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Author's Word





     The original plot sucked.  Now I've retooled it, and although the first-secondary-now-tertiary plot is now the same, the rest has been changed dramatically.  Also, I will finally bring in the long-mentioned but never seen Berjakians.











Prologue








     Sisko walked out of his office on Deep Space Nine, and said, "Is he here yet?"


     Dax turned from her console.  "Which one?  Shakkar, or Dale?"


     "The latter."


     "No, he's not."  Then her console beeped.  "Wait, we've got a...."


     On the screen, an interdimensional jump point opened.  It's swirling rainbow colors were nothing like the colors of the wormhole, when it opened, but yet had their own beauty.


     Sisko realized something.  Instead of the large, intimidating frame of a Presidential-class superdreadnought coming out of the vortex, it was instead the small, powerful build of a Valiant-class attack ship, the Alliance version of the Federation's Defiant.  "That's not the Roddenberry."


     "It's hailing."


     The screen changed to show Dale.  "Captain, has First Minister Shakkar arrived yet?"


     Sisko turned to Dax, who nodded.  "Yes, he is."


     "Can you arrange a berth for the Koenig?"


     "I had pylon 3 open for the Roddenberry, so I'll have to arrange another docking slot with Commander Dax.  A moment, please."  Sisko turned back to Dax.


     "Dock 4 is open, I believe."


     "I'll take it."


     "Where's the Roddenberry?"


     Dale frowned.


     "At war, Captain."








     "Two Berjakian Merkesya-class heavy cruisers on approach!  They are locking ion torpedoes, and have trained their turbolasers on us!"


     Andreys took the command chair from Spock, who went straight for the sensor station.  "Code Red.  Lock solar torpedoes and ready phasers!"  She turned to Worf.  "Ready to try out those new Minbari Fusion Cannons?"


     "The fusion cannons have been integrated into our tactical systems."  Worf looked up.  "Torpedoes locked."


     "Fire!"


     Solar torpedoes raced out to smash into one of the Berjakian ships.  A few explosions flared across their hull.  "Enemy ship has suffered moderate damage.  Their armor has begun to buckle."


     "We have to protect the listening post.  Fire phasers."


     Phaser beams swiped at the ships, hitting both.  "Enemy armor is still holding, barely."  The ship shook as a couple of turbolaser beams hit the shields.  A console sparked when ion torpedoes slammed into their shields.


     "Let's see if this'll work.  Worf, fire fusion cannons!"


     Worf ran his fingers across his console.  "Firing cannons."


     Suddenly, the tactical console began to spark, and Worf jumped back.  The Berjakian ships continued to hammer them, as Andreys yelled, "What is it, Worf?!"


     Worf moved back to the console.  "The fusion cannons did not fire!  Our tactical systems have gone offline!"


     Andreys pressed the button on her chair to contact Engineering.  "What happened with those cannons?!"


     "I don't know!  The damn tactical system's been fried!  I'll try to get it back online!"


     Another hit slammed the Roddenberry, and the computer console exploded.  "Shields down to sixty percent!  Their ion torpedoes are disrupting our shield harmonics!"


     "Barnes!  I need those systems back online, now!"


     "No good!  The f$&#er's gone!  We'll need to replace the entire data processing servo!"


     Andreys sighed, and then held onto her chair as another hit slammed into them.  "Shields at fifty percent!  We have damage to Deck 15!"


     "Damn...."  She closed her eyes in frustration, and said, "Tom, get us out of here."


     Spock turned from his station.  "Sir, our orders were to....."


     "My orders from the Commander-in-Chief was to keep this ship in one piece.  We're defenseless, and I don't intend to break that order to provide cannon fodder for the Berjakians.  Take us back to Starbase 24, and send a message to Admiral Kenshaki and Chief Admiral Daresy about our weapons failure."


     "Yes sir."


     The Roddenberry turned, and went to warp.  Jarod turned in his chair.  "The listening post has been destroyed."


     Andreys sighed again.


     





     Dale walked into the wardroom, followed by his security escort.  He scanned the room visually, and saw the figures of Shakaar, Odo, and several Bajoran diplomats.  He strolled up to Shakaar, and extended his hand.  They shook, and Dale motioned for him to sit down.  Then, he walked to the head of the table, and looked at all of the people in their seats.  "Gentlemen, let us begin.  We are here to discuss the future of ADN-Bajoran relations.  May I begin with informing you of a decision that may finally let Bajor defend itself effectively against enemy attack."


     "How is that, Minister Dale?"


     Dale nodded, and one of the guards passed out padds to everyone there.  "You will find the necessary information on these."








     Andreys entered the starboard saucer fusion cannon's main control room, located on Deck 14 on the underbelly of the saucer.  Several engineers and engineer's mates were moving around, running diagnostics and checking connections.  Barnes was situated under the gray horizontal pillar which was the internal part of one of the fusion cannons.  "What happened?"


     He got out from under it.  "The interlinking power coupler was shorted out by the fusion cannon's internal power output matrix.  The resulting feedback fried the tactical data processing servo, effectively shutting down our entire tactical system."


     Andreys groaned.  After the "Battle of FF-7" five weeks before, Dale had arranged for a group of Minbari engineers to integrate four fusion cannons into the Roddenberry, to give it more punch in close combat.  The engineer work had just been completed.  "What caused the short out?"


     "It appears to be a faulty power regulation coupling.  It was supposed to dump the excess power into our power regulation re-distrubutor net, but the coupling didn't work, so we've got two days worth of f$^#ing repairs to complete."


     "Get on it now."  Andreys turned, and went to leave.


     "Hey, Julia, where are you going?!"


     "Somewhere to relax!"








     Carrey watched as Derbely continued to grab the clothing she kept in their quarters on the Koenig.  "You heard me, Zack, it's through."


     "Karen, please...."


     "It's enough, Zack!"  She threw a duffle bag out the door.  "I trusted you with my heart!  And you betrayed that trust!"  She went to fill another.  "How could you?"


     "Karen, it was only a couple of nights...."


     "I told you last week that it was either me, or the bottle!"  She folded her arms.  "Zack, why did you start drinking?  It can't be the job.  Dale would let you have a long vacation if you needed it.  So what is it?"


     "C'mon, Karen, don't....."


     "Forget about it.  This whole thing was a mistake!"  She went out the door, and Carrey went to go after her, then thought better of it.  Instead, he went to the airlock to DS9.








     Bashir entered the ship's gymnasium, and found Andreys at one corner, playing basketball.  She had changed into a gray exercise tank top and black shorts that went halfway down her thigh to just above the knee.  She jumped from the arc line, and put the ball in the net with almost no effort.  "That was impressive," Bashir said.


     "Try doing it with a 6'4" center in your face."


     "I don't believe I've ever played this sport before.  What is it?"


     "Basketball."  She took another shot, and hit it.  "You have to put the ball into that basket."


     "Easy."  Bashir took the orange ball, and walked it up to the hoop.  Once he was within five feet, he easily put it in the basket.


     Andreys shook her head.  "No, no, no!"  She took the ball from him.  "You have to dribble it when you move."  She started moving back to the three-point line, effortlessly moving the ball between her hand and the hardwood floor.


     "What's the purpose of bouncing the ball like that?"


     Andreys moaned.  He's got a LOT to learn.....


     





     Sisko sat calmly in his office when Odo entered, holding a padd.  "Captain, this might interest you."


     He took the padd.  "What is this?"


