Undiscovered Frontier #26


Turning Point


by:


"Big" Steve











Author's Word











     Don't be surprised if this is late, or the following eps are late.  I'm in "burnout" right now; that basically means I'm having trouble writing because my mind is refusing to come up with scenes and/or wording.  It doesn't necessarily constitute "writer's block", when a writer just can't come up with any new ideas, as I am always brainstorming new plots.  "Burnout" is when I've written too much over a period of time, and it really cramps my creativity.  We'll see what happens.......


    As for this ep, this is where the Dominion War finally turns one way, allowing the new Coalition, led by the Alliance, to kick the Dominion out for good.








     Author's Note: Although in the series Cardassia is used to refer to Cardassian territory, and Cardassia Prime referring to the the Cardassian homeworld, in this ep, as well as the entire series, Cardassia is used to refer to the Cardassian homeworld, and Cardassia Prime used to refer to the capital city on Cardassia.














Prologue








     The Dominion fleet over Cardassia was in a frenzy, as the Dominion's commanders were busy trying to repair their ships to be sent out against the unending tide of Coalition ships.  All in all, the Dominion had gone from being roughly equal with the Federation Alliance in ship numbers to be outnumbered 12 to 1 by the entry of the Coalition powers.  The Alliance, the Minbari, the Narn, the Centauri, the Soviet Planetary Union, the Gersallians, and the Romulans had all joined together to assist the Federation Alliance in stopping the Dominion threat.  It was estimated that, by Janurary of 2161, the Alliance Stellar Fleet could have at least 21,000 warships available for the frontlines, as their shipbuilding had increased by 500%.  Another example of the Dominion's problems was provided in part by the projections that the SPU Tula and Volgograd shipyards in THA-4 would be able to increase the Red Starfleet to 3,000 starships.  This included the new Kharkov-class battlecruiser, (the first ever designed solely by the SPU), which was equal in many ways to the Alliance Vicksburg-class heavy cruiser.


     It was these facts that went through the mind of Kira as their runabout, the Zimbabwe, entered Cardassia's atmosphere.  The Zimbabwe was the runabout version of the Star Shadow-class stealth ship, the Nile-class stealth/recon runabout, made from the same material, and also invisible to the naked eye.  The windows were specially made to only allow light through one way, which gave them the ability to look out but also made the windows invisible to outside objects.  The ship was sleek, possessed great atmospheric capabilities, and was armed to the teeth with Type 2-X Pulse Phaser Cannons, quantum microtorpedoes, and advanced shields.  The runabout glided into a Cardassian barn-like structure on an agricultural farm, and landed.  Slowly, it was lowered beneath the ground into a subterreanean complex that Damar's resistance had built for their operations on Cardassia.


     "Legate Damar!"  A Cardassian greeted them as they stepped out.  "It is an honor to meet you, sir!"


     Damar definately had a new air about him.  He was as if he were standing ten feet tall at all times.  His posture and expression had a confident air, and he seemed to be a natural leader.  "Good, Glin....."


     "Glin Kritek, Cardassia Home Defense Guard, sir!"


     "How are preparations coming?"


     "As soon as the Coalition launches it's next offensive, our ships will switch sides, and take out the Dominion fleet in orbit.  We will then liberate Cardassia, declare war, and ask to be allowed to join the Coalition."


     "Good.  From here, we will lead the liberation of our people, with the help of the Alliance," Damar seemed to point his head in Jarke's direction.  "As well as the Federation and the Bajorans," Damar added after Kira crossed her arms.


     "Good to know we're appreciated," Odo sarcastically replied as he brought a case of photon rifles off the Zimbabwe.


     "Jarke, get in here.  We've got a communique coming in from Deep Space Nine," Bond called out from the runabout.


     As Kira, Odo, Garak, and two Cardassian soldiers unloaded the weapons and equipment from the Zimbabwe, Damar conferenced with his officers.  He was interrupted when Jarke stepped out of the runabout.  "The balloon's going up.  The Coalition fleet is gathering at Deep Space Nine to launch Operation: Viper."


     "How many Coalition ships?"


     Jarke's grin was contagious.  "Around 11,000."








     Personal Log: September 12, 2160 AST; Robert Allen Dale.  The end has begun.  We are currently at Deep Space Nine, as Operation: Viper is being finalized.  The last month has seen the Dominion driven out of most conquered Federation territories.  The Dominion is desperately trying to create a new defensive line as constant pressure from Coalition forces is pushing them even farther into Cardassian space.  Alliance Army and Marine Corps units have gained several star systems with minimal casualties, routinely routing plentiful but poorly trained Jem'Hadar troops.  The Klingons have not mounted a major operation for three weeks, but that is due to their supply lines having been overextended.  The Romulans have taken two dozen systems along the former Romulan-Dominion border, and look to threaten the major shipyards at Lakry III with another offensive.                          


     Along our main front, the Alliance has pushed the Dominion back to the point where we are close to totally surrounding Cardassia.  We have even created three salients in the main Dominion defense line around Cardassia, enabling us to threaten Cardassia itself with a quick offensive, and tying down massive numbers of Dominion troops trying to destroy the salients.  Our success has been great; last week, two Jem'Hadar divisions hit the salient in the small Meska star cluster, and got beaten back by the Third Fleet Group and Seventeenth Army, with heavy losses.  The Meska salient itself is important because it threatens a direct thrust toward Cardassia, as well as threatening the major ketricell white facilities in Larkonek.  


     The Bajoran front has been stabilized; during Operation: Slipstrike last month, Alliance gains in the former DMZ cut off the Dominion forces between Cardassia and Bajor.  Most Cardassian planets surrendered or defected, while the Jem'Hadar controlled systems were subjected to bombardment until they surrendered or were wiped out.


     The Federation front is probably the greatest news of success.  All Federation homeworlds have either been liberated, or abandoned by Dominion troops.  Two weeks ago, the Soviet Sixth Red Army entered the capital on Betazed, ending the bloodiest land battle yet.  Out of 200,000 Soviet troops in the Sixth Army, 32,000 died, and 100,000 have suffered combat wounds.  Their sacrifices were not in vain; several "labor" camps that were little better than concentration camps were liberated, and thousands of Betazoids were saved from death orders by the Vorta governor of Betazed.  The Betazoid planetary government has returned from exile on Eloh, and is now proclaiming August 25 to be "Liberation Day".


     The Cardassian Resistance is also inflicting losses on the Dominion.  Uprisings have preceded several of our operations, and the Resistance itself is gaining steam.  The Dominion has attempted to calm the civilian populace, but to no avail.


     Finally, we have gained the initative, and I'll be damned if we let it go.


     The war room on Deep Space Nine was packed.  Dale, Sisko, Ross, Martok, Carrey, Admiral Markal of the Romulan Imperial Navy, Grand Admiral Layrkr of the Gersallian Star Force, Satai Rathenn, General G'Sten, and General Religos were all in attendance.  Utilizing the computer systems, tied into the systems on the Roddenberry, Dale brought up a star map on the individual displays of each commander.  It showed Cardassia in the middle, and everyone could see that it was slowly being encircled.  Four main lines pointed toward the Dominion space that included Cardassia.  "Here is the overall scope of the planned operation.  It will begin with an offensive by the Romulans, designed to draw Dominion attention in that direction.  Then Phase Two will begin."  He pressed a button on the display control, and isolated one of the arrows.  "Using our salient at Meska, the Third and Fifth Fleet Groups will launch an all-out offensive toward Larkonek and Elo Jakr, supported by the Fifth and Eighth Armies, in addition to the Third Marine Division.  This force, a large one in it's own right, will coerce the Dominion to commit the Fifteenth and Seventeenth Jem'Hadar Divisions, as well as a Cardassian Order, to defense, leaving their reserve forces low.  Then, Phase Three will begin."  Dale highlighted two of the pointers, one originating from the Kelra system, and the other from Bajor.  "The Coalition Armada, under my command, will depart for a straight run at Cardassia.  It is our belief that the Dominion will send every ship in the area they can find to try to hold a line against us."


     "If I may, Minister," Religos interrupted in his thick Centauri accent.


     "By all means, General."


     Religos placed a padd on the table.  "These ship numbers mystify me.  The Coalition Armada contains at least 70% of all available starships from each member, except for the Minbari, the Bajorans, and the Alliance.  Now, while I accept the fact that the Alliance needs many of it's ships at other fronts, why are the Minbari and Bajorans not contributing heavily to this Armada?  Practically every front of the war is now on the defensive to make this Armada large enough for a knock-out blow."


