     "Oh, well, I was on my way to have dinner....."


     "Why, Jake, are you inviting me on a real date?"  Sherlily's smile started to make Jake feel invigorated.


     "Um, no, I was just thinking that it would be a good place to talk."


     "Okay then.  I'll go with you."  They left together.








     Sisko went over several reports in his office, and heard the door chime.  "Enter."


     Kira entered.  "Captain, there's something I think you need to know about Carrey."


     "What?"  Sisko's interest was piqued.


     "Well, I think he's an alcoholic," Kira answered, perfectly blunt.


     "What?!"


     "Well, earlier this year, when he was poisoned, he had been drinking heavily in Quark's.  A couple of nights ago, I found him drunk, again, in Quark's."


     "So?  Everyone gets drunk on occassion."


     "I talked with Ensign Derbely on the Koenig.  She broke off their relationship because he was drinking heavily.  She agrees with me."


     Sisko digested the news.  "Well, there's nothing I can do about it.  As long as his personal problems don't interfere with his duties...."


     "Sir, with all due respect, he is a ticking time bomb.  Eventually, he'll go off."


     "I can't do anything about it, Major."


     Kira sighed.  "I know.  Maybe I can ask some of his friends to help him....."








     Dale felt his heart pound as a holographic Gersallian wempar came at him, it's claws razor sharp.  He used the swevyra'lakesh to deflect a blow, then sliced one of the wempar's arms off.  The swevyra'lakesh, with a long blue hilt to allow a two handed grip and a silver blade made of an electro-magnetic material to deflect energy, was still clean, because the same EM material electrically repulsed blood.


     Behind him, Meridina faced a Gersallian taske, a bear-like animal with black fur.  She outmaneuvered it, and in a deft stroke, sliced it's head off.  Dale finished off the wempar with a similar strike.  She turned to him, her swevyra'lakesh having been placed on the ground.  "We have now embarked on our journey together.  Will you travel with me?"


     Remembering what she had said of the Gersallian ritual, he answered, "I will be with you, always, in love and in swevyrase."


     "Then we are whole."  For what Dale knew to be the final step, they kissed.


     When they finished, Dale went to leave the holodeck, but she stopped him.  "Robert, we have not finished the ritual."


     "What's next?"


     "We will make love on that stone, over there," she answered, pointing to a stone slab that marked the middle of the ancient temple the holodeck had created from her records.


     "Here?  In the holodeck?!  Shouldn't we return to my quarters, or yours?"


     "It is our ritual, Robert.  After the battle against the twenty wempars and twenty taskes, we are to make love on the slab, as Swenya and Rolesk did two milennia ago.  If we do not, then the ritual has failed, and our relationship must end here."


     Dale sighed, and then walked up to the slab.  Feeling it, he frowned.  "Awfully hard.  Sure we won't hurt........"


     By the time he had said that, Meridina had already removed her clothing, and was kissing him.








     Jake and Sherlily returned to his quarters, next to Sisko's, continuing to talk.  "So, Jake, how did you enjoy dinner?"


     "It was fine.  Thanks for coming along, Ensign."


     "Call me April, Jake," she replied, smiling.


     Jake smiled too, but didn't know why.  "April.  Okay, I'll call you that for now on."  Sherlily suddenly started laughing.  "What?"


     "Well, I mean, you must think you're quite the lover to go on like that, cool and confident, not trying to impress me, or sweep me off my feet."


     Jake laughed too.  "You mean you thought I was trying to get you into a relationship with me?  I just thought you wanted to talk!"


     "You did!?"  They both laughed.  "Jake, have you ever had a woman before?"


     "Well, um, not really....."


     "You mean a handsome guy like you is still a virgin?!"


     "Well, yes....."  Jake winced.  As a nineteen-going-on-twenty healthy young male, he did not want the knowledge of his virginity spread.


     "Really?"  Sherlily laughed.  "Well, you are certainly the best-looking virgin I've ever laid eyes on."


     Jake blushed.  "I've, well, never had anyone......"


     To Jake's surprise, she kissed him.  He had never felt such a feeling before.  The rush of his blood, the quickening of his heart at the soft touch of a woman's lips to his.  After she took them back, she said, "Have you ever felt that before?"


     Jake, totally swept up in the moment, kissed her again.








     Carrey, Martok, Ross, and Sisko were in Sisko's office, going over battle plans.  "The Cardassian Eighth Order is still cut off on Tendril Prime.  It is an opportune time to take the planet.  It's high concentrations of beridium and duranium make it an ideal center for starship production," Martok observed.


