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Prologue








     Every muscle in Dale's body began to contract, and adrenaline surged through his blood as his grip began to weaken.  Below him, rocky shoals from the coastline reached out like jagged teeth, ready to consume all unfortunate enough to fall.


     "Feel swevyra channel through you.  Feel as it augments you, as it makes you stronger."  Meridina stood at the edge, observing.


     Dale forced his body to calm down, and instead concentrated.


     A moment later, he jumped back up to Meridina's side.  She showed him a small smile in gratitude for his accomplishment.  "You have done well.  All the tests have been passed."


     Dale rubbed his shoulder, feeling a cramp in it.  "And?"


     "If you were a Gersallian, then you would be brought to the Council of Knights to be officially inducted.  But since you are not, then there is no need for any further ceremony."  Her smile grew.


     "Robert Dale, you are now a swevyrase knight."


     Dale felt surprisingly proud over her announcement.  "I can't thank you enough.  This training, it's given me a new zeal in my duties I haven't felt before."


     Meridina nodded approvingly.  "It will.  As you are now a knight of my order, it is my obligation to treat you to a meal."


     Dale noticed the twinkle in her eyes.  "Meridina, are you asking me to dinner?"


     "If you wish to refer to it as that.  If I did not, then it would be a dishonor."  Meridina started to walk away from the cliff.  "You are, of course, thinking of it as a romantic dinner, because of how humans....."


     Dale's communicator beeped.  He reached down to his leg, where he had attached it.  "Dale here."


     "Sir, we are receiving a message from Captain Sheridan and Ambassador Delenn.  'The shadows in the stars are moving'."


     Dale's face grew pale.  "Jarod, go to Code Yellow.  I'll need to speak to Captain Andreys immediately.  And set the jump drive to EM-5.  Dale out."


     Meridina noticed his expression.  "Robert, what is wrong?"


     "We may have to postpone that dinner.  They're moving."


     "Who?"


     "The Shadows."  Dale walked away from her, and said, "Computer, end program."  The normal yellow lines of a holodeck appeared, as well as the arch at the entrance.  Dale walked out.








     Sheridan stood in the command center, and looked out the window.  The station was surrounded by Alliance and Minbari ships, part of their continuing protection of Babylon-5 since they declared independence.  Then, as he was looking out the window, a multi-colored hole in space appeared.  The ship that flew out was the D.S.S. Roddenberry.  He pressed his communicator.  "Sheridan to War Room.  They're here.  I'll see when he's coming over.  Sheridan out."  He then turned to the communications officer.  "Open a channel."


     A screen below him activated, and showed the face of Minister Robert Dale.  "Captain, Commodore Chakotay informed me of your problem.  We're on our way."


     "We'll meet you in our new War Room.  I'll send the appropriate coordinates for you to beam over.  Sheridan out."  He pressed a button, and the image disappeared.  Then Sheridan left the command center.








     The War Room was a new addition to Babylon-5.  Dale found it approriate, with B5's new role as a command station, as it was now the headquarters of the Sixteenth Fleet.  Large, with several monitors operating, the room seemed a hive of activity.  A large starmap adorned one wall.  Delenn and Sheridan were reviewing something on another monitor when he stepped up.  "I'm here."  Worf stood nearby, visually examining the room.


     "Good."  Sheridan then handed him a transparency, with several battle reports on it.  "The Shadows have hit several sectors of Brakiri space, and are now moving in on the other League races.  I've been trying to pull the other races together to make a unified stand, but....."


     "The few races not attacked have refused to help out.  I figured."


     "I don't blame them.  The Shadows have been ripping up anything that gets in their way.  That's why we need a victory," Delenn said.


     "And you think I can supply the forces necessary for this victory."  Dale took a seat.  "John, Delenn, we've got problems.  The Dominion is approaching Earth in ST-3, and hostilities are continuing to mount.  We don't have the necessary forces free for a full-scale offensive against the Shadows.  It would take around half of our fleet."