     Dale grinned.  "Because, General, those forces will be elsewhere.  The Armada is a decoy.  It will lure the Dominion fleets out to a final all-out battle, leaving Cardassia vurnerable to an attack coming out of hyperspace.  The Fifteenth and Twentieth Fleets will be leading the assault, with the bulk of the Bajoran Space Fleet and 400 Minbari Sharlin-class Warcruisers in support."


     "And what unit will be assuming the task of invading Cardassia?"


     Martok let out a small chuckle.  "It shall be a glorious battle."


     "Although ground troops composing of all the Coalition members will be involved, the bulk of the invasion force will be the First Army Group."


     Martok bellowed, "Patton?!"


     "He was the only field commander to come forward with an offer of giving his forces to the assault.  Saved the Army from having to form another Army Group to launch the attack."


     Martok's laughter grew.  "Patton!  Only a warrior such as he would have the courage and audacity to ask for such an assignment.  Sometimes, I believe Klingon blood runs through his veins."


     "Not that it would be an improvement," Admiral Markal mumbled, drawing an irate glare from Martok.  Dale sighed.  No matter what, Klingons and Romulans still hated each other.  "The Romulan Command has already agreed to do our part.  However, the rest of our esteemed 'allies' will have to do the same.  Our troops have fought long and hard since our initial offensives, and they will not be able to face another such offensive, and the likely Dominion counter-attack, without the proper preparation the timetable of this "Operation: Viper" does not permit.  We will be depending on your offensive hitting the Dominion before they arrive to stop our offensive."�     "And we will.  The instant your offensive starts, our fleet will depart for Cardassia."


     "And what about the Narn, Centauri, and Minbari vessels in our fleet?"  A question from Ross.


     "We will use the interphasic beacon system to allow communications between the two forces.  We will be sending other ships to join the Narn, Centauri, and Minbari ships traveling via hyperspace, to cause the Dominion to miscalculate our numbers.  They will not send all their forces to engage 10,000 starships, but 4,000 will definately convince the Dominion to commit the 3,000 or so warships near Cardassia.  When we've been engaged by the bulk of the Dominion force, we'll draw them in, and then have the other half of the armada jump out of hyperspace.  After we annihilate their defense forces, we'll split up to take out their outposts and bases near Cardassia.  We hope to have Cardassia by the end of the week, possibly sooner if the Cardassian Resistance starts an uprising before we get there."


     "And the casualty estimates?"


     Ross' question caused Dale's expression to sour.  "As high as three million Coalition casualties, starship action included.  This offensive could make Betazed look like a skirmish."


     "The dead of this battle will long be remembered.  Their swevyra will not be lost in vain," Grand Admiral Layrkr vowed.


     Dale nodded in agreement.  "No matter the cost, we must liberate Cardassia from the Dominion.  Only then can we build up our forces for an invasion of the Gamma Quadrant, to stop the Dominion once and for all."


     "Now that we have finished this briefing, we should prepare for the offensive."  Ross stood.  "May we emerge victorious."


     The group dispersed, but Dale stopped Sisko and Carrey from leaving.  "I need to speak with both of you, now."


     "I'm all ears," Sisko answered.


     "Good."  Dale tapped several buttons on the display, and a star system near the frontlines lit up.  "This is Ecilis V.  The Dominion has established a POW camp here, and will most likely slaughter the prisoners at the first sign of defeat.  We're sending in a joint unit of Alliance Star Marines, Gersallian Elite Commandos, and Soviet Planetary Union Spetznaz to liberate the camp, but they'll need support.  I need you two to lead a squadron of the new Predator III-class advanced destroyers to assist."


     Carrey whistled.  "Alright!  I've always wanted to see those things in action!"


     "When do we leave?"


     "In ten hours.  You will rendezvous with the squadron in the Gentaka system, and travel, cloaked, to the Ecilis system.  By the time our main invasion is underway, you should be finished with the POWs.  Afterward......"  Dale's communicator interrupted him.  "Dale here," he answered after pressing it.


     "You have a personal message from Lt. Colonel Ari-Zneyn, from Jerkan V."


     Dale felt his heart grow cold.  What happened to him on Jerkan V would forever haunt him.  "I'll be there."  Cutting the channel, he finished briefing Carrey and Sisko.  "After the operation is over, return to Deep Space Nine.  That's all."  Dale rushed out of the war room.


     After he was gone, Sisko turned to Carrey and asked, "What happened on Jerkan V?"


     "His lover was tortured and murdered by the Fourth Reich.  He almost didn't make it out alive."  Carrey had not been present during Andreys' mad dash to the Jerkan system, but he knew through Barnes what it had been like.


     Sometimes he didn't understand why Dale and Andreys could not see that they were desperately in love.


     Sisko nodded in understanding.  "I'm sorry," he stated.  How much more do I have in common?  He lost his love to the deadliest, most inhumane movement humanity has ever had, and I lost my wife to the deadliest, most inhumane threat humanity has ever encountered.....








     "Jake, wake up.  Jake?"


     Sherlily nudged Jake off of her, and tried to get up.  "Jake, would you please wake up?  I have to go in an hour."


     "Don't go," he mumbled, as he wrapped his arm over her and held her down.


     She giggled.  "Is it just me, or have you gotten protective of me all of the sudden?"


     He smiled.  "That's my job.  You're mine, and I have to protect you from everyone else."


     "You're joking."


     "Not really."


     "Yes, you are."  Sherlily tried to get out from under his arm.  "I have to be on the Koenig in an hour, and I still need to have a shower."


     "Why?"


     "Because I have a duty to perform."


     "What about your duty to yourself?  What about us?"


     Sherlily sighed, and lay still as Jake put his arms around her.  "Jake, I'm sorry, but I took an oath to fight for the Alliance when called upon.  We're in the middle of a war, and it is my duty to fight.  I'm sorry if you don't understand."


     "No, don't be sorry."  Jake sighed.  "It's just that, well, you're the first woman I've ever been to bed with.  You're the first woman to enter my life, and I just can't get over loving you.  I don't want to lose you, not like Dad lost Mom."


     Sherlily lay stunned for a moment.  "You never told me how your mother was killed."


     "She was killed by the Borg, at the Battle of Wolf 359 about eight years ago.  I finally was able to live with it, but Dad was ruined.  That was, until he......"  Jake recalled how his father changed after he made contact with the wormhole aliens, those the Bajorans called the Prophets.


     "I'm... I'm sorry for your loss, Jake."


     "I just don't want....."


     "No more words......"


     They kissed passionately.








     Dale sat in his office chair, and was immediately interrupted by the door chime.  "Come in."


     Andreys entered.  Her attitude over the last month had changed drastically, as she was now in anticipation of motherhood.  "All non-essential personnel have been offloaded.  We're at full battle readiness."


     "Good."  Dale smiled.  "How's the baby?"


     "Julian says she's progressing normally.  We're anticipating the baby to come around April or May, maybe even early June, if she's late."


     "Are you sure you should stay?  You won't be needed....."


     "And who else will command the Maya?"


     Dale sighed.  "Touchè."


     The door chime sounded again, and Meridina entered.  "The Gersallian fleet has arrived, Robert.  They report that all is in readiness."


     "Thank you, Meridina.  Now....."  Dale's eyes wandered down the screen on his monitor, and read the message from Jerkan V.  "Oh my God......."  Dale's face paled.


     "What is it?"


     "What's wrong, Robby?"


     Dale buried his head in his hands.  "They found Rebecca's body."


     Andreys put her hand on her mouth, and Meridina kneeled next to him.  "Robert, I know how much this....."


     "She was pregnant."


     The room quieted instantly.








     The command center for the Cardassian resistance was a hive of activity.  As soldiers and civilians worked to prepare for their attacks, Damar, Garak, Kira, and Gul Levret were going over battle plans.  "Lakorian City is where the Coalition force will land.  Afterwards, they will move directly against Cardassia Prime, liberating several cities and towns as they move.  The Dominion's plans for defending the planet from invasion are to use the anti-starship defenses in and around Cardassia Prime.  To prevent the required decimation of these platforms and the surrounding areas, we will take control, and use them against our oppressors."