     "Minister Dale just got finished introducing this to Shakaar and his people."


     Sisko read it, and sat it on the table.  "Well, I can hardly blame them for saying yes.  Fifty starships is enough to effectively protect this system.  Combined with the Ninth Fleet, it gives us a considerable force."


     "There's one problem.  This could possibly lead to Bajoran membership in the Alliance.  If that happens, and the Alliance is still neutral, then you're going to have to find another home for the Ninth Fleet."


     "Let's hope it doesn't come to that.  In the meantime, keep an eye on everyone.  I have a feeling that something is going to happen soon.  I just don't know what it is."  Odo nodded, and left the room.  Then, Sisko pressed his comm badge.  "Sisko to Ops.  Open a channel to Starfleet Command."








     Odo and Kira entered Quark's, and immediately went after the Ferengi bartender.  "Quark, we have a little problem regarding a shipment of vodka you just received today."


     Quark moved from behind the bar.  "What's wrong?  It's perfectly legal!"


     "Not quite, Quark.  You see, that vodka originated from the USSR in THA-4.  And the Federation embargo on the Alliance and it's various allies, is still in effect.  And that vodka came through Federation space on the way here."


     Quark sneered.  "And it won't stay that way for long.  The Alliance is giving arms to the Federation, and most give 1,000 to one odds that they will lift the embargo by next week."


     "Which hasn't happened yet.  Now, you'll have to turn the stuff over....."


     Quark shrugged.  "Sorry, sold almost every bottle to Morn.  And he left this afternoon."


     "What's left?"


     Quark motioned to someone nearby.  He was a brown-haired Alliance officer, leaning over the bar.  He seemed passed out.  "You'll have to stomach pump him.  And then unmix the vodka from the four shots of tequila I gave him."


     Kira chuckled.  "Let me guess.  You've gotten him drunk so he'll go try to wear it off in your holosuite, right?"


     "When I offered him a holosuite, he told me to leave him alone.  And I did.  Two shots ago."


     Odo went over to the officer.  "Nerys, this is the commander of the Koenig."  Odo tried to help him up.  Instead, he slumped to the floor.


     "Odo?"


     Odo leaned over, and put his hand to the man's throat.  "His pulse is weakening."


     Kira slapped her comm badge.  "Kira to infirmary.  Doctor Pulaski, we have a medical emergency in Quark's!"








     On the screen, Starbase 24 loomed as the Roddenberry came in on a docking course.  "Dock 7 is clear.  You may proceed with docking maneuvers."


     Andreys nodded, and turned to Paris.  "Bring us in gently, Tom."


     As the mammoth Roddenberry moved into the docking area, ships of all sizes, civilian and military, scuttled about.  A Vandegrift-class troop transport flew in front of them, with a civilian transport following.  A Predator-class ship moved out of a dock, which was taken by a large LeMay-class aircraft transport, the ship that later spawned the Saratoga-class battle carrier.


     Beside them, at dock 6, another Presidential-class ship was berthed.  It's blue sheen gave it off as a refitted Presidential II, and the name D.S.S. Branmer shined on the hull.  The ship was still under construction, for several hull plates were missing, and the slots for the refitted Minbari Fusion Cannons were still unoccupied.


     Paris slowly fired a few thrusters, and then a muffled jolt shook the ship.  "Airlocks five, six, and ten are pressurizing, and docking has been completed."


     Jarod turned from his chair.  "Sir, Chief Admiral Daresy would like to see you in conference room 3."


     "Tell him I'm on my way."  Andreys went straight for the turbolift.  "Deck 18."  The turbolift moved through the ship into the neck of the drive, where she got out, and went to airlock 5.  She used that airlock to travel to the station, and entered a turbolift there to travel to the upper deck where the conference room was located.


     When she entered, Daresy immediately said, "At ease, Captain."  He stood, and she noticed all of the people in the conference room.  A Minbari man in a warrior's uniform, Ambassador Delenn, Admiral Kenshaki, and General Michael Smitser.  "Do you know what caused the breakdown in your systems?"


     "My chief engineer believes that it was a faulty power regulation coupling.  It shorted out the interlinking power coupler, and totally destroyed our tactical data processing servo."


     "The Star Rider engineers are the best on Minbar.  I promised Minister Dale they would be properly installed, and my engineers would not make such a mistake, and break that promise.  You must have done it yourselves."


     Delenn, Smitser, and Kenshaki glared at the Minbari warrior, and Daresy extended his hand to him.  "This is Satai Neroon of the Minbari Grey Council.  His clan is responsible for the installation of all Minbari technology on Alliance ships."


     Andreys gave a slight bow, as she had seen other Minbari do, but all this got her was a snort.  "That is a religious greeting.  Do not confuse me with a member of the religious caste."  He gave Delenn a glare of his own.


     No love lost there, Andreys mused, as she took a seat.


     "How fast can the Roddenberry be ready for combat again?"  Smitser turned his attention back to her.


     "Within thirty hours.  My chief engineer already has the necessary parts to re-install the fusion cannons and fix our damage, and I've put all available engineering personnel on duty to complete the installation swiftly."


     Daresy responded by activating the screen in the conference room.  It showed a starmap of the Alliance fronts against the Berjakians.  Several small icons, on both sides, represented military forces for the Alliance and the Berjakian Empire.  "Two weeks ago, the Berjakians, despite their heavy losses at the Battle of Lakesh and the recent Minbari declaration of war, launched a counter-offensive aimed at taking Altor V, and thereby cutting off the Allerians from Alliance and Minbari support.  We have managed to contain their counteroffensive, but they have been replacing their ships at an impressive rate, and could outnumber us six to one by next month.  Therefore, with the help of the Minbari Federation and the Gersallian Interdependency, we are preparing to take the offensive ourselves, but away from the Altorian front."  The map zoomed in on a section of space closer to Starbase 24, and the area Andreys knew was dubbed, comically, as "The Maginot Line".  "The Berjakians have built major defensive fortifications all along the front in this area.  They've included orbital defenses, planetary anti-starship defense networks, and defensive foritfications to withstand assaults from the ground and the air.  However, we have detected a weak spot."  The map zoomed in again, to a sector between the Altorian front and the foritification line.  "This is sector f-57-g.  The entire sector is blanketed by intense concentrations of metaphasic radiation, gaseous bodies, and generally unpleasant anomalies."


     "Like the Briar Patch in Federation space."


     "Correct, Captain.  Because of it's hostility and the difficulty to navigation systems, the Berjakians have left the sector alone.  A strike force moving through this sector would be able to attack their rear areas, and disrupt their supply lines to their defenses, allowing us to hit them and avoid the casualties it would take to go through that defensive perimeter at full strength."


     "Sir, that strike force would not only be blind, it would be unable to call for help if something happened."


     "That's where the Minbari come in.  Satai?"


     Daresy sat, and Neroon stood at the head of the table.  "Ten of our Warcruisers, crewed by the best warriors in the Star Riders, are going to cross the sector in hyperspace, and attack the enemy in the rear areas."


     "There is no hyperspace beacon system, though.  They would get lost."


     "Not if your ship places interphasic beacons in the sector to guide us through hyperspace."


     Andreys went to protest again, then realized something.  "And the beacons would act like bread crumbs for us to find our way out of the sector."  Then she thought of something.  "Why are we going in?  Shouldn't you send in a smaller ship, to get the job done faster?"