     "Not a full scale offensive."  Sheridan turned to a monitor operator, and a blip appeared on the starmap.  "Susan just took the Defiant out to that sector.  The Shadows have about seventy warships gathered there, ready for a new attack.  If we could launch a raid on their supply base, and wipe it out, then it might be enough to get the other League races on board."


     Dale sighed.  "Patch me through to Chief Admiral Daresy, will you?"


     Sheridan nodded to an operator, and about thirty seconds later, Daresy appeared on the screen.  "Robert, what can I do for you?"


     "I need two Battle fleets, now."


     "What for?"


     "I can't say right now.  Remember when the Roddenberry was in drydock last July for repairs?"


     Daresy nodded.  "Yes.  Something sliced off a part of your hull."


     "That was done by a race known as the Shadows.  They have launched a war of aggression against the League of Non-Aligned Worlds, and must be stopped.  By the power invested in me by the Commander-in-Chief Security Act of 2158, I have declared this race a threat to the Alliance.  We are going to launch a major raid on one of their staging grounds."


     Daresy understood perfectly.  "The Ninth and Seventeenth Fleets are on their way.  Daresy out."


     He disappeared from the screen, and Dale turned to Worf.  "Commander, I need all of the Klingon ships I can get my hands on.  Take this information, and go mobilize your forces."


     "I will do so immediately, sir.  Request permission for an undetermined leave of absence."  Worf was well aware of the formality required.


     "Permission granted.  See you when you get there, Worf."


     "I will enjoy it, sir."  Worf left the War Room.


     "How many Minbari ships can I count on?"


     "At least ten," Delenn answered.  "I will try to get you more, but I cannot be sure that the warrior caste will agree to sending all available forces."


     "And our allied Earthforce?"  Dale knew that the Earthforce ships that had defected to their side were still using the name "Earthforce" despite being against the current Earth government.


     "General Hague is unable to send any assistance.  The few ships that aren't in drydock getting upgraded with new technology are conducting patrols."


     "And the Narn?"


     "G'Kar has promised us all of the ships he can spare."


     "Hmm..."  Dale's mind began to formulate his battle strategy.


     Sheridan's attention was diverted by his link.  "Sheridan here."


     "Commander Ivanova on encoded frequency."


     "Patch her in."


     Ivanova appeared on the screen, the bridge of the Defiant surrounding her.  "We just got finished with our scout run.  The Shadows are building here, alright.  Picked up at least eighty Shadow warships, and another hundred in nearby sectors if our probes are correct."


     "Susan, did they detect you?"


     "We don't think so.  Our cloaking device was on during our entire stay in their system, and we went to warp before decloaking.  Now, whether they didn't detect us, or just didn't care, I don't know."


     "Commander," Dale began, his mind still working out a battle plan, "remain on station.  If any major enemy ship movements begin, notify us immediately."


     "Will do.  Ivanova out."  She disappeared.


     Dale turned to Sheridan.  "I want to hold a meeting with you and Chakotay when the Dukhat arrives."


     "I'll...."  His link beeped again, and he groaned and pressed it.  "Sheridan here.  Go."


     "Captain, we just had someone ask to see Minister Dale in Brown Sector."


     The three exchanged looks.  "Who?"


     "I think the name is 'Morden'."


     Sheridan and Delenn paled, and Dale noticed their faces.  "Morden, isn't he the local Shadow 'ambassador', to use the term loosely."  Their ashen faces answered him.  "Well, I hate to be undiplomatic.  I'll go meet with him, and see what he has to say."


     "Are you sure?  The Shadows probably know about the Alliance's involvment in stopping the Centauri, and they won't be exactly eager to ensure your safety," Sheridan said, with a sarcastic tone to his voice.


     "I'm not worried about them trying anything," Dale said as he entered a lift.


     And reached into his heel for the hilt to his swevyra'lakesh.








     Dale turned a corner into a dark section of Babylon-5, and looked around.  Then, a voice called out, "I thank you for accepting my invitation, Minister."


     Dale turned to a corner, and saw a man with black hair, blue eyes, and definitely strange look about him.  He was smiling, and was of medium build.  He saw his face and recognized him from an intelligence report he had read on Babylon-5 about six months before.  "Mister Morden, I presume?"


