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Prologue








     Silently, the D.S.S. Roddenberry emerged from a jump point, arriving in orbit over Krel'sa'kelr, a Keloan-founded colony in a newly-colonized universe.  A small force of Guardian-class destroyer escorts and Predator-class destroyers maintained a vigil in orbit.


     Deep in the underbelly of the massive starship, Dale stepped out of his quarters in normal uniform, Andreys behind him.  "What's this meeting all about anyway?"


     "Discussing a possible first contact with the major human powers of this universe," Dale answered.  "I've assigned Jarod to give the briefing."


     "Who's going to be there?"


     "Field Marshal Kanolev from the USDP, Garibaldi, Picard, Martok, a few other military commanders from various Coalition members," Dale answered.  "We're holding it on the planet surface, in the local garrison's command HQ.  So, let's hurry.  The meeting's due to begin in ten minutes."


     "Um, Robby, why are we having a big meeting over a minor diplomatic detail like this?  And why are the representatives military instead of civilian?"


     Dale sighed.  "Julie, through our contact with two of the minor powers, we have discovered that while their space travel is far from the best, they have a rather interesting ground weapon."


     "That weapon would be?"


     "Some form of mobile robotic weapon.  They call them BattleMechs."








     The room chosen for the briefing was circular, with three doors out, all guarded by Alliance Marines.  In the middle, a circular table with a small niche for the speaker was arranged around a holographic projector.  Staff officers placed small nameplates with the names of the various Coalition powers present at the conference.  Dale himself took a seat behind the nameplate labeled "Alliance of Democratic Nations".  Picard sat to his right, with the "United Federation of Planets" nameplate, and Martok and Worf to his left with the "Klingon Empire" nameplate.  Various delegates were present.  The wolf-haired Kanolev sat behind the nameplate "Union of Soviet Democratic Planets", Garibaldi behind the nameplate "InterStellar Alliance", plus nameplates for the Gersallian Interdependency, Cardassian Republic, Confederation of Free Worlds, Bajoran Confederacy, and Romulan Star Empire.  "This is just a fine collection of people, isn't it?", Dale whispered to Andreys.


     "What do you mean by that?"


     "Commander Sela is representing the Romulans.  She and Picard have confronted each other three times, Picard out-witting her twice.  She nearly got Worf killed as well.  Also, since she was involved in supporting the Duras family against Gowron, Martok will not be pleased to see her.  And that's not all.  The Confederation representative, the transporter twin of Riker, is a former Maquis POW, and the Cardassian was one of the officers responsible for his imprisonment.  Lots of hate there.  And don't get me started on the fight Kanolev had with Sela a few weeks ago over the Romulans' refusal to support the Soviet advance into the Trelis system, resulting in a defeat for the Red Starfleet and several thousand Soviet deaths."


     Jarod stepped up to the speaker's position, the controls for the holographic projector beside him.  "Welcome.  I am Commander Jarod, the officer assigned to deliver this briefing.  Before we begin, I will remind all present that this meeting is classified under the Internal Security and Critical Secrets provisos of the Bajor Agreement.  As such, no party is allowed to divulge the matters discussed in this room.  Is this understood?"  All of the delegates nodded.  "Very well.  Ladies and gentlemen, this universe is listed as universe designate MWB-32.  It was first colonized 11 months ago by survivors of the New Haven colony.  The Alliance has established two colonies, here and on New Chile, and placed three outposts in neighboring systems."


     "Commander Jarod, I think we are well aware of the Alliance's expansion in search of war material," Sela snapped irritably.  "Will you please get to the point?"


     "Yes."  Jarod activated the projector, causing a holographic map with the Alliance controlled systems clearly marked.  "Three months ago, we made contact with a nearby interstellar state made entirely of humans.  They referred to themselves as the Taurian Concordat.  Their space is here."  Jarod pressed another button, causing another part of space to be marked with brown color.  "They introduced us to their allies, another human interstellar state called the Magistracy of Canopus."


     "Commander Jarod, can you give us any idea on their technological capability?"


     "At this time, Field Marshal, we know that their sublight drives are primitive compared to our own impulse or gravitic drive systems.  It takes them days, sometimes even a week or more, to go from the zenith or nadir points in a solar system to planets in the system."


     "What about their FTL drives, Commander?"  This question from the Gersallian delegate.


     "They appear to use a dimensional jump system somewhat similar to the three-dimensional jumps our jump drives can perform.  It allows travel of up to thirty light years.  Apparently, it requires so much energy to make a jump that one of their jump-capable ships must absorb solar energy for days or even a week before being capable of another jump."


     "So we're dealing with yet another version of humanity with sublight drives that move at a snail's pace and FTL jump systems that can't match the use of warp drive or hyperspace?"  Garibaldi scratched his balding head.  "What's the reason for bothering to call this meeting?"


     "For that, I am turning over this meeting to Major Donovan Smyle, of the Alliance Army.  Major?"


     A dark-skinned man of African ancestry stood, taking Jarod's place.  "We have reviewed their capabilities for ground combat, and have found them most remarkable.  Since their space-faring capabilities are not as advanced as our own, they put greater emphasis on actual ground combat, and as such, have impressive ground weaponry equaling our best weapon systems.  Rail guns, plasma cannons, and ballistic cannon shells capable of ripping through our heaviest tanks, unshielded, within a few shots.  And most importantly, this."  Smyle pressed another button, causing a humanoid-like robotic device to appear.  "This, gentlemen, is a BattleMech.  Utilizing artifical muscle fibers combined with a fusion reactor, these are anywhere from 10 to 100-tons in weight capacity.  One of their 60-ton 'Mechs would be capable of destroying practically every armored vehicle in the Coalition within the first twenty seconds of engagement.  Their assault 'Mechs bristle with weaponry capable of taking on an entire company of armor."


     "Very impressive," Kanolev stated.  "We should try to develop such technologies."


     "Two years ago the Alliance tried it's hand at such a creation," Dale revealed.  "But we were unable to fabricate artificial muscles of the necessary strength, so the project was scrapped."


     "This could be of excellent use against the Dominion," Martok said, grinning.  "One of our warriors would equal dozens of Jem'Hadar, even with their attempts at armor or mechanized units."


     "Have you pursued any negotiations for a technological exchange with these people?"


     Jarod took his place again.  "As of yet, we're still trying to maintain a low profile.  From what we've learned of their history, the situation is a political minefield.  For them, the year is 3058.  Humanity achieved interstellar capability at the dawn of the 22nd century.  Centuries of political upheaval led to the creation of five major powers in a disc-like area approximentally 1,000 LY in diameter stretching out from Earth, known as the Inner Sphere, with the Taurians and Canopians located on the outer edges of human-controlled space known as the Periphery.  This is a map they supplied us with."  A map appeared on the projector, showing five large partitions of various corners of the Inner Sphere.  In the middle, a vast area of what looked to be unaligned space cut off some of the powers from each other, while near the top, four wedge-shaped chunks were pointing inward toward the center.  "For the last few centuries, these powers have fought each other to ruin in what our contacts refer to as the Succession Wars.  The result was a virtual technological collapse that left some planets little better off than early 21st century Earth."


     "A new Dark Age," Picard gasped in horror.  "How many casualties do you think were incurred during the fighting?"


     Jarod shrugged.  "We're still going over the data, but the Taurians have given us statements indicating a casualty estimate closing to the billion range for each war."


     "Boishe Moi," Kanolev sighed.