     "This is why."  Daresy pressed a button, and the yellow triple triangle symbol of the Berjakian Empire appeared in several areas around the sector.  "The Berjakians have stationed several squadrons of cruisers in various parts of the nebula.  Their subspace slip drives allow them to travel through the sector at FTL speeds, unlike our warp drives, so they are using the sector to launch raids on Alliance outposts.  Their ion torpedoes have proven, um, effective against Minbari armor, so we need to send in one of our capital ships to deal with it.  The Roddenberry got the luck of the draw."


     "Are we going alone?"  Already, Andreys could feel an excitement building inside of her.  She had never been in one of these meetings before; that was always Dale's job.  Now she was the one hearing this firsthand.


     "No.  Two ships will be accompanying you."  Daresy then pressed another button on the screen, and it zoomed out to show the area again.  This time, several arrows came out of the various Alliance symbols, and moved into the space marked with Berjakian symbols.  "At the same time, we will launch our offensive.  The Fifth and Eleventh Fleets will attack several of their installations in three key systems, while the Minbari and Gersallian forces move into the Gamma Medris system, and attack their local command."


     Neroon interrupted Daresy.  "Once again, I would like to request that a Minbari accompany them on their mission to assure that the beacons are placed properly and set to the right frequencies."


     Once again, four sets of eyes glared at the Minbari leader.  That guy doesn't seem right....


     Delenn sighed, and said wearily, "I will go with them."


     Neroon answer her with a "hurumph" sound.  "I would prefer....."


     "I said I would go with them, Neroon.  Your place is with the attack fleet, and no other Minbari is qualified to do this.  Therefore, I will."


     Daresy had a concerned expression on his face.  Obviously, he and Neroon had been arguing over this for quite some time.  "Delenn is a fine choice.  But, Ambassador, what of your duties on Babylon-5......"


     "Those duties do not require my presence.  My assistant is qualified to handle them."


     Daresy turned to Andreys, who shrugged.  "It's fine with me."  Even though everyone in the room out ranked her, Andreys knew that they still treated her like one of them.  After all, she and Dale were close friends.


     "Very well.  This meeting is adjourned.  And may I remind all Alliance personnel here that this meeting is classified at Five Star Level.  Thank you."  The officers began to file out of the room.


     Neroon scowled.  "Take care of the Ambassador, Captain.  While I may not agree with her, she is at least partly Minbari, and we would be very angry to lose her."  He left Delenn and Andreys there.


     Delenn sighed.  "I apologize for that, Captain.  Satai Neroon can be very rude, even for one of the warrior caste."


     "Everything is fine."  Andreys and Delenn entered a hallway, and moved to the turbolift.  "Do you have any belongings?"


     "A few pieces of clothing I left on my flyer, which has already left."


     "I can arrange for extra clothing to be replicated for you."


     "It will be alright."


     "If you say so."   As Andreys went to enter the turbolift to take her back to the dock, she smiled, and added, "We will be ready to depart by 1900 tonight."


     "I thought you told the admiral....."


     "I was giving them an inflated estimate.  Commander Barnes has probably re-installed the fusion cannons by now, and will have the needed equipment in place within a few hours."


     Delenn smiled, and Andreys was a little stunned.  "Pardon me, Ambassador, but I've never seen a Minbari smile before."


     "My apologies, then.  And may I presume that most of the Minbari you have encountered were members of the warrior caste?"  Andreys nodded, and Delenn added, "I believe your answer is self-explanatory."


     Andreys was still giggling when the turbolift began to move.








     Dale stepped into the infirmary on Deep Space Nine, and saw Carrey laying on the bed, medical equipment hooked up to him.  "What happened?"


     DS9's chief medical officer, Doctor Katherine Pulaski, moved from the other side of the infirmary.  "he ingested some form of neural blocking agent.  His brain is shutting down."


     Dale paled as he saw his old friend closer.  Most of the color had drained from his face.  "How?"


     "Apparently, an illegal shipment of vodka that must have been tainted with the poison.  The bottle he drank could have been the only bottle containing it, or the entire shipment.  I'm busy trying to find the rest of the cargo at the moment, with Commander Taylor and Constable Odo's help."


     "Where did he get his hands on the vodka?"


     "Quark."


     Dale frowned.  "Where is the Ferengi?"


     "His bar is closed, but I think Constable Odo would tell you that he's still there, engaging in 'legally questionable' activities.  Odo's in his office if you...," Pulaski looked up to see Dale had disappeared.








     Dale went up to Quark's door, and knocked.  When nothing answered, he knocked louder.


     Then he heard a glass crash to the floor.


     Examining the rather strong lock on the door, he reached down to his ankle, and pulled out a hand phaser.  It had been easy to smuggle it on the station; Alliance Intelligence had learned years ago how to smuggle weapons onto Deep Space Nine, it was just the matter of aligning a small interference field properly.  Of course, no one had found a need for it, until now.


     Lifting the phaser, Dale sliced the lock off, and entered the bar.  


     "Heeeeeeeeellllllpppppp!!!!!!!!!!!!!!," came a scream from the second level.


     Then Quark's body came crashing down onto a Dabo table.


     Dale moved behind a table, and fired at a figure moving down the stairs.  The figure, wearing a dark cloak, jumped out of the stairs, and moved behind another table.  He opened fire with a small Yridian blaster.  How the hell.....?  


     Obviously, Alliance Intelligence hadn't been the only ones to discover how to sneak through Odo's security scanners.


     Dale returned fire, and missed by two inches.  He dove behind another table as the blaster fired again.  On top of the Dabo table, Quark moaned, and tried to move.  "Quark, don't!"


     The man with the blaster moved around his table, and started to aim at Quark.  Dale fired, but barely missed him.


     Then, a orange tendril moved out from the table the assailant was hiding behind, and knocked the blaster out of his hand.  A moment later, the table turned into Odo.  "You're under arrest."


     The man stood for a moment, and threw a punch at Odo, who merely absorbed his arm, and threw him across the bar.  The attacker fell limp to the floor, unconscious.


     Odo moved up to him, and produced a pair of wrist restriants.  After putting them on his new prisoner, he turned to Dale.  "Minister, weapons are illegal on the Promenade.  Even though you do have diplomatic immunity, I'm afraid I'll have to confiscate your hand phaser."


     Dale threw the phaser to him.  "Take it."  He then moved to the man, and took the cloak off.  Underneath the robe was a black-haired man, around thirty, with a gash on his left cheek.


     Dale noticed something on the his neck that shocked him.


     Taking the makeshift necklace off, he could see that it was a medallion, with the engraved picture of the United Earth flag on it.  The words on the medallion said, "To the few who held the line against the Agressa.  May your stories, and the stories of your fallen comrades, forever inspire us...."


     The Battle of Earth.....  Dale recalled the only major engagement won by the United Earth military before the Freedom Force, and it's allies, showed up.  The Agressa had bypassed Mars and the moon bases to attack Earth directly.  Over 80% of the United Earth Space Fleet fought them, and about a fifth of them survived.  In the end, the only reason the Agressa lost was because the UESF destroyed their flagship, with which they intended to wipe out all life on Earth.  Their defeat drove them back to Saturn, but was really only a defeat because of their retreat.  If they had remained in the fight, most likely they would have obliterated what was left of the UESF.


     "This guy's a veteran of the Founding War."


     "The Founding War?"


     Dale smiled at Odo's question.  "The war that led to the creation of the Alliance."


     But a far more disturbing question ate at him.  Why did this veteran want to kill Quark?