     Not one bit of shock registered on Morden's face.  "I see that you know me."


     "I read an intelligence report on your meetings with Ambassador Mollari of the Centauri.  And one recording, as well.  In fact, I believe that you're associated with a race known as the Shadows.  Am I true?"


     "Good, Minister.  Now I see why you scare my associates so much."


     Dale began to get angry.  "Why did you call me down here?"


     Morden took another step closer to him.  "My associates have asked me to convey a message to you.  Stay out of this.  Don't interfere in our business with the other races of this universe.  If you want, go ahead and keep your current duty of protecting the renegade human colonies and the Narn.  They do not interest my associates."  His face grew dark.  "This is not your affair."


     Dale laughed.  "You know, you sound like a Starfleet officer.  'Don't interfere, don't help, just stay to yourself'.  Ha!"  He closed up to Morden, and their faces met.  "The truth is, we scare you.  Your 'associates' have technological superiority over the races of this galaxy, excluding the Vorlons.  You are afraid that we will join the other races.  Our weapons have proven effective against your organic armor, our warp drives give us a mobility advantage, our shields give us a slight durability advantage, and our numbers are vastly superior to yours.  In fact, I think that we can beat you, without any help from others."


     Morden scowled.  "Minister, don't be a fool.  You have intelligence on me, I have it on your Alliance.  Isn't it true that you've already got your hands tied with the Dominion?"  He chuckled.  "Maybe my associates can make a deal with you.  If you leave us alone, we'll leave you and your allies here alone.  Then, should you trust us, we will assist you against the Dominion, once we are finished here.  Isn't that fair?"


     "No, Morden.  No deals.  If your associates do not stop this war, they may find an Alliance armada bombarding Z'Ha'Dum."  He noticed Morden's face start to pale.  "Yes, I know where their homeworld is.  And I can have two thousand starships firing Wasp missile after Wasp missile into your cities within a week.  At most, you can muster, what, six hundred warships?  Our losses would be heavy, but with the help of the League, the Klingons, the Narn, and the Minbari, you would be the losers."


     "I was afraid you would say that."  Morden then nodded to something behind Dale.


     As he had felt in training simulations with Meridina, Dale found himself realizing he was in imminent danger.  He whirled around, and extended his swevyra'lakesh to full.  A strange alien with gray skin and red eyes pointed a weapon toward him.  Dale swiped at the alien.


     The weapon, and the hand that held it, fell to the floor.


     As the alien soldier growled in pain, Dale finished it off by putting the full force of the swevyra'lakesh into it's chest.  When he ripped the blade back out, the alien fell, dead due to the destruction of it's internal organs.  The blood of the alien was not present on the swevyra'lakesh, due to it's specially created surface which electrically repelled liquid.


     Dale turned to Morden, and threw him up to a wall.  When Morden went to move again, Dale stuck the tip of the blade to his throat.  "Listen up, Morden.  Your associates are not going to win, so you might as well give it up now."


     "My associates will destroy all who oppose them.  As for you...."


     Dale punched him.


     Actually, he slugged him.


     Morden's unconscious body fell to the ground as Dale nursed the cracked knuckles in his right hand.  "Ouch, dammit!"


     Nearby, a clicking noise sent Dale's instincts back into alert mode.  He put back the swevyra'lakesh, and pressed his communicator.  "Dale to Roddenberry, beam me up."  He transported out.


     A minute later, two shadowy figures neared Morden.....








     In the conference room on the Roddenberry, Dale, Sheridan, Delenn, Chakotay, Andreys, and Worf's second-in-command, Lieutenant Darnell Jarke, reviewed re-created data records of the fight between a Shadow vessel and the Defiant at Jupiter.  A purple ray of energy sliced into the Defiant's port nacelle, then damaged a portion of the hull.  "As you can see, their weapons are able to automatically re-adjust frequency to render our shields useless.  However, our weapons have also proven effective."


     The recording continued, and the Defiant turned in place, and fired it's pulse phasers.  The bursts of energy crashed into the Shadow vessel, and slowed it considerably.  Damage appeared on several parts of the hull.