     "Can you give us any information on the politicial status of the Inner Sphere, Commander Jarod?", the Riker twin asked.


     "According to the Taurians, the five major powers are each ruled or politically dominated by a single family, known as a House.  The Draconis Combine, a society based on feudal Japan, is ruled by House Kurita, the Capellan Confederation, a predominantly East Asian society, is ruled by House Liao, the Free Worlds League is politically dominated by House Marik, and the Federated Commonwealth is, or was if our intel is correct, a union of the Davion and Steiner families, the Davions being of British origins and the Steiners being German.  In addition, there are two breakaway states.  The Rasalhague Republic, this small wedge of space here," Jarod pressed a button to light up an area of about seven star systems at the tip of one of the upper wedges, "recently won independence after centuries of rule by the Draconis Combine.  They are dominated by Scandanavians, particularly Swedes.  And the St. Ives Compact, here," Jarod pressed another button, causing a small group of star systems to light up, "broke away from the Capellan Confederation over twenty years ago, in the aftermath of the Fourth Succession War.  Sources state that the political situation between these powers is very volatile, and at any time can....."


     "Jarod, zoom in on the top," Dale requested.


     "Yes sir."  Jarod touched a control, causing the hologram to close in.


     "Are you seeing what I'm seeing?"


     Garibaldi nodded slowly.  "Four wedges, all pointed inward towards Earth."


     "One wedge would conceivably be a buffer state," Dale pointed out.  "But four can only mean one thing."


     "They're being invaded," Kanolev said.


     "The fact that there are four wedges indicate that the invaders are probably not one political entity, but are allied."  Dale pointed to the purple hue of the seven star systems belonging to the Rasalhaguans.  "Considering this state's relative smallness to the others, it's a safe bet that most of their space was taken by these invaders."


     "Could the invaders be non-human?"


     "Speculation, Captain Picard.  I see no reason to discount the possibility of non-human invaders, but four different races, all heading for one target?  Seems like an actual race to me, and not very militarily sound.  Those are nice, long flanks that could be capitalized in a conflict."


     "So what next?  How will we learn more?"


     "That's up to an Alliance intelligence ship," Jarod answered.  "MWB-32 Defense Command, acting under orders, dispatched a Fleming-class intelligence gatherer to their central areas to glean transmissions and try to determine their movements.  They should be reporting in within the day."


     "Anything else."


     "Yes," Dale answered for Jarod.  "You should know that we have been asked by the Taurians and Canopians to assist in a military operation.  Field Marshall Kanolev, would you like to do the honors?"


     "Thank you, Comrade Minister."  Kanolev stood, taking Jarod's place.  "Load the operation plans, Commander."  Jarod pressed some buttons on the projector's control panel, causing the map to zoom in on a lump of space near the Magistracy of Canopus.  "This, honored comrades, is the Maurian Hegemony, a state based off of the example of the ancient Roman Empire.  Three years ago, they ruthlessly conquered the nearly state of the Lothian League."  Seven solar systems lit up near the upper end of the Hegemony.  "Our commands have been working with our new allies to implement Operation: Necessary Force.  A force of Alliance and Soviet warships will arrive in all of the systems that had been the Lothian League, assisting in their liberation from their oppressors with Canopian ground forces already poised to strike.  At the same time, another force of our warships, under my command from the R.S.S. Zhukov, will strike at the Maurian capitol world of Alphard, forcing Caeser Sean O'Reilly to abdicate his position and return the Lothian League to it's people."


     "Will there be declarations of war prior to the attacks?", Picard asked.


     "My request will be submitted to the Supreme Soviet and the Alliance Council within the hour," Dale answered.  "Complete with a message from Protector Jeffrey Calderon of the Taurians and Magistrex Emma Centrella of the Canoprians, pleading for assistance in stopping the Maurian Hegemony, which they view as a threat to the stability of the entire region."


     "We're making quite a calling card here," Garibaldi said.  "Taking on these guys is going to bring us into the spotlight awfully fast.  The question is, do we want to be in that spotlight?"


     At that moment a young lance corporal entered the room.  He ran up to Jarod, whispering into his ear.  "If you will excuse me," Jarod began, standing up, "I have an announcement to make.  Our intelligence ship, the Invader, has reported in.  They have attained what they feel as critical intelligence."


     "Can you put their commander on an open frequency?"


     "No, that will not be possible, as the Invader is cloaked and at full radio silence.  But, we have access to a written report.  'To MWB-32 Defense Command, from D.S.S. Invader IV-9.  We are unable to listen in on interstellar communications, but local broadcasts are easily interceptable.  There will be a critical conference on the Lyran Alliance capitol world of Tharkad, starting in two days, in which the leaders of all Inner Sphere powers will be in attendance.  Reports also mention that the meeting was called at the behest of one Archon Katrina Steiner, whom we believe to be the political executive of power within the Lyran state.  It is to discuss the formation of a coalition force to face an invading enemy known as the Clans.  We will continue monitoring and report back tomorrow at 0900 GMT.  Invader out."


     All eyes turned to Kanolev, who turned to Dale.  "Comrade Minister, you are the ranking Coalition official present.  What should we do about this?"


     Dale rubbed his forehead.  "Well, considering that the invaders are considered 'Clans', that explains the four different wedges.  Logically, at least four of these Clans are invading, with the ultimate target being Earth.  Now, we know that attacking the Maurian Hegemony will bring us into the attentions of the other powers.  It would be better if they know who we are and our intentions before they learn of this attack.  Also, if we are to learn how to build some of their more valuable weapon systems, we must establish relations with them, sign treaties, and the such.  Considering the slowness of their travel, what better way to do that than to arrive at such a crucial summit and announce our presence, much like the Alliance did when I first came to Babylon-5."  Dale cleared his throat.  "Following the decision-making guidelines of the Bajor Agreement, I move that the Coalition establish relations with a diplomatic envoy to Tharkad, arriving in time for this conference.  I call for a vote."


     "This is foolish," Sela disagreed.  "We don't have time to be dealing with these people.  Our energy should be turned to conquering the Dominion."


     "I second the vote," Martok said before Sela could continue, grinning.


     "Very well."  Jarod allowed Kanolev to sit back down, taking his position again.  "You may enter your votes now.  Minister Dale of the Alliance?"


     "Aye," Dale answered.


     "High Commander Martok of the Klingon Empire?"


     "Aye," Martok grumbled.


     "Captain Picard of the Federation?"


     "Aye," Picard replied.


     "Field Marshall Kanolev of the Soviet Planetary Union?"


     "Aye."


     "Supreme Delegate Kra'sel of the Gersallian Interdependency?"


     "Aye."


     "Minister Garibaldi of the InterStellar Alliance?"


     "Aye."


     "Fleet Commander Sela of the Romulan Empire?"


     "Nay," Sela answered, drawing stares.  Dale frowned.  It'll only take three vetos to strike down our move.  I could still go, but this has to be a Coalition move if we're to impress these people with a display of diplomatic solidarity.


     "General Salis of Bajor?"


     Salis looked at Dale, then Kanolev, and nodded.  "Aye."


     "Gul Rekel of Cardassia?"


     "Nay," the Cardassian answered.


     Dale got worried for a moment, the vote relying on Tom Riker.  Jarod turned to him and asked, "Commander Riker of the Free Worlds?"


     Riker grinned at Rekel, who frowned back, then answered, "Aye."


     Dale sighed, relieved.  "The vote is eight for, and two against," Jarod announced.  "The question is, what ship will we choose to ferry the delegates?"