     "At the same time, our team will infiltrate the Ekoran Prison, and free the Resistance members and Coalition POWs being held there.  The Dominion will probably slaughter them at the first sign of invasion," Jarke informed Damar.


     "I will being joining you," Damar stated.


     "Damar, you're needed here......," Kira protested.


     "There are Cardassian citizens being tortured and brutalized in Ekoran Prison, and I must be there to save them."


     After a moment, Jarke said, "Thank you Damar.  Garak, get Bond and Odo.  We have a job to do."








     Carrey turned a corridor, and found Sisko waiting for him at the docking bay for the Koenig.  "Ben, anything you need?"


     "I just came to wish you luck, face to face."


     "We're going to need it."  Carrey extended a hand.  "An honor serving with you, Ben."


     "The honor was mine, Zack."


     The two men laughed for a moment, and noticed movement down the hall.  They turned to see Sherlily and Jake kissing.  After a few moments, they stopped, and Jake turned away and left.  Sherlily strolled up to the airlock, and stood at attention.  "Ensign Sherlily reporting for duty, Captain."


     "Report to your post, Ensign.  We leave in ten minutes."


     "Aye sir."  Sherlily entered the airlock.


     "Those two lovebirds," Carrey added softly as he watched her go.  "I envy them."


     "I understand the feeling all to well."  Sisko turned to leave.  "Once again, good luck, Captain."


     "Good luck, Captain."








     "All crewmembers present and accounted for.  Ship systems are ready, sir," Apley reported as Carrey took his seat.


     "Very well.  Disengage docking clamps, and pull away from the station, one quarter impulse."


     The Koenig pulled away from the station, and turned around.  A few moments later, the Defiant came alongside.


     "Defiant is in formation.  Course set for Gentaka system."


     "Engage at Warp 9."


     "Yes sir."


     The two ships went to warp.








     Personal Log: September 13, 2160 AST; Robert Allen Dale.  The Armada is ready to leave within the next few hours.  The greatest battle in the history of the Alliance is about to begin.  As Ambassador G'Kar of the Narn said to his people at the Narn declaration of war against the Dominion, "Some have questioned our entry into war with a powerful enemy that does not threaten our homeworld, and in answering their questions, I have yet another question.  How can we maintain our belief in the holiness of our people if we turn a blind eye to the pain and suffering of others?  War is not holy, I do not pretend to believe it is, but there comes a time when those who follow the truth must say, 'Enough is enough!', and bear arms for a holy cause .  Our allies, even the hated Centauri, are fighting, and dying, to restore dignity and freedom to billions of other lives, and we must do all we can to save them.  For some must be sacrificed if all are to be saved."


     I have long appreciated G'Kar's literary talent, and I hope that the suffering of the men and women who will die in this battle will lead to a greater day, when their sacrifices will bring life and happiness to trillions of people.


     After finishing his log entry, Dale got into his bed, hoping to get a few hours rest before the Armada set out for it's target.  He felt his eyes begin to close.....


     "Robert, are you okay?"


     Dale whirled around to see Meridina laying next to him.  "I was wondering when you would try to get some sleep."


     "I don't know if I can...."  Dale noticed Meridina's concerned expression.  "I keep thinking of Rebecca."


     "I know it is hard on you.  You used to share your bed with her, and my presence is bringing you thoughts of betrayal.  Perhaps I should leave...."  Meridina started to get out from under the sheet.


     "No, don't go."  Dale held her arm.  "Meridina, I loved her deeply.  But sometimes, I wonder if it was a pure love."


     "Robert, you must not doubt yourself.  You loved her, and she loved you.  Her loss devastated you, and it still does.  You must overcome this pain, or it will never stop."


     "But how do I?"


     "Rest, Robert....  That is what you need....."  Meridina set her head on his chest, her hair softly brushing his skin.  She closed her eyes.


     Dale fell asleep soon after.








     The One you are, yes......


     "What?"


     The time is near, Cukar'Oeqt.....


     "Who's there?!"


     The third circle must be completed.....


     "Kosh?!  Is that you?"


     Who are you?


     "What.... what are you talking about?"


     What do you want?


     "What do I want?"


     Why are you here?


     "I.... I don't know.........."


     Where are you going?


     "To Cardassia.  To stop the Dominion from murdering more people."


     Dale squinted.  All he could see was bright light, and it hurt his eyes.  A figure moved toward him.  It was a tall humanoid, with long fingers, a flowing gray beard, and a somewhat philosophical look about him.  "Are you sure of yourself?  Do you know why you are here?"


     "No, I don't...."


     "Do you know why you live?"


     "Not really.  No one does."


     "Do you wish to know this?"


     "I don't know if anyone should have the wisdom of their existance."


     "Wisdom, young man, is a state of being.  You must achieve wisdom to be able to understand, and must understand to be able to achieve wisdom.  A circle, if you will....."


     "I don't know what you're getting at.  Who are you?"  Dale had trouble watching the being questioning him.


     "I am Lorien, young Robert Dale.  Now, do you know who you are?"


     "I.... I don't know who I am...."


     "Good.  Admitting ignorance is the first step to understanding through wisdom.  Now, I have little time to continue, but I warn you; avoid the path of Darkness.  Do not let emotion lead you down the Dark path from which you will never be able to return."


     "Wait!  Do you know of Kosh?!"


     "We shall meet again......"








     Dale awoke with a start, scaring Meridina out of sleep.  "Robert?!  What is wrong?"


     "I... I...."  Dale could feel sweat cover his body.  "I don't know..."  He laid back down.  "Computer, time?"


     "The time is 0230 hours."


     "I have four hours until I have to be up."  Dale softly touched Meridina's cheek, and drew her closer.  "Sorry to scare you, but I had a dream."


     "I can feel your surprise."  Meridina put her head back on his chest, as he put his right hand on her head.  "Calm down, Robert, and rest."


     "Good idea."


     They fell asleep again.








     "We've arrived in the Gentaka system, Captain.  Dropping out of warp."


     As Sisko watched from his command chair, the Defiant and Koenig slowed to impulse speeds.  "Picking up five starships, sir."


     "On screen."


     The five Predator III-class starships appeared on the screen.  They were just past 200 meters long, and resembled the original Predator configuration of a saucer with a drive module on the lower back.  However, these ships had obvious atmospheric qualities, every angle smooth, and every part of the ship as sleek as the Sovereign and Enterprise-class ships it resembled.


     Sisko couldn't help but grin.  "I have a feeling the Dominion is not going to like today," he said, chuckling.  "Set course for the Ecilis system, Warp 9.  Engage cloaking device."


     The seven ships cloaked, and jumped to warp.








     The bridge of the Roddenberry was relatively quiet.  All of the officers were at their appropriate stations.  Jarod at ops, Paris at the conn, Worf at tactical, Spock at sensors......  Seeing them made Dale think of just how good his crew was.  They were the best in the Alliance, and nothing, nothing, would change that opinion.  "Status?"


     "The Armada has organized itself according to your tactical specifications.  We're ready to go at your command."


     "Very well."  Dale took his chair.  "You know, this reminds me of a poem Ambassador Jeffrey Sinclair once told me of.  Ulysses, by Lord Tennyson...."


     Jarod turned.  "'Tho' we are not now that strength which in old days moved Earth and Heaven, that


which we are, we are; one equal temper of heroic hearts, made weak by time and fate, but strong in will. To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.'," he quoted.


     Dale nodded with satisfaction.  "Where did you learn that?"


     "It was during my days on the run from the Centre.  Always kept me in the hunt for my family."


     Dale knew all to well about Jarod's previous life of slavery, followed by being a fugitive.


     "All ships report ready.  The second half of the Armada is ready to enter hyperspace."


     "Very well.  Let's end this.  All ships, move out."


     The Armada split up, some going to warp, and some entering hundreds of hyperspace jump points formed by Narn, Centauri, and Minbari jump engines.


     Operation: Viper had begun.......








     The Dominion High Command in Cardassia Prime was a hub of activity.  Everywhere, Cardassian laborers, under the watchful eye of Jem'Hadar guards, tried to shore up the perimeter defenses from the Alliance invasion that was most likely to occur.


     Weyoun knew it would come soon.


     The war was not going well.  The Founder had not anticipated that the Alliance's military could be so quickly brought to bear on the war.  Another factor not anticipated was the almost resolute quality of the Coalition.  It had been hoped that the Alliance could be kept out of the war, until it was their turn to be conquered, but the attacks on Metchik and New Haven, combined with the failed attack on La'kren, had enraged the Alliance instead of cowing it.  Now the Alliance had forced it's allies to commit to a war of "unconditional surrender", an attempt to destroy the Dominion itself.