     Odo took a small object off of his chest.  "And is this an ID tag?"


     Dale looked at it.  And gasped, as he recognized the name.....








     Andreys watched as the last piece of equipment rolled through the airlock.  Beside her, Barnes checked it.  "It's functional.  I'll have the servo connection installed by the time we arrive at the Thorn Patch."


     "The 'Thorn Patch'?"


     "It's the name some of the local grounders gave to it.  You can see it at night from the bunker on Craytexa IV.  Said it looked like a bunch of large thorn bushes, so they nicknamed it the Thorn Patch."


     "Never knew that," Andreys replied.  Barnes chuckled at her answer, and then left with the equipment, rolling it along with the antigrav unit.


     Andreys saw Delenn walking down the tube-shaped corridor leading to the starbase side of the dock.  As she approached, Andreys grinned.  "Ambassador," she greeted Delenn with.


     Delenn nodded, and Andreys noticed that she was carrying a small bag.  "I seem to have forgotten that I had placed some belongings in my suite on the starbase.  Now, what is the human ritual for boarding a ship....?"


     Andreys thought for a minute, then realized what Delenn was referring to, but Delenn answered for herself.  "Ah, yes, 'permission to come aboard', I believe."


     "Permission granted, Ambassador."  Andreys then added, "Would you like your bag taken to your quarters?"


     "I would appreciate it."


     Andreys took the gray bag, and handed it to a nearby Star Marine, who was standing guard.  "Corporal, take this to the Ambassadorial suite on Deck 4."


     "Yes sir!"  The Star Marine marched away.


     Delenn crossed her arms, as she had seen many humans do.  "Ambassadorial suite?"


     "Yes, it's the second largest room on the ship, next to Rob..., I mean, Minister Dale's quarters.  It has the best replicators, it's own dining room, furniture, and is merely three meters away from an escape pod."


     "I am honored.  When shall we depart?"


     "As soon as all crew members are accounted for."


     "If you don't mind, I would like to try out one of your holodecks.  Holographic technology is one area where Alliance technology is far superior to our own."


     "I'll be glad to show them to you."








     Dale stood by the infirmary bed where Carrey was laid out, and turned to Sisko, who was standing near the exit into the main infirmary.  "Captain, where is the man who assaulted Quark?"


     "Doctor Pulaski has him under a sedative for now, and Odo's got him in a holding cell."


     "And Quark?"


     "In a bed, recovering from injuries."


     "Good, good."


     "Odo tells me that you know the man who did this.  Would you mind telling me about it?"


     "No, I didn't know the man who did this.  But I recognize the name.  His brother was weapons officer on the Hamner."


     "And did that send him over the deep end?"


     "Maybe.  It gives him the perfect motive to kill Zack.  He's gotten twenty letters from relatives of late crewmembers on the Hamner, each accusing him of sacrificing lives for glory.  It's possible that this man tried to kill him over it."  Who am I kidding?  Of course this nutjob tried to kill him.  A part of Dale wanted to barge into the holding cell and strangle the guy.


     "That attempt may yet succeed."  Pulaski came out of Quark's room.  "The poison in his system does not match any poison on Federation or Alliance record.  It appears to be made from a synthesis of different chemicals...."


     Dale noticed the screen, and said, "I know what that is."  He was answered by stares.  "It's a Gates cocktail."  When more stares answered him, he explained, "In 2006, at the end of the First Corporation War, a group of anti-corporate extremists made their way into a cocktail party being thrown by the American Conglomerate, and poisened Conglomerate Chairman William Gates with this stuff.  It's a wild mix of various household chemicals, combined with a trace of alcoholic substance, so that it can mask the taste of the chemicals.  Zack never knew what hit him."


     "Surely you can synthesize an antidote," Sisko said to Pulaski.


     Pulaski shook her head.  "Not that simple.  I don't have a sample of the poison to analyze for parts.  There could be any combination, and if I guess the proper mixture, it could kill him."


     "Any luck with the bottle?"


     Sisko shook his head at Dale's question.  "Odo had a security team check Quark's bar.  There's no sign of the bottle."


     "So, there's no way we could find out what's in the poison, right?  Unless you have a way of traveling through time to...."


     Sisko suddenly snapped his fingers, and pressed his comm badge.  "Sisko to Ops."


     "Taylor here."


     "Commander, prepare a runabout, ASAP.  I'm going to take a trip into the wormhole."








     Sisko checked the final pre-flight diagnostics, as the runabout dock doors began to open.  


     A voice behind him called out, "Ready to go, Captain?"


     He turned to face Dale.  "Minister, I would recommend you stay on board the station."


     "I'm going, Captain.  That's all there is to it."  Dale sat in the chair by him.  "Your port power coupling isn't properly aligned."  He tapped a few buttons.  "That's better."


     Sisko thought about arguing for a moment, and instead, he gave it up.  Instead, he started the vertical thrusters.  "Here we go.  Rubicun to DS9, we are launching now."


     "Yes, Captain.  Good luck."


     The runabout Rubicun lifted off the pad, and turned toward the wormhole.  Both men felt the surge of acceleration from activating the impulse engines, then everything returned to normal, as the runabout's inertial dampners adjusted themselves.


     The communications systems began to beep, and Sisko activated them.  "Rubicun here."


     "Captain, I have a report to make."  It was Doctor Pulaski


     "Which is?"


     Dale could hear Pulaski's voice become tense.  "Commander Carrey has flatlined.  I'm afraid he's dead....."








     Andreys and Delenn stepped unto the bridge as they neared the Thorn Patch.  On the screen, giant green clouds of gas, far more dense than a nebula, blackened out the normal backdrop of space.  "Sir, in five minutes, we will be out of communication with Starbase 24."


     "Where's our backup?"


     "Unknown, sir."


     Worf's answers just served to frustrate her further.  She settled into the command chair, while Delenn took the seat normally reserved for the first officer.


     "Sir, I'm picking up an interdimensional latching beam.  Someone's locking their jump drive on us."  He observed his console.  "Jump point opening."


     The backdrop of green gas was obstructed somewhat by the formation of a rainbow-colored jump point.  Two ships came out, and slowed upon approaching the Roddenberry.  One was a Valiant-class attack ship, the other....


     "That ship's not on any of our records," Jarod stated, as he observed the small ship come alongside the attack ship.


     "I apologize for not telling you.  That is our newest light warship, built with incorporated Vorlon technology.  It is called the White Star."


     "The White Star...."  Andreys marveled at the purple/green/white collor of the ship's hull.  Unlike most ships built by the Minbari, or the races of their universe, this ship had nacelles, although they appeared to be for sublight engines, not warp drive.  The ship had a compact frame, with a main fuselage, and two places were it was connected to the engine nacelles.  At the head, there was a cannon, as well as smaller weapons on the fronts of the nacelles.


     Jarod also grinned.  "I'm reading life signs from that hull!  It's also generating it's own gravity field, much like larger Minbari warships."


     "The Vorlons helped us create that organic hull.  It can adapt during battle, and eventually suffer little to no damage from energy weapons."


     Andreys sighed.  "Which still leaves it vurnerable to the ion torpedo."


     "That is where the auto repair features are useful.  The main advantage of the White Star is that it has it's own hyperspace jump engine, something other ships it's size lack."


     "Will it perform well at point?"


     "Very well."


     "Sir, the other ship is the Defiant."  The bridge crew could see a large weapon burn along the Defiant's port nacelle, and it's hull appeared to have several more from glancing blows.