     "As if there's any question," Martok bellowed.  "The Roddenberry is the most powerful warship in the entire Coalition!  I shall be honored to step on it's decks!"


     "Are we going to vote over this too?", Rekel said with a snarl.  "The Cardassian Republic will have no part in this foolishness!"


     "Be quiet, Rekel," Sela retorted.  "You didn't vote against this conference for a legitimate reason as I did, but out of spite, because you're an old fool who pines for the old Cardassian Union.  I'm surprised Damar lets you even wear a uniform!"


     "If you had been a Cardassian, Sela, we would have executed you upon your miserable failures against the Federation!"


     Sela turned red.  "At least I managed to convince a planet to join the Romulan Empire instead of the Federation, unlike Cardassia, which typically clubs other races into joining!"


     "You didn't do a very good job, considering that the Alliance now holds Eloh and an entire sector of mostly Romulan space around it!"


     "That is enough!", Jarod snapped.  "There will be no vote over using the Roddenberry to carry the delegates.  If any wish to attend on their own ship, we will generate a jump signal when we arrive at Tharkad."


     "Acceptable, Commander."  Kanolev stood.  "I will ask my government to send a respectable official to the conference.  Although some of you are high-ranking members of your military, I recommend that those of you who are not arrange for high officials to be sent.  This will show them that they are important to us."


     "A very wise idea," Kra'sel agreed.


     "The Roddenberry will be ready to receive those traveling with us at 2000 hours tonight," Andreys promised, standing.  "I will go make the arrangements now."


     "Now that this is handled, what will be our stance at this conference?  Do you expect that they'll just say 'Nice to see you, come on in'?"


     "I don't know, Garibaldi.  I hope so.  You'll most likely see shock first, then curiosity about us."  Dale looked over at Worf and Martok.  "Especially because we have non-humans."


     "Yeah, well, you know what they say about treading softly."  Garibaldi stood.  "I move that this meeting be dismissed."


     "I second," Kanolev responded.


     "Any dissenters?"  Jarod waited a moment.  "Very well.  This meeting is dismissed.  I remind you, this meeting is classifed under the provisions of the Internal Security and Critical Secrets provisos of the Bajor Agreement."


     Rekel got out of his chair, scowling before stomping off.  Sela followed him, a smirk on her face.  Garibaldi watched them leave, shaking his head.  "Why in the hell do you even bother with those two?"


     "Well, you can't judge the Cardassians' new government based on Rekel, but Sela?"  Dale shook his head.  "The Romulans joined in officially on the grounds of the mutual-defense treaty signed last year a few months before we declared war on the Dominion.  But in reality, they probably wanted their share of the spoils.  The systems they took from the Cardassians give them a better resource base, and leave them within  striking distance of Cardassia.  And with the Alliance taking up even more of the slack in the fight in the Gamma Quadrant, they're finding it easier and easier to push their own political agenda in the Alpha Quadrant."


     "The day will probably come when they'll start pushing for the return of the systems around Eloh," Andreys said, frowning.


     "Well, you know what they say about politics."


     "For the Romulans, it's even farther than politics.  They've always believed it's their destiny to rule the galaxy."  Dale shook his head.  "They really hated it when we took Eloh.  It was one of the worst failures in Romulan history.  A normal Alliance expeditionary force kicked them off one of the most strategically valuable planets in the entire Alpha Quadrant and forced them to cede an entire sector to us.  Well, enough of talking about our allies behind their backs."


     "Spoilsport," Garibaldi responded, a sly smile on his face.  "I was getting ready to make a joke about the Centauri."


     "What joke would that be, Michael?"  Andreys shook her head, grinning.


     "What do you get when you cross a Centauri and......"








     "So, what are you doing again?"


     Schala struggled for a moment, sweat dripping from her face as she remained in a handstand, using the Force to balance herself and lift a few objects.  "It's a test of concentration, Lyta," she explained irritably.


     "Sounds nice," Lyta answered, folding her arms and sitting down.  "And this is what Dale wants me to go through?"


     "Robert senses an incredible Force potential in you, Lyta.  He thinks you should learn the Jedi arts."


     "Why would I want to?"  Lyta rolled her eyes.  "If I wasn't seeing you lift things with your mind, I would think you were a quack."


     Schala gasped, her concentration failing.  She fell over, the objects she was holding up crashing to the floor.  "I almost made it that time," she murmured, upset with herself.


     "I'm sorry if I disturbed you."


     "No, it was my fault.  I am supposed to keep my concentration anyway, and I failed."  Schala got to her feet, wiping her forehead.  "If you're not interested in learning to be a Jedi, why are you watching me?"


     "Because there's something about you.  I mean, it seems purple runs in your genetics."


     Schala stopped for a moment, then sighed.  "I was born of the royal family of Zeal.  We practiced what we referred to as magic for centuries.  Those of my line are more powerful than others, and we are marked by the purple of our hair and eyes.  My mother had them, and my half-brother had the purple hair."


     "What happened to this Zeal?"


     Schala sighed, memories she had moved on from returning.  "We used the power of a creature buried deep within our planet to further our own abilities.  In arrogance, we moved the machine we used to harness this power closer to the creature, causing it to awake.  It destroyed Zeal.  Our magnificant cities were destroyed, our entire civilization wiped out from our folly.  I would have been destroyed by the creature had a young boy not sacrificed himself to save us all."


     "How did you end up here?"


     "The creature caused large and plentiful rips in space/time.  I was taken by one, and deposited on a world called Layrsko.  That is where Robert and Luke Skywalker found me.  They brought me here so Robert could train me.  So tell me, Lyta," Schala turned to her, "how does it feel to be an outcast like me?"


     "You're not an outcast."


     "Am I?"  Schala shook her head.  "Outside of Robert and Julia, nobody on this ship treats me as an equal.  I'm the weird woman with the purple hair, the one everyone is scared to touch."


     "Perhaps, but at least you know where you are sleeping tonight.  I could never be secure," Lyta responded.  "I was the only human telepath to ever scan a Vorlon and live to tell of it.  Psi Corps wanted me so they could learn more about the Vorlons.  Earthforce felt the same way.  After escaping them, I went to the Vorlons, who used me to further their own goals.  Now the Vorlons are gone, and for months I was stuck on B5, invisible to everyone except when I was needed.  So how do you think that feels?  I'm a puppet, nothing more."


     "Then we both have something in common, Lyta.  I was a puppet too.  But I've gotten past that.  You should to."


     Lyta bit her lower lip.  "I'll try", she finally agreed.  She noticed the glimmer of a smile on Schala's face, and frowned.  "He got you into doing this, didn't he?"


     "Got me into doing what?"


     "Into convincing me to take up this training.  He didn't have the guts...."


     "The time," Schala corrected, rolling her eyes.


     "Whatever!  He got you into this, didn't he?"


     "Even if he did, it doesn't mean I myself did not want you to, Lyta."


     "Why would you want me to?"


     "Because it gives you a purpose in life, and a sense that you're directing your own destiny," Schala answered.  "Now, I am thirsty, so if you would like to go get a drink I'd be happy to join you."


     "Sorry, money is something I am not in abundance in."


     "Don't worry about the money.  I've got plenty."


     "How?"  Lyta narrowed an eye.  "All you do is train.  You don't do any jobs."


     "Actually, I'm officially listed as a liasion from the New Republic.  A bit of string pulling by Leia Organa.  The New Republic pays me a modest salary, although the current exchange rate makes it very lucrative in the Alliance."