     They must be stopped, Weyoun vowed silently.  The Dominion has lasted for ten thousand years, and I will not let it's glorious history be destroyed, or even worse, re-written, by the foolish Alliance anarchists.  They who refuse to accept the power of the Founders must be exterminated.


     "Sir," one of the loyal Cardassian aides interrupted his musings, "we have a report coming from the Fourth Order."


     "Yes?"


     "The Romulans have launched an offensive in the Lak'reys Sector.  The shipyards at Lakry III are in danger of being overrun."


     Weyoun frowned.  This does not make sense.  The Romulans have been fighting almost non-stop for months.  Their forces and supply lines are too strained to maintain such an offensive in the face of a counter-attack.  "Order two of our divisions to......"


     "Sir!  Another report, this time from the Twelth Jem'Hadar Battle Group!  Alliance forces are attacking Larkonek!"


     "How many ships?"


     "At least eight hundred!"


     Weyoun's frown grew deeper.  The Founder had been rightly concerned that the Meska Cluster had not been recovered from the Alliance, and now the Alliance was seeking to use that to their advantage.  The facilities at Larkonek contributed nearly 90% to the supply of ketricell white, and the Dominion had not been given the needed time to move the facilities elsewhere during the Alliance offensive in the prior month.  Worse yet, an attack on Larkonek indicated that, when the facilities fell or were destroyed, the Alliance would move on to Elo Jakr, headquarters of the Cardassian Second Order.  "Alert the Founder, and prepare to send all available......"


     "No."


     Weyoun turned toward the door way, startled, to face the Founder.  She stood there, as regal as ever.  "The Romulan offensive and the attack on Larkonek are decoys.  The forces taking Larkonek are too small to be the focus of an Alliance offensive, and the Romulan offensive is incapable of being anything but an attempt to off-balance us."


     "Whatever you wish, Founder," Weyoun said, as he bowed.  "You great wisdom is again showing us the true way."


     "Order all available ships to Cardassia, at once.  The Alliance and their allies will strike here, and we must be ready."


     "Immediately, Founder!"


     "And what of our secret weapon?"


     "It has been equipped with a warp drive, and is being send to join our forces."


     "Very good."








     In orbit over the liberated Cardassian world of Kelra, 700 Alliance, Bajoran, and Minbari starships entered hyperspace, with 200 troop transports in formation with them.  At the lead of the formation was an Alliance Mississippi-class starship, the Glory.


     On the bridge, one General George S. Patton Jr. watched as the bridge crew stood at attention on his entry.  "Commander Ford, when will we be in range to return to normal space?"


     "Ten hours, sir!"


     "Any news on the other battles?"


     "Romulan forces are still pushing forward, sir, and the Larkonek offensive has met with considerable success.  The Coalition Armada has already departed from Deep Space Nine, sir!"


     "Good.  Now, put me over the communication system.  I would like to speak to my troops."


     "Yes General," the communications officer responded.  "You're on."


     "To the soldiers of the Alliance First Army Group, the Bajoran Second Division, the SPU Second Red Army, the American III Corps, and our other esteemed allies, this is General Patton speaking.  We are now underway to the greatest battle of our lives.  I expect all of the men under my command to follow their orders willfully, and perform their duties.  There has been some question over our next step in ridding the galaxy of the Dominion scum, and now I will inform you of exactly where we will be killing more Jem'Hadar bastards.  This force is bound for Cardassia!"


     On every vessel, even the Minbari ones, cheers erupted.








     "We are approaching the Ecilis system, Captain.  All ships report ready."


     Carrey took his command chair.  "Are the special forces ready for deployment?"


     "Five Dnepr-class advanced runabouts and three Brooke-class ground attack runabouts are being deployed by the Carthage."


     "Disposition of Dominion defenses?"


     Derbely turned from her operations station.  "Fifteen Jem'Hadar attack ships are in defensive positions.  There are also three Galor-class battleships in orbit over Ecilis V."


     Carrey swallowed.  The odds were not good.  "We've got to give those runabouts cover.  All ships, decloak and attack."


     The seven starships revealed themselves to their adversaries, and opened fire.  Pulse phaser fire ripped up five Jem'Hadar attack ships, and fusion cannon fire took out three more.


     All of the casualties had been inflicted by the Predator III ships.


     "Yahoo!!!!!  Those ships are good!", Carrey exclaimed.


     "Sir, four Jem'Hadar battlecruisers just emerged from behind the Ecilis V moon!"


     "Dammit!  Tell those runabouts to get going.  We're going to need to......"


     On the screen, the four battlecruisers approached, firing their polaron and pulse weapons at will.  One of the Predator IIIs, the Alfa, deftly dodged one of the shots, and raked a battle cruiser with phaser and neutron cannon fire.  Several explosions flowered along the hull, and the Defiant added to those explosions with quantum torpedoes, taking advantage in the shield disruption caused by the Alfa's interphasic neutron cannons.  The Koenig and two of the Predator IIIs, the Damocles and Enchantress, strafed a second battlecruiser, while the remaining two Predator IIIs, the Carthage and Seawolf, escorted the eight runabouts through to the planet surface.  One of the battlecruisers turned to attack......


     And was promptly blown in half by the three Cardassian battleships.


     Carrey watched the screen, wide-eyed.  "The Cardassians are on our side!!!  Concentrate fire on all Jem'Hadar battlecruisers!  Send the Defiant, Damocles, and Enchantress to take down those attack ships!"


     The Koenig pulled away from the battle cruisers, and performed an Immelman, now facing two Jem'Hadar fighters.  Sherlily pressed the firing button, and pulse phaser fire ripped apart both of the ships.  Another attack ship fell victim to solar torpedoes.


     Nearby, the Alfa and one of the Cardassian warships sliced up a battlecruiser, and the Koenig strafed another.  After finishing off the last five attack ships, the Defiant led it's small formation back into the main battle, strafing one of the two remaining battlecruisers.  Solar torpedoes, quantum torpedoes, and Cardassian plasma torpedoes combined to demolish the larger battlecruiser.  The last one, it's weapons gone, turned and went to warp.


     "Damage report?"  Carrey had some problems seeing the screen through chemical smoke coming from a couple of fires on the bridge.


     "Shields at fifty percent.  Damage to Decks 2, 4, and 5.  Plasma leak in the port nacelle, and there is some damage to the torpedo launchers."


     "The other ships?"


     "The Defiant's shields are at sixty percent.  The Carthage and it's squadron are all around eighty percent shields."


     The smoke cleared, and the eight runabouts, five of them smooth-edged sisters of the Nile-class, and three large, multi-decked personnel carriers, entered the Ecilis V atmosphere.  "The strike teams are landing in the prison courtyard, and are beginning their assault."


     Carrey could almost imagine the sites of the POWs.  Most had probably been tortured half to death, as well as starved and generally mistreated.  He couldn't understand the reason for the Dominion to be so cruel.


     That is why we're here, he thought.








     The Jem'Hadar sentry fell lifeless as Jarke broke his neck.  Nearby, Kira, Bond, Damar, Garak, and Odo all began moving down the corridors leading from the waste center to the main prison complex.  "Bloody convienent of these fellows to be so frugal in sentry duty," Bond said sarcastically.


     "They're most likely getting ready to execute the prisoners at the first sign of invasion," Jarke answered.  "We've got to....."


     "Everyone, over here!"


     Odo's shot brought the four running over.  He kneeled down in a vat of raw sewage.


     In his arms was a young Cardassian woman.


     Despite the horrendous smell, Garak and Damar helped Odo bring her to the floor.  Although covered with sewage, she was naked, and bruises and cuts covered her body.  Her back was filled with plasma burns, as if inflicted by a plasma whip.  Everyone observing was horrified at her condition, as she appeared to be no older than twenty.  "Who are you?"  Damar took her in his arms.


     "I'm.... I'm....  Loral......"  She looked at his face.  "Legate Damar....."


     Damar held her close, barely breathing to stop the smell from overwhelming him.  "What happened to you?  What did these butchers do to you?!"