     On the screen, Ivanova appeared.  "Commander?  Why aren't you on B5?"


     "We needed to bring the Defiant in for a few repairs.  A little encounter we had at Jupiter with a very pissed off Shadow vessel.  And since Earthforce has been hunting for a ship of this size, Captain Sheridan thought it very wise to get this somewhere else, fast.  In order to give the Alliance plausible deniability."


     "How much damage do you have?"


     Ivanova began to list the damage.  "Our port nacelle is still suffering from a minute plasma leak, the aft torpedo tubes have been fused, our ventral phaser array is offline, and our pulse phasers are down to 70%.  Several hull breaches, and the port aft quarter is cordoned off by emergency forcefields, because we've got a rather nasty slice of hull missing.  Still, we were lucky that the Shadow warship was still a little 'dazed', instead of at full capacity."


     "We'll open Dock Two for you.  You're going to need some drydock repair done to help that.  I'll get the dock repair crew working on replicating hull material right away."


     "Thank you, Captain.  We'll talk later."  The screen changed, and the Defiant began to move upward.


     "Opening Dock Two doors, Captain.  I am now notifying the chief dockmaster to ready his repair teams."


     "Thank you, Jarod."  Andreys stood, and went toward the turbolift.  "The instant the Defiant is in, and the dock doors are closed, bring us into the Thorn Patch at half impulse.  Once inside, bring the impulse engines up to a safe speed, set course for the first beacon drop point, and engage."








     Dale sighed as he stepped onto the Koenig's bridge.  The bridge crew was assembled, and Scotty had taken a seat at the aft engineering station.  "Sir," Lieutenant Apley said softly, "how is he?"


     Dale sat in the command chair, and flipped on the intercom.  "To the crew of the Koenig, I have an annoncement to make."  He took a breath, and a torrent of emotions overwhelmed him.  Should I do it softly, or give them the benefit of the doubt, and just be blunt?  He knew that this crew loved their commander, and he had loved them too, so deeply.  He had often bragged to other Valiant-class commanders about how his crew was the best in the Fleet.


     Dale believed him.


     "Commander Carrey is dead, as of 0450 hours, Local Time," he announced, with pain in his voice.


     The bridge went silent with shock.  Apley's face turned white, Sherlily began to sob silently, and Scotty put his head on a panel, as if the burden of his age had suddenly made it too heavy to keep up.  A few assorted petty officers and ensigns froze with shock.


     A burst of tears came from the ops station.


     Dale turned to face Derbely.  She had broken out into crying, a unstopping downfall washing down her face, getting onto the ops station.  "How.... could.... I....," she moaned through the tears.


     Apley got up.  "May I, sir?"  


     When Dale nodded, he took Derbely and led her off the bridge.  "For now, Lieutenant Commander Scott is the CO of the Koenig, until a suitable replacement can be found."  Unable to watch the crews' ashen faces grow worse, Dale left the bridge himself.


     Deciding to get back to business, and confer with Sisko on the matter of the possible upcoming Alliance-Bajoran military affiliation pact, Dale walked toward the airlock, and had trouble getting the memories out of his mind.  Zack's gone....  He's gone.....  Although the two had fought over disagreements in the past, Dale still knew that the loss of his friend would ache for a long time, perhaps forever.


     The hardest part would be replacing him.  Should he get another commander from another ship to take command?  Should he give the talented but inexperienced Apley command, or maybe let Scotty have the ship?  Dale had already considered giving Worf the Koenig, and making Jarke his new head of security and chief tactical officer of the Roddenberry, but didn't want to rock the boat for Andreys that much.  She needed a stable command crew.  And even then, Jarod wasn't interested in commanding a ship, yet.  Barnes was a committed chief engineer, and Paris had a wife, and home life, which would obviously lower his interest in the cramped quarters the Koenig offered.  He needed Garak's experience, and also Spock's much-appreciated guidance.


     These questions led him to Quark's Place.  The Ferengi bartender had been quick to arrange for a repair crew to fix the rail on the upper level, and a new Dabo table now laid in place of the one that so painfully broke his fall.  Quark himself was at the bar, with a bandage on his face.  He also seemed to be wearing a small brace on his neck.


     Dale slid into the chair at the bar.  Quark limped over.  "What'll it be?"


     Dale nearly said, "Nothing," and walked away.  He had work to do.


     To hell with it.


     "Tequila, straight up."


     Quark picked up a small glass, placed it in front of Dale, and picked up a bottle.  "Tequila, straight up.  The drink your friend had before he died.  Getting nostalgic?"


     Dale almost flattened the Ferengi.


     "Just pour me the damn tequila."


     Quark shrugged.  "Whatever you want."  He poured it.


     Dale picked up the glass, and just stared into the brown liquid.  He put it to his mouth......


     And nothing touched his tongue.


     Dale started to look around.  Nothing but white.  "What the hell....?"


     "You are the Chosen One."


     His surrounding changed.  He was on the ops level of DS9, but everything seemed to have a gold tint to it.  The image of Sisko approached him.  "You are the last hope for all."


     "What did you say?  Who are you?"  But Dale was sure he already knew the answer.


     The Bajoran Prophets.....


     Another image, this one of Dax, asked, "Why are you in pain?"


     "Why am I in pain?  My friend just got murdered!"


     Another flash.  Now he was on the command deck on Babylon-5.  An image of Sheridan asked, "His corporeal existance was terminated?"


     "If that's how you want to say it."


     An image of Delenn answered, "And why do you feel pain over this?  Corporeal existance will always end."


     Dale tried to clear his mind.  "It was the way it ended, and when it ended.  He should not have died at this time."  Oops, forgot.  These people don't understand time.


     "There is nothing wrong with the time.  But how do you know his existance was terminated?"  An image of Ivanova was standing near her normal spot, at the observation window.


     Dale started to get angry.  But then he realized something.


     Pulaski had never told him what really happened.  She had just said that he flatlined.


     But how?  The drug was supposed to attack his brain, not his heart.  He would have been brain dead first....


     "I... I don't know."  Dale began to get a feeling down in his stomach.


     Another flash.  Now he was on the bridge of the Roddenberry.  The Prophet-Jarod asked, "Then why are you sure that he is no longer in existance?"


     Dale began to think again.  He hadn't seen the body yet.  "I... I... assumed...."


     "Assumption is the first step to a grave error.  In your destiny, error is not a favorable outcome," the Prophet-Andreys answered.


     Dale asked, "What destiny?  What destiny?!"


     "The destiny of the Cukar'Oqet.  To defeat the Darkness."  A Prophet-Worf approached from the tactical station.


     "You are our best hope to end the conflict."


     "What conflict?"


     "Now is not the time."


     The scene changed again, this time to Dale's quarters.  He turned to his bed, and found a Prophet-Andreys getting up, holding a sheet on her.


     My Lord, it's that dream.....


     "You are physically attracted to this person?", the Prophet-Andreys said, softly.  She softly put her lips to his.  After a moment or two of soft kissing, she removed them.  "That is the image you have had?"


     Dale slowly regained his composure.  "Yes, it is...."


     "Know this: you cannot be with this person.  Your destiny lies elsewhere.  You must not give your life to this person."


     Something touched Dale's tongue.  After a moment, he realized that it was tequila.


     The glass stayed at his lips for a moment, and then he put it down, without taking a drink.  Quark sighed.  "What's wrong with it?"


     Dale glared in his eyes.  "Just why where you attacked?"