     "I want a job," Lyta laughed.  "Can I be a liasion too?"


     "We'll have to see about that."








     The Roddenberry tore through subspace, reaching Warp 9.6 as they raced to Tharkad.  Dale watched the stars streak by the window of his quarters, unread reports from the frontlines with the Dominion sitting on the table.


     Two hands wrapped around him, coming together on his stomach.  "Having trouble sleeping, Robby?"


     Dale sighed, not turning from the view of the streaking stars.  "Can't help thinking about the millions of men and women our ages who don't get to sleep in a comfortable bed tonight.  They're in some godforsaken foxhole trying to survive mass Jem'Hadar attack waves."


     "You can't let that get to you, Robby.  They're out there because they wanted to be out there.  It's not like we're drafting people."


     Dale's responding laugh had a sarcastic undertone to it.  "There have been some rumblings in favor of a draft.  Good thing the Alliance Charter forbids it, thanks to the Seventh Clause.  'No Alliance citizen can be forcefully conscripted into military service against his or her desire'."


     Andreys put her chin on Dale's shoulder, holding him tighter.  "And they say you're a militarist."


     "Good thing they're wrong, right?"


     "Very good thing."  Andreys began to playfully nuzzle him on the neck.  "What are you going to do?"


     "Whatever I can."


     "That's all you ever try to do, isn't it?"


     "It's all I can do."


     Andreys sighed, resting her head on his shoulder.  "We don't deserve this.  We should be off, in some nice suburban house, raising kids and living like, well, like a pair of ordinary twenty-somethings."


     "My grandfather always told me he felt I was destined for great things," Dale said in a hushed tone, as if the memory of his family's deceased patriarch was enough to awe him.  "If he only knew how right he was."


     "Your grandfather was a wise man," Andreys answered, nibbling on his earlobe.  "Come on to bed.  Jarod's got it timed so that we'll arrive at Tharkad tomorrow.  You'll want to be rested so you're in top form, right?"


     "I don't think I can sleep.  Whenever I close my eyes, I see the names on the KIA list.  Thousands of them.  I can't even read the names anymore, yet each one of those names was a soul, a living breathing person with families, hopes, dreams, desires, loves.  I can't help but think that their blood is on my hands too."


     "I know the feeling," Andreys answered.  "I'm the one with the prestigious honor of being the first commander to lose a Saratoga-class carrier in combat, remember?"


     "You didn't lose the Independence," Dale corrected.  "She was crippled."


     Andreys rolled her eyes.  "Robby, they're not even going to repair her.  They were about to send her to the scrap heap when the ISA bought her to convert into a museum attached to Babylon-5."


     "I can think of no finer end.  They're going to restore her flight deck and make her into a museum dedicated to the two battles against Clark fought at B5.  I think the four hundred who died would have wanted it that way."  Dale finally turned around, putting a hand on her shoulder.  "Oh well, we're in this mess, so let's stay with it until the end."


     "Whatever you say....."


     He kissed her, gently lowering her onto the bed.








     "Tharkad coming up, sir."


     Dale stood near the rear of the bridge, beside the sensor and communications stations where Spock was seated.  "Let me see the planet."


     Data responded from ops, bringing the Class-M planet into view on the viewscreen.  "Sensors indicate that the planet has an abnormally large arctic zone, extending to the 30th latitude.  The planet is dominated by mammalian animal life, plus I am detecting forests identical to the arctic forests of the Alaskan-Yukon region of North America, Siberia, and Scandanavia.  Population is well into the billions."


     "Any major cities that would serve as a capitol?"


     "There is a cluster of cities inside the arctic zone, including a complex that is geographically isolated from the others.  Sensoes detect tunnels leading into the complex, and a fusion reactor underneath."


     "That must be their capitol," Picard observed.


     "Coming out of warp now, sir," Paris reported.  A slight surge of deceleration ran through the ship, as the interial dampners compensated with the drop from warp speed.  "They've got some ships in orbit.  We're visible."


     "We should have brought a cloaking device," Garibaldi grumbled.


     "Garibaldi, do you realize how hard it would be to hide a ship with almost as much mass as an Imperial Star Destroyer?  No Alliance cloaking device would be capable of generating the necessary cloaking field."


     "Sir, picking up an incoming signal.  Radio frequency."


     "Can you put it on speakers?"


     "Yes sir," Data answered.  "You're on."


     A voice asked in German, "This is Tharkad Orbital Control.  Please identify yourself.  And how the hell did you get here without us seeing you jump in?"


     The translaters activated on command, translating the message into English, but Dale had already understood the request.  "I think it prudent, Orbital Control, if you get the highest superior present to speak to me," he answered in German.


     A response came in German, and after a few minutes, another voice began speaking in the same language.  While Dale carried on a conversation with the person, Picard and the others watched.  "Do you know much German, Captain?"


     Andreys shook her head.  "Foreign languages were never my strong suit.  I had a brainwave infusion to understand some Hebrew and Latin, but that's it."


     "Brainwave infusion?"  Picard looked at her, puzzled.


     "It's a long story, Captain," Andreys answered.


     The conversation ended.  Dale took in a breath, and allowed himself a small grin.  "This 'Marshall Nondi Steiner' is arranging for us to be present at the opening of their conference, being referred to as the 'Whitting Conference'.  They're having a reception tonight, according to the good Marshall, and she is going to alert Archon Steiner to our arrival so preparations can be made."


     "When do we beam down?"


     "We're not beaming down," Dale answered Picard.  "I don't want them to know our full capabilities.  We'll take a runabout down."


     "The Thames is available," Andreys said.  "We could go down in it."


     "Fit all these dignataries in there?"  Garibaldi rolled his eyes.


     "Well, we only have you, Picard, Martok, Tom Riker, and General Salis aboard.  Their staffs can wait until tomorrow."


     "I guess it's settled then.  We will depart at?"


     "She told me that the reception begins in about four hours.  Plenty of time to get dressed and prepare for our receptions."


     "Let's just hope we don't have a repeat of what happened you showed up at B5," Garibaldi commented wryly.


     "What happened?"


'     Dale blushed at Picard's question, as if the event embarassed him.  "There was a slight.... mishap."


     "One of our fighters panicked and nearly started a shooting match between B5 and the original Roddenberry," Garibaldi answered.


     "Oh, I see......"








     I hate nobles.


     That was the first thought that entered Dale's mind when he entered the ballroom in what he had learned was called "The Triad", the government complex for the entire Lyran state.  Practically every attendee was in some fancy dress, wearing jewelry and other such accessories that contrasted strongly to the simple form of the various suits of the Coalition delegation.  Dale and Andreys were both in dress uniform, as were Worf, Jarke, and the three Star Marines serving as security detachment.  Martok had opted for Klingon armor, while Garibaldi was in a simple business suit.  Picard and Troi were both in dress uniform as well, the white contrasting sharply to the silver of Dale's uniform, the brown on Worf and Jarke, and the burgundy red of Andreys.  Salis also opted for his formal uniform, while Tom Riker had donned a business suit similar to Garibaldi's.


     Heads turned, and Dale could sense telepathically the shock upon seeing non-human life.  A few turned away, disgusted, while others remained intent, curiosity overriding shock.  Well, so much for trying to stay low key.  "Hello," he said, trying to sound as plain as possible.


     Immediately two individuals stepped forward, almost as one.  One was a golden-haired woman, in her mid twenties, and the other a male, also in his twenties, with blond hair and a short stature that Dale was sure would have rivaled Napolean's.  Both looked at the other, and the male respectfully stood back, although Dale could sense that it was not respect that drove such actions.  Rivals, I would guess.  But there's something... deeper here.