     "I... I was helping my brother sneak food to the Federation prisoners of war....  We joined the Resistance to free Cardassia, but we didn't know they would be so angry over helping to feed the starving Federation people in the prison....."  She had trouble speaking, and Jarke and Kira were struggling to get medical supplies for her.  "They... they beat me....  They ripped my clothes off...  hanged me by my arms from the upper tower.... trying to get me to tell them...  where the other members of our cell where....  When I survived, they lashed me with a plasma whip....  as other Cardassians and Federation people watched....  then they threw me down here....."  She grabbed Damar's tunic, her hand having been wiped off by Jarke.  "I'm going... I'm going to die....."


     "No, no you're not...."  Damar tried to assure her.  "We're going to save you...."


     "Please save my brother Jolan..... tell him.....  Legate Damar, promise me that my death will be followed by Cardassia's freedom....  Please, promise me.....  Cardassia will be free.....  And I will die happy....."


     Damar nodded in agreement.  "Yes, Cardassia will be free, Loral.  And we will save your brother, I swear to it."


     She smiled.  "Thank you.....  For....  Cardassia........"  Her body fell limp in Damar's trembling arms.


     Kira ran a tricorder over her.  "She's dead...."


     Damar gently laid her body on the ground, and covered it with a sheet in his survival pack  "A Cardassian to the end....."  Damar picked up his rifle, and started down the corridor.  "I will not allow any more of my people to die like this.  This must be stopped!!!!"


     Kira, despite the situation, couldn't help but say, "Many Bajorans said the same thing in the Occupation."


     Damar turned to her, and for an instant, Kira feared she had overstepped herself.


     However, when she looked in Damar's eyes, she saw something she hadn't expected.


     Remorse......  Guilt......  Shame.....


     "We should be moving out.  The invasion is almost ready to begin, and the prisoners must be safe from retaliation," Jarke said, trying to keep his voice calm.


     Bond turned to the shrouded body of Loral, and clutched his weapon.  "Let's go get those bloody bastards."


     Damar nodded softly.  "For Cardassia," he vowed.








     "Dominion defense armada is dead ahead."


     This is the moment I've been waiting for....  Dale activated the tactical display on his right chair arm.  "How many Dominion ships?"


     "4,328 Dominion ships, and 857 Cardassian ships.  They are arming weapons, and forming a defensive line."


     "Code Red, all ships to battlestations."  Klaxons sounded on the bridge.  "All weapons, prepare to fire.  Attack wings, enter Gamma formation.  Carriers, launch fighters and hang back from the battle.  Cruiser and Destroyer wings, enter Beta formation.  All Battle wings, lock weapons on their battlecruisers, battleships, and dreadnoughts.  Try to avoid the Cardassian vessels."


     "All ships report ready, sir," Worf reported.  He was in a tremendous state of excitement.  "Weapons are locked.  Loading torpedo bays, launching attack runabouts and the Maya, and readying fusion cannons for rapid fire."


     "Drop out of warp."


     The Armada dropped out of warp in front of the awaiting Dominion line.  Dale zoomed out his tactical screen to get a full sense of the impending battle.  Like he expected, they were all waiting in rigid formation, waiting for the battle to begin.


     He wouldn't disappoint them.


     "Are all ships in position?"


     "Yes sir.  Carriers are launching fighters now.  All is in readiness."  Worf stopped, and smiled.  "This will be a glorious battle."


     "Message coming through from the Ro'Tar'An and the U.S.S. Farragut."


     "On screen."


     Ross and Martok appeared on the screen.  "All Federation starships are ready, Minister.  We will attack at your command."  Ross seemed preoccupied, most likely by the high casualty estimates.


     "There will be songs sung of this day, gentlemen.  Much glory will be won in this battle.  All Klingon warships are ready to attack!"


     Jarod turned his head.  "Messages coming in from Grand Admiral Layrkr, Admiral Suklowisvki, Shai Alyt Murlonn, General Religos, and General G'Sten.  Their fleet is in position, and ready to jump out of hyperspace at your command."


     "On my mark, the attack will commence."


     "Good luck to us all," Ross announced before ending his side of the transmission.


     "Today is a good day to die," Martok stated confidentaly.


     "It's a better day to make them die," Dale countered, a grin on his face.  "Any of that 2309 bloodwine left?"


     Martok started laughing.  "That it is.  As for the bloodwine, I have three barrels of 2309 in my quarters.  We shall drink well.  Qa'pla!"  Martok disappeared from the screen, leaving them with the view of the massive Dominion defense armada.


     The bridge was filled with anxiety.  "We are ready at your order, sir."


     Dale sat back.  Here we go......


     "All ships........  Attack!!!!"








     Weyoun and the Founder watched from the main command center.  "May we emerge victorious," Weyoun hoped aloud.


     "Order the reserve ships to commit themselves the instant a break....."


     The Founder's order was cut off by a massive power outage.  The room went dark, then lit up again.  "What happened?!"


     Weyoun checked a status screen.  "Our entire defense network has been crippled.  Orbital defenses, planetary shields and anti-starship weapons, communications....  They have all be disabled."


     "Damar," the Founder growled.


     "It appears to be so...."  Suddenly Weyoun had a terrible thought.  He dashed out to the balcony near the control room.  "Founder, look!!!!"


     The Founder walked out with him.  "What is it?"


     "Jump points!!!"


     Overhead, literally hundreds of blueish jump points opened in the Cardassian sky.  In orbit, the few Dominion warships in position were obliterated by the enemy invasion fleet, as evidenced by several green and orange flashs of light that streaked through the sky, accompanied with explosions.


     The Founder, for a moment, seemed terrified.  "This cannot be....  All intelligence pointed toward the armada from Deep Space Nine....."


     "Founder, we must......"


     A Wasp missile slammed into the Dominion headquarters, and vaporized everything in the compound.  The surrounding civilian buildings were untouched.








     Space lit up with multiple weapons fire.  Torpedoes of several types accompanied phaser, disruptor, and fusion cannon fire as they wiped out many of the frontline Dominion ships.  The Dominion returned fire, and the battle began in earnest.  "Bring in the hyperspace armada, behind them.  Fire at will!"


     Behind the Dominion fleet, the remaining 6,000 Coalition ships jumped in, and wreaked havoc on the surprised rear areas of the Dominion defense line.  The Dominion ships, panicked, turned and tried to break through.


     "Sir, the Cardassian ships are breaking formation with the Dominion!  They're attacking them!"


     On the screen, a wing of Cardassian attack ships strafed and destroyed a Dominion battlecruiser.  A Cardassian cruiser forced a squadron of Jem'Hadar attack ships to break off a strafing run on the Farragut.


     Dale clapped his hands together, as Jarod yelled, "We're getting a message from the invasion force!  They're landing on Cardassia right now!!!"


     "Great!"


     The battle continued on.  The Roddenberry was leading a battle wing of five Federation Galaxy-class starships, two Sovereign-class ships, and two Missouri-class battleships.  On their left flank, the Liberty-class battlecruisers Kelley, Liberty, and Brooklyn wiped out battlecruisers and attack ships right and left.  On the right flank, an attack wing with five Valiant-class attack ships, one being the Maya, three Defiant-class heavy escorts, and two Predator-class destroyers continued to force Jem'Hadar attack ships to break off.  Those precious few that broke through were wiped out by the Roddenberry's quantum interceptors.  The fusion cannons fired nearly every second, slicing into Dominion warships, while the solar torpedoes were being used less and less frequently, as they were being used up.  The MPTS locked on and slaughtered a Jem'Hadar Mark II Dreadnought, and then locked onto three Jem'Hadar battlecruisers and repeated the process.


     Jarod peered at his readings closely.  "Sir, there's a ship coming in, from Cardassia.  Unknown configuration."


     "What can you tell me about it?"


     "It appears to be well over a kilometer long.  It's dropping out of warp!"


     On the screen, a giant gray vessel slowed to impulse speed.  It was massive, larger than even the Roddenberry, and was shaped like a wedge, much like the previously encountered Berjakian dreadnought.  On the very back was a tower, where the bridge obviously was, and two globes on top of the tower.  "What the hell is that?!"


     A streak of white energy struck out to slice into a Steamrunner-class ship, and several more energy beams destroyed it and two nearby Federation frigates.  "Sir, those are Dominion weapons!"


     "Fire forward weapons!"


     The Roddenberry's forward fusion cannons fired, and hit the ship's shield.  "Minimal damage done.  Their shields seem to be fluctuating, but holding."


     "Why are they fluctuating?"