     A few more Shadow energy beams sliced into the Defiant, but this time, the shields held, allowing only moderate damage.  "Here, the Defiant tactical officer activated a random shield frequency rotation, protecting the Defiant from what could have been crippling blows."  The battle ended when the Defiant pummeled the Shadow vessel with torpedoes, causing it's destruction.  "Computer, zoom in on Shadow vessel at moment of torpedo impact."


     The computer did so, and everyone could see the blast ripping off the organic hull.  "Our torpedoes' explosive power was enough to shatter their organic hull, and destroy them.  Therefore, use your torpedoes well.  Make sure you have enough for a long, drawn out fight, and don't waste them."


     Dale pointed to Chakotay, who had raised a hand.  "Sir, the captains of the Yorktown, Lexington, Kaga, and Wasp want to know how their fighters will hold up against Shadow fighters."


     Delenn shrugged when Dale looked to her.  "We have not yet encountered Shadow fighters ourselves.  Records given to us by the Narn and the Klingons are inconclusive at best, and useless at worst.  And the records from the war a thousand years ago are also lacking in detail about their technical capabilities."


     "Sorry, Commodore.  Tell the captains to warn their pilots to stick to their formations, and expect anything.  Their pulse phaser cannons and missiles should prove just as effective."


     "Sir, what about our fusion cannons?"


     "Unfortunately, Lieutenant Jarke, energy weapons from this universe have proven ineffective against Shadow vessels.  The fusion cannons should only be used to finish off weakened Shadow vessels."


     "About our non-essential personnel?"  Andreys added her question.


     "We'll evacuate them to Babylon-5.  Any more questions?"  He was answered by silence.  "Very well.  The fleets will arrive in a few hours, and we'll move out in eight hours.  Make sure you're ready.  Dismissed."








     Meridina carefully read the display.  "It is a problem in the aft power coupling."


     "Good job."  Jarod pressed a button on the computer panel, and the computer withdrew the warning message.  "Five out of five.  Better than what I did."


     "I thank you for your compliment."  Meridina got out of the seat, and Jarod took her place.


     The conference room door opened, Dale and Andreys holding a conversation as they walked through.  "All runabout crews will be on maximum alert if something goes wrong."


     "Julie, if anything happens to me, take the Roddenberry out of the fight.  That's why I need you on the bridge."


     "I will."  Andreys took the command chair.


     "I'll be in my quarters."  When he walked up to the turbolift, he turned back and added, "Meridina, is your training complete?"


     "Yes, it is."


     "Come with me then."


     She obeyed, and they entered the turbolift together.  Dale grabbed her by the shoulders.  "Meridina, get off the ship.  I've arranged for you to go over and stay on Babylon-5.  You don't need to be in this fight."


     She shook her head.  "I am staying here, Robert.  I cannot leave you."


     "Meridina...."  He sighed.  "I don't want you hurt.  I care for you deeply."


     "Robert, I must stay.  Please, do not turn me away."


     Dale thought for a minute, and then nodded.  "You may stay.  But promise me that you'll abandon ship if something goes wrong."


     "I promise, Robert."


     "Thank you, Meridina."  The turbolift opened, and Dale stepped out.  "I still expect that dinner!"


     She smiled in response, and the door closed.  Then her heart began to ache, and she softly murmured, "I love you, Robert."








     Dale took the command chair as the fleets assembled in front of them.  Sheridan and Delenn were sitting at the aft workstations, and the command crew, minus the absent Worf, were at their stations.  Lieutenant Jarke was at tactical instead.  "All ships report ready to move out, sir."


     Dale leaned back, and nodded.  "All ships, set course, and engage at Warp 9."


     The fleet went to warp.








     Ship's Log: May 27, 2160 AST; D.S.S. Roddenberry.  Captain Julia Andrea Andreys reporting.  The fleet is near attack position, but we are awaiting, cloaked, for our hopeful reinforcements from the other races.  If they do not arrive, we will launch the attack.