     "I am Archon Katrina Steiner of the Lyran Alliance," the woman pronounced, as if she expected Dale's entire delegation to bow and worship her because of her title.  "I welcome you to Tharkad."


     "I am Robert Dale, Minister of Defense for the Alliance of Democratic Nations, leading the InterUniversal Coalition delegation to initiate first contact with your respective powers."  Dale extended a hand.


     Immediately he sensed indignation from Katrina.  She wants me to bow.  Too bad.  After a few moments, she put on a fake smile and shook his hand.  Dale made a passive scan of her mind, not too probing, but enough to determine her personality.  Greed, ambition, this woman is power-mad.  If I'm not lucky, I'll end up having to thwart whatever schemes she has in mind.


     The next person to step up was the male who originally allowed Katrina to go first.  "I am Prince Victor Steiner-Davion, Archon Prince of the Federated Commonwealth."


     "Good to meet you."  Dale shook his hand as well, passively scanning his mind.  Instead of Katrina's ambition, he found what a Klingon would call "a warrior's heart".  Determination to protect those he led combined with a desire to keep his people secure, no matter the cost, contrasted sharply to Katrina's naked ambition.


     Next came Captain-General Thomas Marik of the Free Worlds League.  Dale's telepathy couldn't get past his mental discipline without a substantial telepathic sweep, but he could feel an air of untruthfullness about the man.  Afterwards he greeted the leader of the Draconis Combine and his son Hohiro and daughter Omi, noting similar discipline but without the falsehood.  Kai Allard-Liao's mere posture drew a snort of approval from Martok and Worf, who as Klingons recognized warrior spirit when they saw it.  Sun-Tzu Liao's ambition rivaled Katrina's, marking him as dangerous to Dale.  His sister Kali oozed madness that reminded Dale of the mental state of Darth Kroma before the "New" Sith Lord's death.


     As the leaders went on to greeting the other members of Dale's delegation, Dale decided to meet the minor members.  Prince Haakon Magnusson of the Rasalhaguan Republic appeared to be a broken man, a great sorrow in his heart that Dale knew was not mere concern for the majority of his people under the rule of mysterious invaders.  Morgan Kell was not entirely human, with a mechanical arm, but Dale could sense the fire of what seemed to be a most impressive spirit.


     It was his son Phelan that set Dale's senses off.


     Immediately the young brown-haired male felt like a disturbance in the room.  Power centered around him, nearly to the strength Dale had felt in Schala, Luke, and Leia.  I'd love to know his midichlorian count.  He must be one of the most powerful Force-potentials I've ever encountered.


     Gradually the reception returned to normal, although Dale could sense continuing disgust, fear, and curiosity over the Bajoran and Klingon attendees.  I wonder what they'll do when the Romulans and Cardassians show up.  I should have known not to expose them to non-human life so quickly.


     Something gravitated him back to Victor and Katrina.  Although he sensed a heightened Force potential in Phelan Kell, the two both gave him similar feelings of Force capability, although not as strong.  "It seems there is no love lost between some of the people here," he remarked casually.


     "You catch on quick," Victor yawned.


     "This reception tires you?"


     "Between you and me, state receptions are a pain in the ass."


     "I totally agree.  Do you realize the amount of work I go through in a day?"


     Dale felt jealousy, looking over and seeing Katrina coming toward them.  Oh no, not again.  She can't stand that her brother might be getting a first step on cordial relations with us.  We're a mystery to them, after all, and she knows that she needs to have us either on her side or neutral, lest we threaten whatever plans she has.  "Ah, Archon, you have a very beautiful capitol here.  Makes me wish I could return to Washington more often."


     "Washington?"


     "The capitol of the Alliance," Picard explained.  "Quite beautiful, I might add."


     "Particularly when they light the William Stilson Memorial," Dale agreed.


     "Minister, if I may, what brings you here?"


     Dale cleared his throat, debating on whether to be honest or sugarcoat it.  "Well, it's something we take pride in.  Expanding, bringing more people into the awareness of what's out there."


     "Exploration is not the only thing that can maintain a person," Katrina countered.  "There are other things."


     "Perhaps," Picard answered, trying to maintain a diplomatic posture.  "But there is no greater marvel for me than to head out into the unknown.  It's something all Starfleet captains are trained for."


     "Perhaps we should introduce you to the Precentor in charge of ComStar's Explorer Corps.  I'm sure you....."


     "Victor, knock it off," Katrina hissed in German.


     Picard merely gave them a blank stare.  Victor rolled his eyes, clearly agitated.  Dale smirked a bit, responding in German, "What is wrong, Archon?  Your brother is not saying anything wrong."


     Katrina's eyes widened in surprise for a moment.  "You speak Deutsch?"


     "My grandfather learned the language before he went to Europe to fight the Second World War," Dale explained.  "He taught me to speak in German because he liked the language, and he wanted a medium to tell me dirty jokes without my mother overhearing."


     Dale did not anticipate what happened next.


     Upon the word "mother", he felt grief and anger coming from Victor's mind.  But in Katrina's mind, he felt not grief but a quick covering up of guilt.  Intrigued, Dale pushed deeper into her mind, concentrating for a moment.


     "You killed your own mother?!", he gasped in horror telepathically.


     Katrina responded as if a lightning bolt had struck her.  She paled slightly, trying to regain her composure.   "What did you say?", her voice managed to get out, quivering.


     Noticing the withering stare from Picard, Dale took control over his rampaging emotions.  "Nothing, Archon.  I haven't said anything."


     He noticed that Victor too was startled.  Must remember to try to keep telepathic contact to a minimum. These people don't have any telepaths.  "If I may, what will be the scope of the proceedings starting in two days?  There will be additional ambassadors arriving and I wish to have them prepared."


     "We discuss how to drive the Clans out of the Inner Sphere," Katrina boasted proudly, pre-empting her brother.


     "These Clans, we have heard of them from our Taurian contacts, but outside of the fact they've managed to carve four chunks out of your territory, we know very little on them.  What can you tell me?"


     "Whatever you need to know," Victor answered, not paying attention to his sister.  "Why do you want to know?"


     "Because, Prince Victor, I always want to see what I'm up against."


     "You would help us against the Clans?"


     "That is a distinct possibility......"








     "Now just what the hell were you up to down there?!"


     Dale could feel the pent-up anger eminating from Picard, who waited until the other delegates had left the transporter room before letting loose.  "What do you mean?"


     "Don't be coy with me!  You could have caused a major diplomatic incident with that little telepathic stunt of your's!"


     Dale took in a breath, thinking of the irony that it was Picard's turn to tongue-lash him after what he said to Picard over the Ba'ku.  "Jean-Luc, are you a telepath?  Of course you're not.  What I did was reflex, like touching a hot stone and pulling your hand away.  Nothing more.  I didn't want to make a ruckus."


     "What were you doing in her mind in the first place?!"


     Dale took in a breath, leading Picard out to the corridor.  "When I mentioned my mother, I felt their reactions.  Prince Victor sent waves of grief and anger over their mother's death, but Katrina seemed to think more of protecting herself with a tinge of guilt, a fear of being found out.  Curious, I dug a little bit into her mind.  She engineered the bombing death of her mother with a relative, who is now dead.  She thinks no one can find her out, but she's worried that if she's found out, the people who adore her now will drag her through the streets and shoot her.  Not only that, but she seems to fear the Kells.  I think it's because a member of their family died in the same bombing that killed her mother."