     "I've conferred with General Madger on the availability of an invasion force.  Two brigades of Alliance Marines are being sent to Starbase 823 for deployment with any other invasion forces.  I'm also told that they have a few armored battalions with them, as well as an artillery battalion."


     "Combined with the seventeen Klingon divisions we will send in, this should be an adequate number of troops."  Sisko pointed toward another system on the map.  "Now, Alpha Comrex V recently suffered damage to their long distance......"  His comm badge beeped, and he stopped to tap it.  "Sisko here."


     "Sir, picking up a signal from Cardassia.  You should see this."


     "Put it on in here."


     On the screen, the face of Legate Damar of the Cardassian Union appeared.  "For sixteen months now, Cardassia has sided with the Dominion in their war with the Federation Alliance.  In exchange for our military support, they agreed to expand and promote Cardassian influence throughout the Alpha Quadrant.  We have kept our side of the bargain: four million dead Cardassian heroes show our committment to the battle.  However, the Dominion has not kept their side of the bargain.  Cardassian influence has dropped to almost nothing.  In our own homes and cities, Cardassians have been treated as second-class citizens by the Jem'Hadar, the Vorta, and the Founders.  They have used our valiant soldiers as cannon fodder in this war, sending them into the battles they know they can't win, putting Cardassian lives below the lives of the easily replaced Jem'Hadar.  And with their foolish tactics and maneuvering, they have only succeeded in bringing the Alliance, the Minbari, the Centauri, and other powers into the war against us.  They have managed to conquer us without firing a single shot."  Sisko and the rest noticed that Damar seemed prouder, larger, and more alert than he had appeared in various other communications in the past.  "Well, no more.  Today, detachments from the Cardassian First, Third, and Sixth Orders attacked several Dominion installations in Cardassian territory, including the major shipyard at Tatchos.  I call upon all Cardassians everywhere: join me.  We will not stop fighting until the last Dominion soldier has been driven from Cardassian soil.  For Cardassia!"  The message stopped.








     Weyoun grimaced pitifully as the Founder literally growled, "I want confirmation.  Now!"


     "Yes, Founder."  Weyoun checked his screen.  "It's been confirmed," he replied glumly.


     "No matter.  We will deal with these Cardassian rebels later.  What is the progress on the derelict ship we found on the outer frontier?"


     "Would you like to see?  I can patch us in to a visual feed in the drydock."


     "Do so."


     On the screen, a large gray warship, over a kilometer long, appeared.  "It's propulsion systems were destroyed by whatever crippled it.  Most of the weapons are also irreplaceable.  The shielding system and power generators, however, are still in place, and we are replacing it's destroyed weapons with our own weapon systems."


     "Good.  Have our scientists discovered how it arrived in our space?"


     "Not yet.  They believe that it was an interuniversal tear that this ship accidentally drifted through after it was crippled.  The tear is no more....."


     "That is fortunate.  It would be regrettable if the advanced civilization that discovered this technology were to decide to intervene in the war."  


     The Founder looked at the ship one more time.  A ship that, in it's home universe, was feared as an Imperial Star Destroyer......








     Jake opened his eyes, and groaned.  Dad's gonna kill me!  Even though he was now an adult on his own, he still feared his father's disapproval.


     And having sex with an Alliance officer was a sure way to bring such disapproval.


     Well, at least I can honestly tell Nog I've slept with a woman, he thought wryly.


     Beside him, Sherlily continued to sleep, wrapped up in the covers.  Jake put his head back on his pillow, and fell asleep.








Epilogue











     The Bajoran archeologist Makar leaned on Professor T'Pren's table.  "But Professor, if the Vulcan Science Academy were to agree to sponser my dig, then......"


     "You have not provided sufficient evidence to make your theory viable enough to be explored.  It is a well established fact in Bajoran history that Harvadis restored interstellar travel.  That would explain the location of his personal effects on Bajor's sixth planet.  Your claim that Bajoran colonies survived through the three century period in question with the assistance of an outside alien force is illogical."


     "But you have not seen my......"


     "Examining your evidence would be a waste of time.  Now, perhaps if you were to find something that proved your theory that is based on a third party, we would consider it...."


     Makar placed a gray object on the table.  "Then what is the symbol on this artifact?"


     T'Pren gave it a glimpse.  "It is the symbol of the family of Harvadis.  Surely you know that."


     "But there is a difference in the markings in the symbol!"


     T'Pren looked at it again, then discarded it back on his table.  "Nonsense.  It appears to be animals similar to those on Earth instead of Bajor, but is most likely due to erosion on the object.  Now, I ask you to leave.  Attempting to educate a third-rate scientist such as yourself is not a logical use of my time."


     Makar, dejected, left.