     Dale paced around the bridge, every nerve in his body tingling.  Delenn observed him, and said, "Why do you pace around the bridge when you're nervous?"


     "I don't know.  I like to."


     On the screen, a distant planet, home to the Shadow base, hung in the stars.  Several nearby figures were the Shadow ships protecting the base.  "Sir, we have to move.  The other Shadow vessels are at their farthest point on patrol.  We'll have more time to complete the attack if we move now," Jarke reported from the tactical console.


     "I wouldn't want to be here when those Shadow ships return," Sheridan agreed.


     Dale nodded in agreement.  "Very well.  Send a message to all ships.  We're moving in.  Code Red."  Alert klaxons sounded, and the bridge was flooded with red light.  "Ready all weapons.  Convert power from fusion cannons into shields and phasers.  Let's begin this fight."


     Three hundred and thirty seven Alliance starships decloaked, and went to full impulse.  The four battle carriers launched their fighters, and then moved into defensive positions with escort vessels.


     The Shadows reacted by sending thirty ships toward the Alliance fleet.  Outnumbered eleven to one, the Shadows tried to focus their fire on the smaller ships, and destroyed eight Predator-class destroyers, and crippled a Lithgon-class cruiser.  The Alliance ships replied with an avalanche of torpedo fire, which wiped out ten Shadow vessels.


     Dale watched his tactical viewer, and began to issue orders.  "Attack wings 2, 3, and 6, move in on their base.  Fighter wings Alpha, Theta, and Omicron, give them support!"


     Thirty Alliance attack ships flew by the Shadows, and began to fire on the nearby fighters.  Several Shadow fighters were ripped apart by the pulse phaser cannons and torpedoes from the attack ships.  Then, the others found themselves in a dogfight with the Alliance fighters that moved in to assist.  More pulse cannon fire and torpedoes came from the attack ships as they fired on the Shadow base.


     Back at the main battle, the confrontation turned into a melee.  A Steslus-class destroyer came apart under a Shadow beam, then that Shadow vessel found itself in pieces after a Repulse-class battlecruiser smashed it with torpedoes.  Another Lithgon blew up, then a Marathon-class light cruiser, then a Shadow ship.


     "Jarke, bring MPTS on line and target all Shadow vessels on our port side!"


     "MPTS is online, and has locked on!"


     "Fire!"


     Thirty two phaser beams sliced into three Shadow ships, destroying one and crippling the others.  They were finished off by general weapons fire from other ships.


     "MPTS locked onto Shadow vessels on starboard!"


     "Fire!"


     Two more Shadow vessels were hit, one being crippled.  The other returned fire, and the ship shook.  "Damage to Deck T-4.  Shields are down to fourty percent!  Secondary shields are coming online!"


     "Fire torpedoes, and begin firing phasers at will!"


     The Roddenberry began firing at every Shadow ship to come near it.  On the other side of the fleet, the Dukhat began doing the same thing.  A Valiant being tailed by a Shadow vessel was rescued by the Defiant, which came in and hammered it with pulse phaser cannon fire, destroying it. 


     Jarod turned from his panel.  "The base is going up!"


     A moment later, the planetary base exploded.  The Shadow vessels turned away, and appeared to be retreating.


     Then Jarod nearly jumped out of his seat.  "Eighty Shadow warships coming in!"


     "Aw hell!"


     Around them, the lethal predators closed in.  "What now?!", Sheridan yelled from the aft workstation he was positioned at.


     "Run like hell!  Prepare to go to warp!"


     Paris shook his head in response.  "Their ships are flooding subspace with distortion waves!  We're stuck here!"


     "Then let's fight our way out!"  On his tactical screen, eight more ships disappeared.  "Are the carriers safe?"


     "They're out of range!"


     "Tell them to get out of here!"  The Alliance had not yet lost a Saratoga-class battle carrier, and Dale was not prepared to be the first to do so.


     "All ships, concentrate fire on our side!  Let's punch our....."


     "Jump points opening!"


     Several jump points opened behind the Shadow vessels.  Minbari, Narn, and Klingon warships came through, their weapons blazing.  On the screen, Worf appeared.  "I apologize, sir.  The Minbari were a little late in their rendezvous with our ships."