     "Well, no more curiosity.  You don't have the right to go rummaging through a person's mind looking for garbage!"


     "I usually don't.  Her guilt is what lured me in.  I like to know when a leader I'm dealing with is capable of something like murdering her own mother, Jean-Luc.  Besides, it's already done.  Unless you want to break practically every time-related law in the books and go back in time to stop me, get over it."


     "This isn't over."


     "Of course it's not.  I still have to go over all the data that Anastasius Focht is so generously sending me."


     Picard looked like he was about to say something, but stopped himself and walked off.  Dale took in a breath, going to his quarters.








     The conference room of the Roddenberry was occupied by the delegates from each Coalition member.  Admiral Zymirov had arrived to represent the Soviets, with Representative Herlak for the Cardassians, Ambassador Somalie of the Gersallians, and Admiral Tomalak for the Romulans.  "So far," Dale began, "the records given to us by Precentor-Martial Anastasius Focht show that the Clans came eight years ago.  Over three centuries ago, a sixth power in the Inner Sphere, the Terran Hegemony, existed in the space surrounding Earth.  They were led by the Camerons, who used diplomacy and their technological lead over the rest of the Inner Sphere to convince the different powers to form the Star League, a unified government.  After crushing the Periphery powers, including our new Canopian and Taurian allies, they remained in power for a hundred years, until the murder of the Camerons by a Periphery ruler named Stefan Amaris.  Amaris took over the Hegemony, making it his personal fief and declaring himself ruler of the Star League.  Aleksandr Kerensky, commander of the Star League's military, launched a devastating twelve year war to stop Amaris.  This left the Star League military, and most of the Inner Sphere, in shambles.  The Star League collapsed when the Davion and Kurita families began fighting for the position of First Lord.  To avoid the destruction, Aleksandr Kerensky and many of his troops fled beyond the rim of explored space.


     "They ended up in what are called the Pentagon worlds, around 1,000 light years from the Inner Sphere.  From there, the death of Kerensky led to a brutal civil war.  Several hundred soldiers and officers, as well as some other powerful civilian families, fled with Aleksandr's son Nicholas to the world of Strana Mechty.  From there, they formed the Clans.  Twenty Clans have now been wittled down to seventeen by Absorptions.  Also, the Clan that Kerensky joined, Clan Wolf, is now divided into two factions."


     "When the Clans invaded, they were split into two factions.  The Wardens favored leaving the Inner Sphere alone, instead remaining as silent guardians.  The Crusaders wanted to invade, crush the Inner Sphere's governments, and reinstate the Star League at the point of a gun.  Eventually, they won politically, and the invasion began.  However, two years after the invasion had started, Anastasius Focht used their customs against him.  In what is called a 'Trial of Possession', he pitted the entirety of ComStar's military against everything the Clans had to offer.  In an apocalyptic battle on the planet of Tukkayid that rivals the Battle of Alpha Paternis, they defeated the Clans in a month of fighting, and thus won a fifteen year truce.  A truce that ends in nine years."


     "But this truce is not peaceful.  The Clans cannot advance closer to Earth, a truce line marked at Tukkayid, but they can attack targets on their side of the truce line.  Clan Jade Falcon, the Clan on the right flank of the invasion, recently drove into the Lyran Alliance, eventually spending months on Coventry before leaving through another Clan custom of honorable retreat, known as hegira.  It was after this event that Prince Victor Steiner-Davion of the Federated Commonwealth proposed to take the offensive and strike back at the Clans.  That is the purpose of this conference, which is called the Whitting Conference in honor of the city on Coventry where the Jade Falcons accepted hegira and left."


     "What do you think will happen tomorrow when the conference begins, Comrade Minister?"


     Dale sat down.  "I believe they will likely reform the Star League," Dale answered Zymirov.  "It would shake the foundation of the Crusader cause.  And it could possibly lead to a period of peace after the political instability caused by the Fourth Succession War."


     "Who will lead this new Star League?  Surely they will not elect one leader to keep the title."


     "Probably not.  They might make it a rotation.  Every few years someone else gets the position of First Lord."


     "Then the question is: Who?"


     "That, Captain Picard, is a question I cannot answer definately.  What I've studied suggests a rather small list of candidates.  Prince Victor is definately a possibility, provided his sister backs him.  Thomas Marik is another.  And certainly Katrina Steiner.  Those behind them would be Sun-Tzu Liao and Theodore Kurita, but I don't see them taking the position."


     "Who would best fit the interests of the Coalition, then?"


     "I would say Victor.  Young, trustworthy, and from what I've seen of him, incapable of deceit."


     "I must disagree, Comrade Minister," Zymirov stated.  "From the report I was given, it is said that Victor replaced the deceased Joshua Marik with a duplicate to trick Thomas Marik.  Surely you see that as deceitful."


     "Yet that one act does not make him untrustworthy," Picard answered before Dale could speak.  "He seems far more reasonable than a woman who may have murdered her own mother," Picard shot a glance at Dale, "or a man who harbors religious terrorists and once was a member of a techno-theocracy that kept the Inner Sphere under a thumb of repression using a monopoly on interstellar communication."


     "Really Picard, one would think the Federation would be appreciable of a man who worships technology," Tomalak remarked.


     "The Federation may believe technological advancement is a key to the fulfillment of a civilization, Admiral, but we do not worship our technology," Picard snapped in return.


     "Comrades, enough," Zymirov said, folding his hands on the table.  "We are allies here.  We must decide who we would back."


     "None of them," Garibaldi responded.


     "I agree with Minister Garibaldi," Salis stated.


     "Why?"


     "Because we would be undermining the person appointed from the getgo," Dale answered for them.  "We back someone, that person's opponents will claim he's our puppet.  That will destroy everything he works for.  No, it's best to just watch, observe, and offer advice."


     "Why would they look to us for advice?", Martok asked.


     "Because, General, we're a coalition, remember?  We pulled together to face a common foe, overcoming years, decades, even centuries of hate and mistrust.  Those who support this endeavor, particularly the leaders of the smaller nations, Candace Liao and Haakon Magnusson, will look to us for the model on cooperation.  If they are to make this new alliance work, they're going to need someone to look up to.  That's us.  And that's our purpose."


     "Pardon me, Minister, but Commander Sela told me the purpose was to acquire BattleMech technology to use against the Dominion."


     "Consider the purpose modified, Tomalak," Dale answered.  "We want their technology, we're going to have to help them.  Give them warp drive or jump engines, or at least matter/antimatter reactor systems so their jumps can go a bit faster.  Break ComStar's stranglehold on interstellar communication by giving them an interphasic beacon system.  And most importantly, show aggressive leaders like Sun-Tzu Liao that we won't tolerate aggression.  And that, gentlemen, brings me to Operation: Necessary Force.  Tonight the attack to liberate the Lothian League and force the Maurian Hegemony to back down begins.  When the conference begins tomorrow, I want to show them what we're capable of."


     "An act of force combined with an offer of assistance.  That's what I call speaking softly and carrying a big damned stick."


     Garibaldi's assessment drew nods and a couple of chuckles.  "I take it we're done for today, gentlemen?  Good.  Once again, we'll take shuttlecraft down.  I'd rather show them our transporter technology later.  This meeting is dismissed."








     Dale flopped onto the bed, rubbing his forehead.  "I'm tired."


     "You stayed up all night reading those reports, so you should be tired," Andreys pointed out, sitting beside him in her bathrobe.