     "Umm, I don't know...."  Quark tried to change the subject.  "How about a holosuite program of mine?  I could...."


     "Something's fishy here, Quark.  The poisoner succeeds, somehow, in getting that poison in the vodka.  Then, instead of running, he tries to kill you, for no apparent reason.  I wonder why?"


     "Um, he didn't like my holosuites?"  Quark laughed nervously.


     "Or maybe he was covering his tracks, because you were his accomplice."  Dale grabbed Quark by the shirt.  "Where's the poison, Quark?!"


     "Watch the neck braces!  Watch..."


     "You're gonna be eating those neck braces if you don't tell me now!"


     "OK!  OK!"  Dale let Quark go, and he reached under the bar and handed him a small vial, about half full.  "This is what he gave me.  He paid me five hundred Alliance credits, up front, to put it in, and offered five thousand if I did it.  He told me it was a harmless concotion that would make it appear he had died for a few moments, just to scare him.  Who knew that he was lying?"


     Dale went toward the door, as Quark suddenly yelled, "You're not going to tell Odo, are you?"


     Dale refused to answer.  In his mind, he played the final words of the Prophet over again.


     Your destiny lies elsewhere.  You must not give your life to this person.


     And the soft words she murmered as he returned to realtime.


     For now.......








     "Minister, what are you doing?"


     Pulaski's question was ignored.


     Dale instead approached the morgue bed where Carrey's body was placed.  Pulaski chased him.  "What are you doing?"


     "Something's not right.  That guy didn't want to kill Zack, he just wanted to scare him.  But he must've realized that something went wrong when Zack didn't wake right up, so he tried to kill Quark to cover his tracks."  Dale moved to open the bed, but Pulaski slapped his hand away.  "Doctor...."


     "He's dead!  Now, I don't know if you should see a counselor, but..."


     "Doctor, explain something.  How did you know he was dead?"


     Pulaski was apparently caught off guard.  "Well, his heart monitor showed a flatline, and...."


     "You assumed he had died.  Even though there was no obvious evidence of brain failure."


     "So?  All the medical scanners...."


     "There's one thing I've learned from my granddaddy, and that's that technology can lie.  Sometimes, your instincts have to matter more."  Dale opened the bed.  On the slab, Carrey's body was still dressed in uniform, which was how he would be "buried" if a proper "burial" was conducted.


     Then he began to choke, and his eyes slowly fluttered open.  "Why.... the..... hell.... did..... you.... shut..... me..... in.... that..... hellhole!," Carrey managed to wheeze between breaths.


     "To be quite honest, we thought you were dead."


     "Well I'm not!!!!!"  He tried to grab something.  "Get me out of this damn thing!"


     Dale grabbed Carrey by his shoulders, and pulled him out.  Pulaski ran a tricorder over him.  "It seems that your death was an exaggeration.  The poison has settled into your bladder, and....."


     ".....and I have to take a piss!!!"  Carrey stood, and Pulaski pointed him to the infirmary restroom.


     After he left the room, she asked, "How did you know?"


     "Let's just say that Sisko and I have something in common now."








     Andreys, Delenn, and Ivanova sat at a table in the lounge, each having a drink.  "I still remember the look on Bester's face when he saw those telepaths....."  The three laughed.


     "Something tells me he wasn't too happy."


     Ivanova laughed again.  "He tried to make Michael mad by talking about what the Corps did to Talia.  I was able to stop him...."


     Delenn put her glass of water down.  "Something tells me that Mister Bester should learn that anger can be an effective weapon."


     "I never thought I could meet someone as cold and emotionless as Bester.  Then I met Commander Spock," Ivanova joked.


     "Somehow, I have this vision of Bester pleading for mercy in an airlock as Garibaldi pulled the door switch," Andreys added, laughing.


     Outside, they could see the green clouds of gas that covered the Thorn Patch.  Andreys' communicator beeped.  "Andreys here."


     "Captain, we have arrived at the second beacon drop point.  We're ready to drop when ready."


     "Drop, Commander.  And take us to the next point."


     "On course now."


     Andreys nodded, and grimaced when she realized that it was the muscle she had strained in her back, during her daily lift.  "Ow, damn...."  She got up.  "I'm sorry, but I've got a date with a holographic masseur."








     Dale had felt bad when he had told the bridge crew about Carrey's supposed death.


     Now he was ecstatic with joy as he watched the bridge crew laughing with him.  Everyone there was teary-eyed with joy, and the laughs had started with his, "I'm dead?  Well, I guess I was a little late for bridge shift today."


     The celebration ended when Derbely stepped on the bridge.  Her fists trembled, and her lips were pursed together, as if she was holding them there by pure force.  She approached Carrey, and said, "How could you, Zack?  Everyone thought you were dead, and instead of coming to me first, you torture me while letting everyone else know about it!"


     "Karen, I didn't..."


     "You son of a bitch!!!!"


     Derbely slapped him.  Hard.  Carrey's left cheek started to turn pink, from her hand's imprint, and he stared on in shock.  Derbely stormed off the bridge.


     Dale noticed that a cold rage was building within him.  Derbely had stepped out of line.


     What is wrong with her?


     Dale went after her, and found her going down a corridor.  "Derbely?  Karen?  Wait a moment!"  When she didn't respond, Dale yelled, "Lieutenant!"


     She turned.  "What, sir?"


     He approached her.  "That was uncalled for.  Zack didn't know.  He just spent four hours on a slab in the station's morgue."


     "Sir, it's not just that.  There's something he hasn't...."


     "What's wrong with..."


     "Zack's been drinking!"


     Dale stopped.  "What?"


     She wiped a bit of sweat of her brow.  "He didn't tell you?  Ever since the battle, he's been drinking.  He claims he had a couple of drinks now and then, but he's been doing it every night!  When we were at Starbase 25, on our shore leave on New Morroco, he's been drinking the entire time!"


     "Zack's been drinking?"  Dale was having trouble getting over the shock of Derbely's statement.  Zack, becoming an alcoholic?!  "I never...."


     "Of course you didn't.  You saw him only once and a while.  How do you think it made me feel?  To make love with him, fall asleep, and wake up and smell booze all over his breath?"


     Dale leaned against the bulkhead.  "My God, if only I had known.  I'm sorry, Karen..."








     Andreys moaned as the holographic massage program healed the ache in her back.  "Now, why didn't we have any of this stuff back in...."


     "Back where?"


     Bashir's voice startled Andreys, and the massage program paused as she looked up, covering herself with a towel.  Bashir was standing in the doorway, smiling.  He was wearing a blue shirt, and green shorts.  "I was hoping for another lesson in basketball.  I thought you might be running a program to that extent in here."


     Andreys merely groaned.  "It's okay, Doctor."  Bashir breathed a sigh with relief.  "Why are you so nervous?"


     "Well, after what you did to Lieutenant Reynolds last month for his advances, I was afraid...."


     "Lieutenant Reynolds thought that it would be an interesting, and pleasurable, experience to get into a one-on-one with me using our knowledge of martial arts.  I showed him that it was a very interesting, but not pleasurable, experience to underestimate a woman who happens to have been one of the best martial artists in the United States.  You, on the other hand, were merely looking for me to ask me out on a date."


     Bashir was caught flatfooted.  "Um, how did you know?"


     Andreys laughed.  "I don't need a genetically enhanced brain, Doctor.  Some of the female officers on the ship told me about your, um, lonliness...."