     Jarod shrugged.  "Most likely, they're not using the shields properly."


     One thought went through Dale's mind.


     The Dominion has acquired technology from another universe.  


     "Status on unknown Dominion ship?"


     "Their shields do not seem to be operating on a wavelength, which immediately separates them from our shields, and their power core is emitting a high-level ionic field.  It's like there's a small star in there!"


     "All nearby ships, concentrate fire on that ship!"


     The Roddenberry's battle wing lobbied torpedo after torpedo into the shields of the massive warship.  "Enemy shields still holding at eighty percent!"


     The warship returned fire, and destroyed two of the Galaxy-class starships with nearly eight different beams of energy.  "Dammit, there's got to be some way to........"  Dale thought of something.  "Where's the Constellation?"


     "Battle wing Alpha 4!"


     "Bring it over!"


     As they continued to pound on the warship, the long, graceful Enterprise-class Constellation approached, with five G'Quan-class heavy cruisers and three Sharlin-class Warcruisers in escort.  "Roddenberry to Constellation, fire interphasic fusion cannons!"


     Four green energy beams lanced into the warship's shields.  "Sir, it's working!  The interphasic energy is destabilizing their shields!"


     "Thank you Commander Jarod.  Worf, fire at will!"


     Phasers, torpedoes, and cannon fire from the Narn and Minbari vessels pounded the mysterious Dominion warship.  A spread from the Roddenberry hit and destroyed the bridge tower, and the Maya led it's attack wing to the underbelly of the ship.  Pulse phaser fire and torpedoes slammed into a small dome in the bottom, where the power core was present, and annihilated it.  The attack ships strained their engines to full impulse, and shot away from the warship, which exploded a few moments later, taking three squadrons of nearby Jem'Hadar attack ships with it.


     The bridge shook slightly, but that did not stop the cheering.  Dale checked his tactical screen, and was relieved to see that the Coalition fleet was slaughtering the Dominion with numbers and tactics.  "Let's finish this.  Bring us back into the main fight."








     Kira fired her phaser rifle as the Jem'Hadar sentries approached them.  Behind her, the rest of the team was opening cells, allowing prisoners out.  Most were in states of undress, a few being totally or nearly naked, and they all showed signs of torture, hunger, and general brutality.  Odo and Garak were trying to clamor for food rations to give to the starving prisoners.


     Damar and Jarke killed a squad of Jem'Hadar guards near one large door, and Damar kicked the door in.  What he saw caused him to gasp, and led the others to draw close.


     In the room, nearly two hundred Cardassians were either shackled to the wall, or tied to the floor.  The numerous plasma whip handles and tables indicated it to be a torture chamber, and Kira could barely contain her fury.


     In the center of the room stood a Vorta with a teen Cardassian boy in his arm, a Vorta hand weapon pointed at his head.  "Not a step further, Damar, or the boy dies!"


     "No, Legate Damar!  Shoot through me!  For Cardassia!"


     Damar and Jarke maintained their aim, while Bond and Kira observed from the door.  "Young Cardassian, what is your name?"  Damar's hatred for the Vorta seemed to be increasing.


     "Jolan," the boy answered.  The others exchanged glances, realizing that it was the dead girl's brother.


     "Do not worry, Jolan.  I will not allow you or any other Cardassian to be harmed by the Dominion butchers."


     "There is still a matter of me, Damar," the Vorta threatened, starting to back away in fear.  "Put your weapon down, or I kill this boy."


     "I would gladly lay my life down for Cardassia, Legate.  Shoot through me, and end the life of not only myself, but this Vorta.  I give you my life, Legate, for Cardassia...."  The boy's will impressed Damar.


     "Jolan, you sister Loral, she asked me to save you before she died, and I will not break a promise to such a brave Cardassian patriot."  Damar laid down his weapon.


     The Vorta smiled, but then shrieked with terror as Odo violently separated him from Jolan, and grabbed him by the throat.  "Founder!!!!  Why?!"


     "I'm not a Founder!"  Odo threw the Vorta onto one of the tables, and activated the restraints.  "Time for you to face justice."  As the Vorta pleaded for mercy, mercy he had not given to his prisoners, Odo activated the machine.


     Electricity surged through the Vorta, and he howled with pain, as Odo watched with satisfaction combined with rage.  "How does it feel?  To be tortured, to be brutalized?  My race cares nothing for solids, but I do, and I will not allow any more harm to come to my friends!"  Odo turned the machine up, and the Vorta's howls were drowned out by the laughing and cheering of the Federation and Cardassian prisoners.  After twenty seconds of excruciating pain, the Vorta died on the table.  Odo turned off the machine.


     Damar brought several captured Jem'Hadar weapons to the fittest of the prisoners, including Jolan, and said, "We must avenge our fallen comrades.  As we speak, Alliance forces are landing to liberate Cardassia from the Dominion, and it is our duty to fight alongside them."


     Jolan held his weapon up.  "For my sister!  For Cardassia!!!!"


     "For Cardassia!!!!!!!"








     "The runabouts are returning to the Carthage, sir.  Mission accomplished."


     Carrey sighed with relief.  "Get us the hell....."


     "Eight Jem'Hadar battlecruisers coming in!  They're blocking our line of retreat!"


     "Dammit!"  Carrey thought the matter through.  "We're going to have to get by them.  Prepare to go to warp the instant we get through the line, and take us through."


     "Yes sir," Apley responded.


     With the Cardassian battleships behind them, the Koenig, Defiant, Carthage, and the rest of the squadron flew right at the Jem'Hadar warships.  The Enchantress fired first, destablizing the shields of the front two cruisers with it's interphasic neutron cannons, and the Defiant and Alfa followed up with torpedoes.  They blew past the other battlecruisers, and went to warp.


     Next came the Damocles, Carthage, Seawolf, and Koenig.  Phaser and neutron cannon fire blazed away, destroying one of the damaged cruisers, and damaging the rest.  The Cardassian ships plowed through the Jem'Hadar, and one was disabled before they made it to open space and went to warp.


     Carrey watched the last Galor straggle behind, with no warp drive, as the Jem'Hadar approached.  "Come about!  We've got to get those Cardassians!"


     "Are ye daft, lad?!"  Scotty was manning the engineering console.  "There's nae a thing you can do for them!"


     "I've got to try!  Drop shields, full evasive pattern, and begin beaming the survivors off!"


     Apley began forcing the Koenig to twist and whirl like no tomorrow, as Dominion polaron beams streaked by them.  "We're still getting the survivors!  Three loads so far, but not many more!"


     Carrey frowned.  There must've been at least six hundred Cardassians on that ship, he mused to himself.  "Hurry!"


     "I'm tryin', Cap'n, but I'm nae as fast as I used t' be!" 


     A few hits grazed their ablative armor, but Apley was pretty successful in keeping them out of the firing range.


     "Just a few more!"


     The bridge rocked furiously, and Carrey was nearly thrown out his seat.  The lights went out for a few moments, and several consoles exploded.  "Damage report!!!!"


     "Warp drive is still functional, but we've lost life support on Deck 2.  Hull breach on Deck 3, and forcefields are in place.  Torpedo launchers are offline, and our phasers are down to twenty percent." 


     "Get us out of here!"


     Apley brought the ship to warp, and they zipped away.  "We're on our way back to Deep Space Nine."


     "Any sign of pursuit?"


     "No.  They must be taking the time to finish off that Cardassian ship."


     "Sherlily, are you okay back there?"


     "I'm.... I'm fine....."  Her voice seemed weak.


     Carrey turned and got up, seeing her leaning against her panel.  "Are you sure you're......"


     There was a piece of shrapnel sticking out of her stomach.


     Carrey grabbed her, and yelled into his communicator, "Carrey to clinic, I need the med team, now!!!!"  She fell out of the chair into his arms.  "C'mon Ensign, don't die on me."


     "I... I won't sir....."


     Carrey looked up at Scotty.  "Put everything we have into the warp engines!  We need to get to DS9, now!!!"


     "Aye Cap'n!!!"