     "Worf, we need to push them away.  We'll catch the ships on your side in a vise.  Hold your position, and don't let them get out!"


     "Yes sir!"


     The Alliance ships turned, and attacked the Shadow vessels holding them in on that side.  The other ships combined their firepower, and together, they ripped up the Shadow's attempt on a containment line.  A Klingon Negh'Var ripped up a Shadow ship with it's main disruptor cannon, while a flight of Birds-of-Prey damaged another, which was finished off by Valiant-class attack ships.


     "We're out, sir!  The subspace distortion waves are decreasing!"


     "To hell with escape!  Let's regroup with the Klingons and counterattack!"  Dale's mind raced.  Now we've got them where we want them!


     Jarke sliced up two more Shadows with the MPTS, and destroyed a third with torpedoes.  Another hit rocked them.  "Damage to decks 7, 10, 14, and 27!"


     A Minbari Sharlin was destroyed by a Shadow ship, which was crippled by two Narn cruisers.  One Narn cruiser was then ripped in half by a Shadow, and a Klingon K'Vort-class Bird-of-Prey fell to the same blast.


     Nevertheless, the battle was in their favor.  The Shadows, having lost half of their fleet, turned and fled.  The bridge crew shouted with glee.  "We got them!  They're phasing into hyperspace!"


     "Any more enemies left?"


     "None whatsoever!"


     Dale leaned back in his seat.  "Scan the battle area for escape pods.  All fully operational capital ships will latch tractor beams onto crippled vessels."


     "It's over," Andreys sighed with relief.


     Dale, thinking the same thing as Delenn and Sheridan, answered, "For now...."








     Personal Log: May 28, 2160 AST; Robert Allen Dale.  The battle is over.  With our victory, we have forced the Shadows to cease their offensive and regroup.  This will give John and Delenn sufficient time to rally the League races into a defensive alliance.  Casualties in the battle were heavier than I had hoped, but were acceptable.  Seventy ships destroyed, and around sixty suffering either heavy damage or being crippled.  In all, a third of our fleet suffered.  Hopefully, the sacrifices of those ships and their crews will not be in vain.  This war, the Shadow War, must be won.  Tonight, a celebration is being held in the lounge.


     As the sounds of the celebration continued to echo in his ears, Dale carefully examined Meridina.  She was wearing a radiant green dress, which sparkled in the light.  Her shoulders were bare, the dress cut just below the arms.  Her hair was in a bun, and glistened brightly.  "Robert, are you okay?"


     Dale knew his expression was not one of joy.  "I think this celebration is a little premature.  We haven't won this war yet, and another one might be on the horizon."


     "You are troubled by the Dominion?"


     "Yes, I am."


     Sheridan and Delenn entered, and Dale motioned for them to come over.  "John, Delenn, nice for you to be here."


     "Glad to be here."


     Dale stood, as did Meridina.  "This is Markasea Meridina, our Gersallian exchange officer.  Meridina, may I introduce Captain John Sheridan and Ambassador Delenn."


     "Mese cobiri, Captain.  And to you too, Ambassador."  Meridina put her hands together, and bowed her head in a traditional Gersallian greeting.


     "Greetings, Markasea."


     Several crewmembers cleared away the tables in the lounge, and dance music began to play.  The crowd turned lively.  Dale noticed Andreys and Bashir in a corner, lips locked in a passionate kiss.  Jarod was dancing with Ensign O'Malley, the teen Irish youth officer he was training, and Barnes was at the bar playing around with Garibaldi and Franklin.  Ivanova and Garak were laughing at a joke, with Spock looking on with a blank look.


     Dale remembered something he had heard long before.  Cherish the moment, for it will never come again.  Seeing all of those he called "friend" together, carrying on with friendly discussion, brought a smile to his face.


     "Robert, would you like to dance?"


     Meridina's comment ripped Dale out of his thoughts.


     "I apologize.  I should not have ruined this moment for you."