     "All hands, Code Red.  Berjakian warships are on approach.  All hands, Code Red."


     Bashir went to say something, but Andreys shouted, "Later, Doctor!  Get to the med center!"


     Bashir meekly obeyed, and ran out of the holodeck.  Andreys slipped parts on her uniform, and ran toward the turbolift.  As she rode up it, she finished putting on the top and the collar.  When it stopped, she stepped out onto the bridge.  "Report!"


     "We have eight Berjakian ships coming in on attack course!  Three raiders, three heavy cruisers, a Karika-class battlecruiser, and...."  Jarod checked his sensors.  "Unknown, Captain!"


     "How are the repairs on the Defiant coming?  And where's Commander Ivanova?!"


     "Commander Ivanova has returned to the Defiant.  The dockmaster says it'll be ready for launch in three minutes."


     "He doesn't have three minutes!  I want the Defiant out in ninety seconds!"


     "Yes sir."


     "What about the White Star?"


     "Putting them on screen."


     The screen flashed, and a human Ranger appeared.  "We have them on our targeting systems," he informed Andreys, a British accent present in his speech.  "Preparing to engage."


     "Be careful about those ion torpedoes.  Only engage their raders."


     "Just get the Defiant launched, while we hold them off."  He disappeared from the screen.


     The turbolift doors opened, and Delenn ventured onto the bridge.  "Captain, I have received distressing news from our hyperspace beacon system.  A Berjakian fleet is attacking the forward Minbari base in the Alpha Calzonis system.  They may be attempting a breakthrough to attack our troop concentrations in Beta Calzonis."


     "What can we do?"


     "By dropping our last beacon, we will have completed the link for the Minbari strike force to pass through and attack their supply bases.  Such an attack will force them to recommit their forces to the rear areas."


     "Tom, how long until we're in drop position for the last beacon?"


     Paris checked his console.  "Ten minutes, Captain."


     "Steady on course.  Let the Berjakians, who ever they have, come to us."


     "Defiant is ready for launch!"


     "Launch!"  At her command, the dock doors on the tactical section opened, and the Defiant rose up to open space.


     Five tense minutes passed.  On her small tactical screen, Andreys could see small icons representing the Defiant and the White Star approaching the Berjakian force.  "Defiant is firing her torpedoes.  White Star is beginning attack maneuvers!"


     Another minute passed.  "Sir, the Defiant just hit the battlecruiser's main reactor.  She's going to blow!"


     Every part of Andreys ached with tension.  She had wanted to engage the Berjakians with the Roddenberry, but instead, found herself, and the flagship of the Stellar Fleet, sitting on the sidelines.  "Sir!"  Worf's voice had the familiar glee associated with an upcoming engagement.  "The unidentified ship and two heavy cruisers are approaching!"


     "How long until the drop."


     "Two minutes!"


     "Worf, activate the MPTS, and lock all starboard phasers on the two heavy cruisers.  Fire when lock is confirmed."  Everyone knew that MPTS stood for "Multiple Phaser Targeting System".


     "Yes sir!"


     "And put the view screen on that unidentified ship."


     "Yes sir."


     The screen changed to show the incoming enemy ships.  On the sides, two Berjakian heavy cruisers moved into attack formation.  Although they had dark red hulls, their ships resembled Jem'Hadar fighters.


     The one in the middle was huge.  It appeared to be as long as the Roddenberry, if not longer, and had about twelve visible laser cannons.  It was a large wedge shape, with a bridge on the back on an upraised platform-like area.  "A Berjakian Dreadnought?"


     "Intelligence thought that the Berjakians were working on a large warship, but they didn't know about this."


     Worf took a peek at his console, and saw a targeting reticule suddenly form over the Berjakian heavy cruisers.  "MPTS is locked on enemy heavy cruisers!"


     "Fire!  Full broadside!"


     At Andreys' command, Worf unleashed the full power of the Roddenberry's phaser arrays on the Berjakian ships.  Thirty phaser beams lashed out, and tore the heavy cruisers apart with their pure force.  "Enemy ships destroyed. Phaser cores five, six, seven, and eight are now on cooling mode.  MPTS is redirecting energy paths to other cores.  Eigthy seconds until we can fire another broadside."


     "Berjakian warship is firing turbolaser cannons!"


     Bright green energy beams hit the Roddenberry's starboard shields.  "Starboard shields are holding at 80%.  Sixty-three seconds to MPTS firing capability."


     "Time to drop!"


     "Twenty seconds!"


     Andreys sighed, and yelled, "Bring us about!  Lock fusion cannons on enemy warship!"


     "Captain?  We're only..."


     "Twenty seconds isn't much time, Jarod.  Paris, bring us about."


     "Aye Captain."  Paris immediately went to work.  Andreys knew that they had just added up to another minute or so to their drop time, but she didn't want to take the risk that the dreadnought would hit the beacon before it could cloak.  The ship turned, and after ten seconds, Paris had them in the fusion cannon's firing range.


     Worf manipulated the targeting systems to lock the cannons on the dreadnought.  "Ready to fire."


     With the bad omen of what happened the last time she fired the cannons, Andreys took in a breath, and nodded.  "Now!"


     Worf's finger came down on the trigger.


     Three large beams of energy sliced into the dreadnought.  The enemy ship came in half, and exploded when one of the beams sliced up it's main reactor.


     The bridge crew shouted in triumph, even Delenn.  "Bring us back around, Tom.  Jarod, let's drop that thing, and go help out the White Star and Defiant."


     Then two ships appeared on Worf's tactical sensors.  "They are coming in.  Commander Ivanova is hailing."


     "On screen."


     Ivanova appeared.  "That was an impressive display of firepower.  Remind me never to get on your bad side."


     "We're about to drop the last beacon.  Then we'll get the hell out of here."








     Dale stood at the head of the table as he listened to Shakaar's answer.  "We thank you for your gracious gift.  However, there is a shortage of Bajorans who can effectively man starships of this size and power.  We will need time for training.  Could the Alliance supply this?"


     Dale nodded.  "We can give you a task group, which will assist in training your crews, and defending Bajoran space.  It consists of about eighty ships, which should be enough for this sector.  Do you have a base from which they could operate?"


     "Other than Deep Space Nine, none.  And the Federation won't take it nicely if we force them out to use it."


     Dale allowed himself a small grin at this.  "We recently decommissioned a Class 3 starbase in AR-12 because our newest allies, the Gersallians, had taken responsibility for the sector it serviced.  It's currently in a form of storage, lightly crewed and in an unimportant sector in Home universe.  It would probably take two weeks to equip it properly and jump it to Bajor.  We can also put a jump emitter on it to easily jump right to Bajor should an emergency occur."  Dale obviously meant 'Dominion invasion' in 'emergency'.  "This base can properly serve as a command center for any forces that we have."


     "Very well.  How fast can your ships get here?"


     "As soon as you're ready, send the signal, and they'll jump at Kelos, and be here within a few hours."


     "Thank you for your briefing, Minister.  Now, we'll be leaving."  The Bajorans got up.


     Dale smiled to himself, and left as well.  As he made his way to Sisko's office for one last meeting, he thought over what this treaty meant to Alpha Quadrant politics.  It would not only give the Alliance the ability to defend Bajor a hell of a lot easier than it had been before, such as during the brief Alliance-Ferengi War in early 2158, but would provide the Alliance with a fallback base in case the Dominion attacked Kelos, and was somehow successful in taking it.