     "I wasn't up all night," Dale corrected.


     "Close enough.  When I got up at 0600 for the ship review meeting, you had just come to bed.  How long did you sleep, three hours?"


     "Four.  I was in bed before 0500."


     "Liar," Andreys hissed playfully, putting her right arm over his chest and on his shoulder.  "I know you hadn't been asleep more than thirty minutes."


     "You're mistaken."


     "No, I'm not."


     "Yes, you are."


     Andreys giggled.  "Keep it up.  You're sexy when you're arguing."


     Dale rolled his eyes, laughing.  "Yeah, well, did I ever admit that watching you fight gives me a....."


     "Be quiet," Andreys commanded, kissing him.  They kissed for a few moments, then Andreys let the bathrobe slip off.  She began removing Dale's uniform top.  She yelped when Dale pinched her on the butt, then running her finger along his mouth and nose.  "That wasn't nice."


     "Would you rather I have done it to another spot?  Maybe one of those two nicely-shaped balloons you've got rubbing up against me?"


     "You, Robby, can be a very nasty person sometimes."


     "I'm in love with the sexiest women ever to live.  How can I avoid it?"  Dale kissed her.  "Now knock off the foreplay.  I'm tired and I'm horny, so either let me make love to you or let me sleep."


     "Maybe I should be sadistic and keep you here all night," Andreys giggled.  "Sleeping with a naked woman on top of you is impossible."


     "Gandhi did it."


     "You're not Gandhi."


     "No, but I'm sure I could find a way.  Maybe play a good old mind trick on you and make you go lay down."


     "Oh, I'm gonna pull a trick on you.  Not a mind trick, but......"


     "Dammit, Julie," Dale sighed, admiring the way her teal eyes sparkled mischievously in the light, "you enjoy this too much."


     "Of course I do."  Andreys winked, nibbling on his earlobe.   "Because I love you," she whispered into his right ear.


     "Good.  Now what will it be?  Love-making, or sleep?"


     Twenty seconds later, they were in bed.  The rest didn't matter.








     "It appears that your attempts at unity need work."


     Dale's honest answer to Sun-Tzu Liao drew stares and even a pair of suppressed laughs from the various Inner Sphere and Coalition delegates seated in the Triad Ballroom where the conference was being held.  Sun-Tzu turned red in the face at Dale's answer.  "What, what do you mean?"


     "What I mean, Chancellor Liao, is that your attempts to have Duchess Liao and the Kells removed from this assembly show a severe lack of unity."


     "Surely you understand that these realms are not legitimate, Minister."


     "Wrong.  The St. Ives Compact has been independent for two decades.  The Arc-Royal Defense Cordon is an important body within the Inner Sphere, particularly because it shares a border with the Clans.  Therefore, the leaders of both should be present in these proceedings."


     "The Arc-Royal Defense Cordon is not an independent state, Minister," Katrina said, scowling.


     "Maybe not completely independent, Archon, but independent enough to warrant a representative here."


     "I am it's representative, as ruler of the Lyran Alliance," Katrina disagreed vehemently.


     "On the contrary, Archon, you yourself supported Morgan Kell as the leader of the Cordon," Picard pointed out, standing with Dale.


     "You are strangers to the Inner Sphere," Sun-Tzu growled.  "Your mere presence in this room is only because of the generosity of our host, Archon Steiner."


     "Wrong.  It wasn't generosity, it was curiosity," Dale corrected.  "We showed up here presenting technologies that the best scientists on this planet are literally drooling to get a look at.  Now, Chancellor, I've read the reports from ComStar.  I know the history of what happened between your mother and Candace.  I know your government's stance on the Compact.  And I don't give a damn right now.  As far as I'm concerned, the Compact is an independent state."


     "And what has your government said on the matter?"


     "I sent my report last night.  I am confident they will follow my recommendations on the status of the Compact."


     "I think we've gotten off track enough as it is," Focht stated before Sun-Tzu could counter.  "The decision should be made whether to restore the Star League under the original Constitution, with one notable exception being that the position of First Lord will be one we vote on.  Terms of three years, with re-elections being forbidden for eighteen years."


     At that moment, Jarke leaned over his communicator, taking in a message.  He walked up and whispered in Dale's ear.  "Ladies and gentlemen, I have an announcement to make."


     "And that would be, Minister?"


     Dale took out a small holoprojector, activating it and displaying a map of the Maurian Hegemony.  "As you probably know, this is the Periphery state called the Maurian Hegemony."


     "Good, you're displaying knowledge of Inner Sphere geography, now please let us continue the real...."


     "Give me a moment, Chancellor Liao, without the smartass comments," Dale snapped.  Sun-Tzu turned red with anger, while Candace Liao allowed a small smile to form at her nephew's embarrassment.  "We said we'd support you against the Clans.  We can't send everything we have, not with a war on fronts over twice the area of the Inner Sphere raging, but we can send a substantial force.  And this is what we can do with it."  Dale cleared his throat.  "As of 1930 hours local time last night, the Alliance of Democratic Nations and the Union of Soviet Democratic Planets have declared a state of war with the Maurian Hegemony.  Our forces have launched attacks on the seven worlds that formed the Lothian League, the goal being to liberate these worlds from the Maurians so the Lothians can become independent again.  Already the garrisons of two worlds have surrendered after substansive orbital bombardment, and we anticipate a complete collapse of resistance by tomorrow."


     Sun-Tzu turned purple.  "Now we see your true motives, conquest!  What's to stop you from doing the same to us!?"


     "Minister, I must agree that we have a serious issue here.  What is to stop your forces from violating my borders?", Thomas Marik asked.  "Taking over the Lothian League and Maurian Hegemony gives you a base with which to strike us.  How can I ignore this threat to my realm?"


     "For one, Captain-General, you have my personal promise that no Alliance warship will enter League space without your approval.  If you desire a non-aggression pact, I will gladly negotiate one with you right here, right now.  This is not an act of conquest, Chancellor Liao," Dale looked at the livid Sun-Tzu, trying to keep a sincere expression.  "We are liberating the Lothian League.  If the League asks us to leave their space, we will do so without hesitation.  As for the Maurians, we are not conquering them.  We are going to attack their capitol of Alphard to force Caeser O'Reilly to acknowledge the independence of the Lothian League.  We are hoping he will abdicate, but if he refuses we will not push the issue as long as he agrees to leave the League alone."


     "An excellent example of speaking softly and carrying a big stick, Minister," Candace Liao remarked, still grinning at her nephew's apoplectic reaction.  "Now the question is, can we expect this support against the Clans?"


     "More than that, Duchess," Dale answered.  "The Alliance, and our allies, will agree to send advisors to help you with numerous upgrades of your technology.  For one thing, we can arrange to equip your fleets with impulse and gravitic drives, enabling you to get to your jump points in hours instead of days and weeks.  Hyperpulse generators can be replaced with subspace communication networks and interphasic beacon systems, enabling nearly instantaneous communication across the entire Inner Sphere.  Planetary defense shields and orbital weapons platforms will ensure that if the Clans every try to attack again, they will be bleeding themselves to death in each engagement."


     "So why bother re-creating the Star League if you're going to do all the work?  Personally, I don't mind, as no Capellan citizen is under threat of Clan attack."


     "If you don't re-organize the Star League, Chancellor Liao, we will not help you," Dale replied coldly.


     "What do you mean by that?!"