     She turned away, and Dale put his hands on her shoulders.  Her skin felt like silk, and was gentle to touch.  "Meridina, would you like to dance?"


     "Yes, I would, Robert."  The two entered the dance, twirling around slowly, not looking any anything but each other.


     "Meridina?"


     "Yes Robert?"


     He thought about the words he would say.  "I used to have someone in my life.  Her name was Rebecca."


     "Robert, I did not know...."


     "It's okay.  Meridina, I...."


     "Shh, Robert.  Now is not the time for words....."


     They danced their way into a silent corner, where they stopped twirling around, and instead kissed.


     Hargert watched them from the bar, and smiled.


     Nearby, invisible to the occupants, a cloaked being and his compatriot, the Vorlon Kosh, observed.  "The time is fast approaching, Kosh...."


     "It is....  We must be ready."











Epilogue








     Ship's Log: May 30, 2160 AST; D.S.S. Enterprise.  Captain James Tiberius Kirk reporting.  We have been assigned to a patrol on the Alliance-Dominion border.  Our new orders: to fire on every Dominion ship who violates our space and refuses to leave.


     Kirk settled into the command seat.  He looked around at the busy crew on the bridge, and let a grin come to him.  The last few weeks since the launch of the Enterprise had gone swiftly.  He felt like it was old times.


     Then, Chekov looked up from his position at Ops.  "Keptin, one of our border probes is picking up varp signatures coming in.  One Starfleet, three Cardassian."


     Kirk felt a smile come to his face.  "Well, it looks like we're not going to have a boring time after all.  Mister Sulu, set intercept course, and engage at maximum warp."


     Sulu looked up at the screen.  "We are at Warp 9.6.  Time to intercept, two minutes."


     "Code Red."  As klaxons sounded and red lights filled the bridge, Kirk turned his chair to Uhura, who's station was still in the rear of the ship.  "Anything, Uhura?"


     She looked at her screens.  "Picking up a distress signal, sir."  Her eyes grew wide.  "It's the Enterprise!"


     Kirk looked thoughtful for a moment.  "On speakers."


     A  voice familiar to Kirk filled the bridge.  "This is Captain Jean-Luc Picard of the Federation Starship Enterprise!  We are under attack from enemy vessels.  Repeat, we are under attack!  We need assistance immedia...."  The signal was cut off.


     Uhura looked at Kirk.  "They're being jammed, sir."


     Lieutenant Delven, an Elohsian, was at tactical.  "Weapons range in forty seconds sir!"


     "Uhura, send all of those ships a signal.  Tell them to vacate Alliance space at once."








     Picard looked at his screen with despair as the three enemy ships closed in for the kill.  Riker replaced the dead lieutenant at Tactical, and Troi had the helm.  Data had tied engineering functions into his console.  "Sir, shields are at fifteen percent, and falling.  We have damage to decks 3 through 9."


     Then, a new blip appeared on his screen.  "Sir, I am picking up another starship coming in.  It's warp signature resembles ours, but is slightly different."


     Then, Data saw a green light come on his panel.  "They are sending out a general message."


     "On speakers!"  Picard held onto his chair's arms as they shook again.


     A woman's voice filled the bridge.  "You are currently violating Alliance space.  You must leave immediately."


     Picard turned to Riker.  "Are the Cardassians withdrawing?"


     Riker shook his head.  "They're ignoring them."


     Data looked at the screen again.  "Sir, they are dropping out of warp."


     A large starship appeared out of nowhere.  Picard marveled at how it resembled his ship, the only difference being a third nacelle attached above the drive section.  The other two nacelles were also arranged differently, remaining parrallel to the drive instead of being higher than it.  The ship itself was longer than his, nearly as long as the dreaded Alliance Presidential-class superdreadnought.


     Then, he noticed the name.


     D.S.S. Enterprise.  DCC-2265.


     Riker allowed a small smirk to come to his face.  "I suppose that this is just a coincidence, is it?"








     "Sir, the Enterprise won't take another hit."


     Kirk considered Delven's statement.  "Well, our orders are to engage any Dominion ships who refuse to leave.  Mister Delven, lock phasers and solar torpedoes.  Fire when ready."