     That is, if a war started.


     And deep inside, Dale knew that such a war was imminent....








     "So, one of the raiders started to break off and come after us, so Marcus took the White Star, did a really crazy looking loop, and ended up slicing it in half with the main cannon!"  Ivanova and Andreys laughed, sitting in the lounge enjoying a late lunch.


     "Where did Delenn go?"


     "Back on the White Star.  We're leaving in about an hour.  We'll jump to Sector 23x47x372 first, and then the Defiant will return to B5."


     "Talia had been talking about transferring there to serve under the Alliance Ambassador, but then Clark removed him..."  Andreys sighed, and said, "Susan, what are we going to do if push comes to shove, and the Alliance and Clark end up at war?"


     Ivanova looked around for a moment, and whispered, "If it happens, John, and B5, are on your side."


     Andreys took a minute to recover.  "You're going to break from Earth?!"


     "Not quite.  Let's just say that we're going to surrender to the crew of the Defiant.  Immediately."  Ivanova chuckled.  Nothing like a loophole.....


     Andreys went to say something, then, for a moment, a distant memory returned to her.  "Um, Susan, I want to ask you something."


     "What?"


     Andreys asked, "Have you ever heard of a woman named Sophie?"


     Ivanova froze.  A tear appeared in her eye.  "That's... that's my mother's name...."


     Andreys thought about what Talia had told her about Ivanova's mother, and the Psi Corps.  "Oh my God, Susan, I didn't mean...."


     "It's okay...."  Ivanova wiped a couple of tears out of her eyes.  "It's long gone...."


     Andreys took her hand.  "Susan, I think we're going to end up being good friends."


     Ivanova allowed herself to smile.  "Thank you, Julia..."








     Dale and Sisko stood at the airlock for pylon 3.  "The 18th Task Group is one of our newer units, actually.  Most of their ships have spent months in spacedock, being refitted with newer torpedoes, launchers, and computer systems.  They'll make a great bonus to the sector's defenses."


     "I take it that we're going to be overwhelmed."


     "Not quite.  Couple of weeks.  I've already sent the order for an older, Class 3 Alliance Starbase to be moved here."


     "And how in the hell are you going to do that?"


     "The easy way.  Two Missouri-class battleships will be refitted with tower tractor beams, and they'll tow it into a jump point to bring it here.  Of course, we have to retrofit it with thrusters to make their job easier, so that's why it'll be a couple of weeks."


     Sisko's comm badge chirped, and he tapped it.  "Sisko here."


     "The Midway is preparing to dock, sir," Commander Taylor answered.


     "Thank you, Commander.  Sisko out."


     After fifty more seconds, they could hear the docking clamps latch on to the dock on the other side of the airlock.  The large, grinding doors opened, and someone stepped through.


     Sisko gasped.  "Cal?"


     Dale knew that Sisko would be shocked.  "Captain Sisko, meet Commodore Calvin Hudson."


     Hudson stepped down from the airlock.  "Ben!  How are you doing?"


     Sisko's eyes began to show tears.  "I... they told me you were dead."


     Hudson laughed.  "They were nearly right!  I was leading a raid on a Cardassian weapons depot on Metjes, when a fighter came up behind me and took out all of my systems.  My fighter crashed into a Cardassian cruiser, taking it with it, but I was beamed aboard a cloaked Alliance intelligence ship."


     "Our old Fleming-class intelligence gatherers," Dale explained.  "Their existance was just recently declassified."


     "Afterwards, with the Dominion taking over Cardassia and wiping out the Maquis, I decided to join the Stellar Fleet.  I wasn't the only one.  Many of our other former leaders, like Ro and Chakotay, are also serving in the Fleet."  Hudson then smiled and asked, "So, how's Jake!"


     "Taller than me."  The two old friends laughed, and went down a corridor.  


     Dale allowed himself a smile.  Nothing could matter more than a close friend, no matter how many fights they had with each other.








     Andreys watched on the viewscreen as the Defiant and the White Star entered a golden jump point.  "Sir, we are receiving a report from Starbase 24."  Worf appeared to have a smile.  "The Minbari strike force has destroyed several critical supply bases critical to the Berjakian defense line.  The Berjakian attack on the Minbari forward base has been called off, and the Berjakians are already starting to fall back to their most heavily defended bases in the defense line.  The Combined Command Staff is already preparing their offensive.  They feel that we will crack through their lines in a matter of days."


     "Thank you, Commander Worf."  Then Andreys stood.  "Worf, you have the bridge."


     "Sir, where will you be going?"


     Andreys chuckled for a minute.  "I'm having a date, Commander."








     Dale felt the Koenig's docking clamps latch onto the dock in Dock Two on the Roddenberry's tactical section.  As he stepped through the airlock, he found Garak waiting for him.  "Commander, I take it that your mission against the Berjakians was a success?"


     "Far more than you know, Minister.  In fact, most Alliance news services are already talking about 'The Battle of the Thorn Patch', as if it were a major engagement."


     "And where is Captain Andreys?"


     "Having dinner.  With Doctor Bashir."


     Dale's jaw fell.  "You're kidding."








     Andreys walked into the door to her quarters, Bashir coming in behind her.  She had chosen a normal brown dress, a very modest one at that, while Bashir was in a tuxedo.  "That was a very, how shall I say, entertaining dinner.  Where did you acquire that program?"


     "Historical records, mostly.  But I've always liked having special dinners in fake skyboxes during holographic historical events, such as the inaugural game of the WNBA.  I could have ended up playing in that league, Doctor..."


     "Call me Julian...."  Bashir placed his hands at his sides.


     "Then you can call me Julia.  Isn't it funny how our names are so similar?"


     "Very funny...."


     Their lips locked in a kiss.....








     Dale nearly collapsed into his bed, and moaned.  "Damn last time I take the Koenig on a diplomatic mission.  Next time, I'll commandeer a luxury yacht," he announced to himself.  "Now to enjoy a good night's sleep on my nice, soft, comfortable bed."


     He put the covers on, and tried to go to sleep....


     Then his communicator beeped.


     "Why me?  Why does it always have to be me?"  Dale moaned and picked up his communicator.  "Dale here.  What is it?"


     "Sir, you should turn on ANN."


     "OK, I will."  Dale looked at his wall monitor, and said, "ANN."


     The screen flashed on.  Dale gasped.


     On the screen, an Earthforce Omega-class destroyer fired on two others, and then entered a jump point.  "This spectacular footage was just shown on ISN in the Earth Alliance.  Although reports have been sketchy at this point, all we know is that the ship you just observed is the Alexander, under the command of General Alexander Hague.  On Earth, ANN has received reports that President W. Morgan Clark has dissolved the Earth Alliance Senate, and is beginning to arrest former senators for 'treason and sedition'.  He has also declared martial law throughout the Earth Alliance, starting with all bases and colonies in the Sol system.  The Alliance Department of Foreign Relations has already recommended that all Alliance citizens, especially those who are not human, leave Earth Alliance territory.  Several military transports have already begun evacuating Alliance citizens to Alliance space in Abbai territory.  Thirty minutes ago, the Alliance High Command put all Alliance military forces in EM-5 on Defcon 2.  Repeat, all Alliance military forces in EM-5 are on Defcon 2."


     "Off."


     The screen turned itself off.  Dale swore under his breath.  "Worf, are you still there?"


     "Here sir."


     "I want to be at Babylon-5 by morning.  See to it."


     "Yes sir."