     "All reports from Cardassia indicate that resistance has been wiped out by a preliminary attack from orbit, combined with a massive uprising by the Cardassian Resistance.  The few Dominion forces remaining on Cardassia attempted to retreat, and most were destroyed by the orbiting fleet.  The Alliance High Command has already issued a victory statement, showing that nearly 95% of the Dominion's fleet had been wiped out in the operation, the first major operation supported by all members of the Coalition.  Such a declaration of victory was expected, but what was not expected was Legate Damar's personal surrender for war crimes indictments by the Federation and the Interstellar Courts of ST-3.  Before being escorted off planet, Damar commented to the Cardassian public that he would have to face these charges if Cardassia was to face a better future, an act that has won him accolades from several Coalition leaders.  This is Mary Zellenman, ANN, New York."


     The monitor turned off, and Dale raised his glass.  The entire command crew was present in the conference room.  "To the brave men and women who died today, for their sacrifices were not in vain."  After the toast, the crew split up, and went on their way.  Dale remained in the conference room, with Meridina standing next to him.


     "Robert, are you sure that you are okay?  Your swevyra is troubled...."


     "It's the mysterious ship the Dominion used in the battle.  I'm worried about that.  What if there are more out there?"


     "Then we shall find them, in due time."  Meridina took his hands.  "You must let go of your pain to make your life better."


     "I'm trying...."  He put his hands on Meridina's shoulders.  "And I have you to help me...."  He softly kissed her.


     His communicator beeped.  Removing his lips from Meridina, he tapped the communicator.  "Dale here."


     "Captain Carrey just reported in.  His ship suffered casualites in action at Ecilis V, but they succeeded in rescuing the prisoners, bringing in two Cardassian warships, and saving part of the crew of a third."


     "That is good news.  Set course for Deep Space Nine, and engage at Warp 9.4."








     "I need five cc's of cordazine, stat!"


     Carrey sprinted through the infirmary on Deep Space Nine, as Pulaski and a medical team rushed a Bolian POW into surgery.  "Where is Sherlily?!"


     "Sir, I'm afraid you can't...."


     "Let me see her!!!!"


     Carrey barged past the Bajoran nurse, and into one of the curtained rooms.  Sherlily was on the bed, with the shrapnel having been removed.  "Are you okay?"


     "Sir, I.... I don't know.  Where's Jake?"


     "In his quarters.  Captain Sisko is going to get him."


     "I'm.... I'm not going to make it....."


     "Don't say that!  You'll be fine!"  Carrey took her hand.


     "Tell.... tell Jake.... not to... miss.... me........"


     A loud, constant beep filled the room, and Sherlily's head flopped back on the pillow, all life vanished from her eyes.  Carrey put her hand on her chest, and walked away, as a medical team rushed into the room.


     He slowly walked out of the infirmary, and ran into Jake and Sisko.  "How is she?!"


     Carrey almost couldn't turn into Jake's eyes.  "I'm sorry....."


     As Jake ran into the infirmary, Sisko looked away.  "Damn...."  He knew all too well what his son would be going through.


     "I.... I need a drink...."  Carrey could feel his throat dry up, and his stomach turn into knots.


     "I need one too......"


     The two strolled towards Quark's, and heard a loud, "Nooooooo!!!!!!" come from the infirmary.�





     Dale followed Carrey into the infirmary morgue.  "She was my only fatality.  Damn!!!  Why, of all the people, did she have to die?!  She was so young...."


     As Carrey continued his angry rant at Sherlily's fate, Dale thought of the many who had died during the course of the battle.  For some must be sacrificed, if all are to be saved....  G'Kar's words continued to run through his mind.


     "I'm sorry, Zack.  I'm very sorry...."


     "Tell it to Jake Sisko.  They were lovers.  Hell, I remember April talking about them getting married!"  Carrey sat down, and buried his face in his hands, an incredible burden on his soul.


     Dale couldn't help but stare at Sherlily's lifeless body.  "Too many people have been killed, and are going to be killed, in this war....."








     Personal Log: September 15, 2160 AST; Robert Allen Dale.  Cardassia is free.  The few remnants of the Dominion fleet have retreated toward the Gamma Quadrant, with no where else to go.  A few isolated worlds remain under Dominion control, and plans are underway to liberate them.  


     What remains of the Cardassian military has rallied to the cause of the Coalition.  In an emergency session, the Interstellar Courts, and the Federation Supreme Court, have agreed to suspend the charges against Damar due to his support for the Coalition, and his leadership of the Resistance in occupied worlds prior to the liberation of Cardassia.  It is anticipated that the hastily reformed Detepa Council will ask Damar to retake the position of Legate.  He seems to be handling his fame among the Cardassian public well, and has already offered a public apology to the Bajorans, and other races, who suffered under prior Cardassian rule.


     In the end, seven hundred Coalition starships were destroyed, with a death toll of approximentally 500,000 lives.  Ground casualties were thankfully lower, with barely 20,000 deaths.  And the Cardassian people also suffered, for as of now, the official Cardassian death toll for the war, and the brutal Dominion occupation after Damar's defection, is approaching ten million.  So much death, and so much more to come......


     Dale couldn't help but not read the casualty list for Operation: Viper.  He had helped bring this war, and no matter how holy the cause, could not stop thinking of how much death and destruction would be wrought.  On his desk, he had now put an engraved plaque with a quote from Mohandas Gandhi, which read: What difference does it make to the dead, the orphans, and the homeless, whether the mad destruction is wrought under the name of totalitarianism or the holy name of democracy and liberty?  While he did not totally agree with the quote, he understood it all too well.


     His musing was interrupted by the door chime.  "Come in."


     The door opened, and Jake Sisko entered.  "I... I've been thinking of something, and I want to ask you how I would go about doing it."


     Dale leaned back in his chair.  "Okay, ask me......"








     Sisko examined the casualty list, and tried his damndest not to just look at them as names.  Each name had been a person.  A person with dreams, a person with hopes....  Some had been beloved sons and daughters, loving husbands and wives, proud fathers and mothers......  The numbers themselves were cold, and unmoving.  What was the difference between 10 and 10,000?


     Sisko hated the numbers.


     Most of all on his mind was the loss his son had endured.  Sisko had waited for years for his son to fall in love, get married, and have children.  He had personally hoped Sherlily would provide the daughter-in-law he had always hoped for.


     The door chime to his office went off.  "Come," came his response.


     Dale entered.  "Captain Sisko...."


     "Please, call me Ben," Sisko said, trying to act friendly.


     "Okay, Ben...."  Dale chuckled for a moment, despite himself.  "I guess you could call me Rob, or Robert."


     "That's fine with me, Rob," Sisko answered, smiling.  "Did I ever tell you about the stories Zack has been telling me about you?"


     Dale rolled his eyes.  "Please, God, no....."


     Sisko chuckled.  "I had never heard of your fun side until he mentioned the antics you two used to pull.  I used to be the same way."  Sisko leaned back in his chair, a wide smile on his face.  "So, what caused you to come see me?  Business, or pleasure?"


     "I guess it's business."


     "What is it?


     Dale swallowed.  "Ben, I don't know how to bring this to you, but...."  Dale pulled up a chair to the desk, and sat down.  "Jake's enlisted into the Alliance Marine Corps."


     The smile disappeared from Sisko's face.  "What?!"


     Dale sighed.  "I'm sorry.  He came into my office a few hours ago, and asked me how the enlistment process went.  I figured that he was interested because he's a reporter, but when our local enlistment officer posted the daily list of new recruits, his name was on it."


     Sisko jumped out of the chair.  "Can he change his mind?"


     Dale nodded.  "Of course.  He has seventy-two hours to rescind the papers.  Afterward, he will be assigned to a unit.  He's already sent a request to combat duty."


     Sisko stormed out of the office, leaving Dale to his own thoughts.








     Sisko entered his quarters to see Jake packing up his belongings.  "Jake, what are you doing?!"


     "I'm doing what I must.  I'm doing what April would have wanted me to do."


     Sisko grabbed Jake by the shoulders.  "Son, I know you're full of grief, and I know how much it hurts, but you must go on....."


     "No, Dad, you don't understand."  Jake wrested free of his grasp, and placed another item in his bag.  "I have to do this."


     "How will going and trying to get yourself killed have made April happy?!"


     "She swore an oath, and she died by it.  Now, it's my responsibility to take up where she left off."


     "But why does it have to be in this way?  You have a future Jake, and this is....."


     "How do you know?!"  Jake turned, his face now full of rage.  "April had a future, but she's dead now, and it's up to me to make sure her memory is honored."


     "By replacing her?"