     Five different orange beams lashed out and sliced into the Cardassian ships.  Then, several white sparks flew out, and two of the Cardassian ships were destroyed.  The third jumped into warp.  Kirk turned back to Uhura.  "Open a channel."








     Data looked up from his console, and said, "They're hailing."


     Picard stood up and came behind Data and Troi.  "On screen, Mister Data."


     The screen activated, and the crew, including Picard, froze.


     Data, who's emotion chip was not active, identified the source of their shock.  He looked at the person on the screen.  "Captain James T. Kirk, I presume?"


     Kirk laughed softly.  Then, he composed himself.  "This is Captain James T. Kirk of the Democratic Starship Enterprise.  You are currently in violation of Alliance space.  Therefore, we will escort you to the border, where we will release you."  Kirk allowed himself a grin.  "How about Starbase 528?  That way, you can get quick repairs."


     Picard recovered his voice.  "Yes, that will be acceptable."  He allowed himself a smile.  "It's been a while, Captain Kirk."


     Kirk nodded.  "And for me, as well, Captain Picard.  Is your warp drive active?"


     Data nodded, and Picard answered, "Yes, it is."


     "Then come out in front of us, on course for Starbase 528.  Your best speed.  Kirk out."  His image disappeared from the screen.


     Riker shook his head, as if he was trying to cause a bad memory to go away.  Troi partially smiled.  Picard looked at her.  "Is it really him?"


     "Yes, Captain.  That is James T. Kirk.  In fact, I could feel a peace within him, as if he had found what he wanted."


     Picard slightly smiled.  He recalled the events of three years before, when he met Kirk in the Nexus.  Kirk had mentioned one of his deepest feelings to him, as they rode on two horses.  


     "I think about that empty chair on the bridge of the Enterprise."


     "Come back with me.  Make the difference," Picard had urged him.


     "I take it that the situation is grim, and the stakes high."


     "Yes," Picard had answered.


     "I suppose that if Spock were here that he would call me an 'illogical, irrational human being'."


     Picard then remembered the fight with Tolian Soran, and the form of Kirk laying, near death, under all of the wreckage of the metal.


     "Did I make the difference?"


     "Yes, you made the difference."


     Kirk then moved his head slightly.  "The least I could do... for the captain of the Enterprise."


     Picard sat back in his seat.  "Set course for Starbase 528, Warp 8.  Engage."


     The U.S.S. Enterprise, NCC-1701-E, jumped off into warp.  The D.S.S. Enterprise, DCC-2265, jumped into warp behind her, as the two namesakes flew off together, in the final frontier.








     Dale opened his eyes, and felt Meridina's arm on his chest.  "Wha...."  He noticed that she was resting her head on his chest, and he gently ran his hand along her back, which was smooth to the touch.


     What the hell did I do?  Have I fallen in love again?  Dale shuddered at the thought of betraying not only Rebecca's memory, but that long-buried yearning in his heart for another person.


     Gently easing Meridina off of him he noticed the source of his arousal out of sleep.  His communicator was beeping steadily.  "Dale here," he groaned into the communicator.


     "Sir, we've received a report from Captain Kirk on the Enterprise."


     "What?"


     "Sir, they've engaged Cardassian ships on the border.  After a short firefight, the remaining Cardassian ships retreated to Dominion space."


     "Aw hell....  Has the Dominion responded?"


     "They have used neutral channels to accuse the Alliance of siding with the Federation, and attacking the Cardassians without provocation.  Our representatives have already rebuffed them, accusing the Dominion of saber-rattling and violating Alliance space for military purposes."


     "The extent of Dominion forces along our border?"


     "Fifty Dominion battlecruisers are moving toward a Dominion installation along the border.  The High Command has responded by dispatching five hundred more warships to the area.  Alliance forces in the area have been put on Defcon 3."


     Dale laid back and groaned.  "Thank you.  Dale out."  After putting the communicator on his bedside counter, he closed his eyes.


     Gently, he felt Meridina move back to her previous position on his chest.  He put his arms around her, and went to sleep.