     Another item went into the bag.  "I would haved preferred to replace her literally, but I don't have the training, so it's either the Marine Corps, the Army, or seven months of training before I can get a posting, with no guarantee on being allowed on the frontlines.  And the Marine Corps gets the most important assignments...."


     "You mean the most deadly," Sisko interrupted.


     "...and I want to be there."  Jake put the last item in the bag, and closed it.  "Now, I'll be staying with the other local recruits before our transport leaves in two days.  If you want to come and give me encouragement, then you're welcome.  But you cannot convince me to not do this."  He stormed out of the quarters.


     Sisko flopped into his chair, and put his face in his left hand.  Tears began flowing, as Sisko's parental instincts came into contact with his knowledge that Jake had to follow his own course.








     Dale and Meridina were lying in his bed, after a few minutes of passion.  He held her in his arms, as her head was laying on his chest.  "I feel so sorry for Jake Sisko."


     "I can feel his swevyra.  He is in deep pain, but I fear...."


     "You fear what?"


     "I fear that he has allowed hate to overtake him.  He is following his line of action out of hate for the Jem'Hadar.  He wants not only to replace Ensign Sherlily, but to avenge her."


     Dale nodded.  "I feared the same."  He sighed.  "I'm not sure, but I think I sense a strange power eminating from both Jake and his father.  I'm not sure why, though, because it seems that practically every human has no ability like ours."


     "I sensed it too.  It is possible that they are of a similar lineage to you.  Just as some Coserians were found to possess power in swevyra, we have discovered that even fewer humans have such power, and they pass it on to their children, generation after generation."


     "Maybe that's why the Prophets chose Sisko to be their emissary.  Because of this power he possesses.  They could be drawn to it....."  And that's why they appeared to me earlier this year, too....


     "Possibly so."  Meridina gazed into his eyes.  "Robert, I can sense your sadness.  Why?"


     "I don't like leading people to die.  I've done it so often, but yet each time, I feel as if the terrible loss of each death is blood on my hands.  It hurts, and I'll never be able to purge myself of this guilt."


     Meridina ran her hand along his face and neck.  "Relax, Robert.  There is much that must be done....."


     Dale closed his eyes, and relaxed by Meridina's soft touch caressing his skin, he fell asleep.








     Two days later, Jake was following his fellow recruits, most of them Bajorans, into the transport to take them to their new unit, when he heard footsteps behind him.  He turned, and saw his father, Nog, and the rest of the Deep Space Nine command crew approaching, plus Kasidy Yates, Rom, Leeta, Molly O'Brien, and Quark.  "What are you doing here?"


     "We've come to wish you luck, Jake," Dax answered.  She hugged him.  "You've come a long way from the little boy I used to know.  Well, the one that Curzon used to know...."  She laughed as the others rolled their eyes in a comical sense.


     Next came Taylor, who extended his hand.  Jake shook it, and Taylor said, "Good luck, kid.  Keep yourself alive, and watch your back."


     O'Brien first extended his hand, then changed his mind and hugged Jake.  "Good luck, Jake."  He handed Jake a container, and said, "This is from Keiko and Molly.  She stayed up all night making rice treats for you."  O'Brien kneeled, and lifted Molly up.  "Okay, Molly, here you go."


     The little girl handed Jake a small picture of two "stick figures", in a badly-drawn version of the Promenade.  One stick figure was labeled "Jake", and the other "Molly".  "Bye bye, Jake.  I'm gonna miss you...."


     Jake hugged Molly.  "I'll miss you too, Molly."  O'Brien put her down.


     Pulaski was the next to give Jake a hug.  "Take care of yourself, young man," she ordered him, with a smile on her face and a tear in her eye.


     "I will."


     Odo followed her, and after a moment of thought, he opted to hug Jake.  "Take care, Jake."


     Kira also decided to hug him.  "Watch your back, take care of yourself, and....."  She smiled.  "...give my regards to the Jem'Hadar."


     "I plan on it," Jake answered, a smile growing on his face.


     Rom and Leeta both gave Jake small hugs, and wished him well, and Quark handed him a small holographic projector.  "It's a little gift from me.  Hope you take care of yourself out there," Quark said, his tone sincere.


     Jake activated it, and a picture of a barely-clothed Dabo girl appeared.  Everyone laughed at the site, even Kira and Odo.


     Nog shook his hand, gave him a small hug, and said, "You take care of yourself, Jake."  Putting on a smile, Nog added, "And when we see each other again, you'll be the one calling me 'sir'."


     Chuckles and giggles answered his remark, and Jake laughed.  "Oh well...."


     Kasidy gave Jake a warm hug, and kissed him on the forehead.  "Don't forget to write, Jake.  I'm going to miss you."


     "Don't worry, I won't forget."


     Finally, it was Sisko's turn.  He gave Jake the strongest, most heart-felt hug he could, and said, "No matter how much I don't like what you're doing, I'll stand by you through it all, Jake.  Take care of yourself, and know that, no matter what happens, I'll always be proud of you.  If you need any help, make sure to let me know."


     "I will, Dad," Jake answered, his voice starting to choke up.  He hugged Sisko one last time, tears in the eyes of everyone present, (Odo was creating fake tears to go with the moment).  "Please make sure to keep yourselves alive while I'm....."


     "Ahem, Private Sisko, I believe there is a billet with your name on it waiting for your attention on board," came a rough voice from inside.  A tall, well built dark-skinned human stepped out the airlock, with the stripes of a Sergeant Major on his sleeve.  "I expect it to be fully prepared and in order when I return."


     "Yes sir!"  Jake gave one last look at his family and friends, and stepped into the airlock, disappearing around the corner once inside.


     The NCO who had interrupted him smiled at Sisko, and said, "Don't worry, Captain, I'll take good care of him."


     "I hold that to you, Sergeant...."


     "Sergeant Major Donald Kellerson, 369th Marine Infantry Unit sir."  Kellerson saluted.  "Permission to be excused."


     "Permission granted, Sergeant Kellerson.  Good luck.  And....."  Sisko walked up to him, and whispered something in his ear.


     Kellerson laughed.  "That I will.  There'll be plenty of action on Dorvan V for everyone."  Kellerson stepped into the airlock, and the wheel slid closed.


     Sisko, and the others, watched as the ship pulled away, and went to warp.  After a few sighs, everyone wiped the tears out of their eyes, and went on their way.











Epilogue








     Jake stood at attention, as did the other new recruits, when the captain in charge of their unit entered.  "At ease," the man said roughly, and everyone lessened their stance.  The captain, wearing a casual uniform, was a tall, black human, much like Sergeant Kellerson.  "I am Captain Alaki Walker, commander of the 369th.  You new recruits have been picked to reinforce a unit that has fought in several key battles, from the Battle for New Austria during the Nazi War to the Slipstrike offensive last month.  Now, you may be wondering what I expect of you new leathernecks.  My rules are simple; fight until either I order you to, Sergeant Kellerson orders you to, a superior orders you to, or you're dead.  If you are unable to fight, due to a battle injury, I might take that into account.  There are 200 Marines in this unit, divided into companies of 20 each, each company led by a sergeant, with a corporal second-in-command.  If you perform well in battle, and carry yourselves honorably and respectfully, you may one day be in such a position.  Now, our first order of business is to get accustomed to using the standard M-15 Assault Rifle, and on how to handle your photon clips properly.  Remember, one wrong move, and the explosion will probably annihilate you and half your company."  A corporal handed everyone, including Jake, a rifle.  "Report to the firing range, on the double!"


     "Sir yes sir!"  Jake could feel his vocal cords ache as he literally growled the answer.  He followed the recruit in front of him, a particularly large Bajoran male probably as old as he, if not younger.


     "And one more thing...."


     The recruits stopped, and turned back to Captain Walker, who smiled, and said, "Welcome to the Harlem Hell Fighters!"








     On the bridge of the Roddenberry, Andreys watched the viewscreen as the mighty starship blazed through the stars, on it's way to Earth for a meeting with Starfleet Command.  She put her hand on her stomach, and thought of the baby she was carrying.


     Half a million dead in one battle, and at the same time, one tiny spark of life within her.  She almost felt like smiling.


     The door to Dale's office opened, and Dale walked out.  He briefly looked at her, gave her a slight grin, and went on.  Andreys felt sorry for him.  The burden he must be under......


     "So, I've heard we're going to invade the Gamma Quadrant," Jarod said, to break the silence.  "Probably make Operation: Viper look like a small-scale engagement."


     "It probably will....."  