     "What I mean is that we came here to introduce ourselves to you and give you a model to base your attempts at unity off of.  This Coalition, ladies and gentlemen, is composed of members who half of which were on the brink of war with one another just a few short years ago.  But a common threat, the Dominion, brought us together to fight as allies against the true enemy.  You wish to do the same.  Alone, it is possible, at least until the threat is gone.  But with our help, you stand a better chance of maintaining this unity.  Now....."  Dale sat back down, his point having been made.  "Get back to the business at hand.  We wouldn't want to keep the Clans waiting, would we?"








     "I find it hard to believe that these people could even possibly hope to become a unified force," Picard lamented upon the return of the majority of the delegation to the Roddenberry, where he and Dale stood alone in the conference room after a quick meeting of the delegates.  "They are distrustful, scheming, and in some cases power-mad individuals who seem to be more worried about furthering their own agendas than the problems at hand."


     "Half of them seem to be that way, at least.  I wonder what would happen if we could prove that the good madam Archon is guilty of matricide?"


     "Considering her popularity and the popularity of her late mother, you would find a great deal of confusion.  Some would probably side with her anyway, thinking whatever evidence you have to be a fraud."  Picard looked at Dale for a moment.  "You can't be seriously considering......"


     "I like to keep my options open.  If there is a way to clandestinely provide evidence to her brother Victor or others proving her guilt, I would probably authorize it."


     "I thought the Alliance didn't approve of interfering in the sovereign affairs of another state?  Your own rather watered-down version of the Prime Directive."


     "It only applies with legitimate governments, Captain.  Katrina murdered her mother before she caused the secession of the Lyran Alliance from the Federated Commonwealth, so the secession was not legitimate because she should have been brought to justice for her crime.  Besides, that's not what's important right now."  Dale sat down.  "I've been going over the various reports and maps to see about how we would fight these Clans."


     "I assume we will be going after all four?"


     "Actually, there are seven, although the Clan called the Diamond Sharks don't have any planets to themselves.  The Jade Falcons share space with the Steel Vipers, then you have the Wolf Occupation Zone which makes up the bulk of the Rasalhague state before the invasion, then the Ghost Bears who straddle the Rasalhague/Draconis border and have the smallest zone, and finally, the Smoke Jaguars and Nova Cats, who occupy former Combine worlds."


     "I take it that it would require a tremendous military effort to dislodge them?"


     "In ground forces, an astronomical number would be required.  But that won't be quite necessary.  They have an Achilles' heel."


     Picard crinkled his brow in thought.  "You mean their lack of starships?"


     "Exactly.  Even the Clan fleets have only a few dedicated warships.  Granted, their weapons are a match for our's, but they're unshielded and pitifully slow.  Since they lack orbital defenses, we could use a fleet maneuver to sweep them out of the OZs."


     "Orbital bombardment is the way you're going to force them out?  You should take into account civilian losses."


     "I have.  We'll use Wasp missiles.  Perfect for these missions.  We'll force each garrison to surrender or risk destruction."


     "A wise plan.  I take it you will propose this tomorrow at the military conference?"


     Dale nodded.  "You can bet on that."








     The small theater that served to host the military conference was not as grand as the ballroom where the earlier political discussions had taken place.  Dale had chosen to come as military representative of the entire Coalition, although he had brought Picard and Martok as observers and advisors for the proceedings.  As was their plan, they sat and watched quietly as a Federated Commonwealth military advisor explained the principles of entropy-based warfare.  While Martok and Picard simply absorbed the information, Dale spent his time gently probing the various attendees telepathically.  Marshall Sharon Bryan of the Lyrans seemed to be the one true threat to the success of the proceedings, while Wu Kang Kuo of the Capellans was genuinely interested in a plan of attack just like his counterparts from the other powers, which Dale found to be a direct contrast to Sun-Tzu Liao's usual attitude.


     The presentation ended.  Immediately Wu turned to him and asked, "You have remained quiet, Minister.  Do you have nothing to add?"


     "Entropy-based warfare is an idea that the Alliance's military has already become accustomed to.  We used it against the Fourth Reich during the Nazi War four years ago, which led to their total collapse after our fleet victory at New Austria.  Modern Alliance strategy is to use sparring maneuvers and raid attacks to interfere with enemy supply and communications networks, after which overwhelming firepower is used to smash what's left.  If Clan strategy is as you say it is, then that is another Achilles' heel that can be exploited."


     The Precentor-Martial of ComStar cleared his throat.  "Tell us, Minister, what is the other Achilles' heel you seem to be referring to?"


     "It's one that only the Coalition can exploit, I'm afraid."  Dale stood up.  "From going over records, I've found that you and the Clans are both lacking in dedicated warships.  That is unlike our members, which can field fleets in the upper hundreds range, at the very least.  Also, our warp drives and hyperspace travel give us greater mobility on the interstellar stage.  Such an advantage would enable a rather small portion of our fleet to severely damage Clan lines of supply and communication."


     "You mean raiding deep into their Occupation Zones, don't you?"


     "Yes, Precentor-Martial.  We could conceivably cripple their entire supply and communications network in a mere week or so.  With your forces co-operating, the Clans can be completely crushed within a few months at most."


     An amazed silence filled the room.  "You can't be serious," Sharon Bryan stammered.


'     "I am.  You heard Doctor Pondsmith.  Entropy-based warfare is best applied when you shock the enemy.  And I plan on sending a few hundred terawatts through him."  Dale activated a holodisplay, showing an organizational chart of the Alliance fleet.  "Currently, 70% of the Alliance's fleet strength is engaged in fighting the Dominion on two fronts.  Another 15% are deployed on various borders on missions of deterrance.  Another 10% are in reserve for training crews.  The remaining 5% makes up the Alliance's available forces for operations."


     "Only 5%?  Very useful," Bryan scoffed.


     "That is roughly 1,500 starships, Marshall."


     Every pair of Inner Sphere eyes seemed to start coming out of their sockets.  "How big is your fleet anyway?"


     "That is confidential, Marshall Bryan.  I'm sure you understand," Dale replied.  "Now, will you accept our help?"


     "What is the cost of accepting your help?"


     "Nothing.  We've already agreed to give you technology, remember?  Wouldn't we have made a deal then?"


     "You want BattleMechs."


     Phelan's statement brought all eyes toward him.  Dale raised an eyebrow, crossing his arms.  "What makes you say that, Khan Kell?"


     "You have no other reason to make such a big show over this conference," Phelan answered.  "If you wanted the crush the Clans, you'd have started the attack already without waiting for us.  No, you might be powerful in space, but on the ground we're your equals, maybe even a bit superior, and you want our technology to aid your war against this 'Dominion'."


     Very good, Phelan.  Considering your lack of training, such a Force-inspired conclusion is amazing.  "That was a motive for coming here," Dale admitted.  "But why didn't you reveal us yesterday, or the day before, if you were so certain that we were after BattleMech technology?  Perhaps because you wanted to know the extent of our power, or maybe even get some of our technology in return?"


     Phelan bit his lower lip, a corner of his mouth turning upward.  "You caught me red-handed.  I was curious as to how powerful you were, what you could do, and what I could do to ensure that you helped the Inner Sphere.  My goal here is to stop the Crusaders once and for all.  My Wolves will help you to that regard.  We will even provide you with working examples of both BattleMech and OmniMech technology, if that will convince you to help us."


     "It wouldn't matter, because I would help you anyway," Dale answered.


     "Why?"


     "Why not?"


     "That's not an answer."


     "How about a better one?  Because I don't like the thought of an aggressive genetically-bred society conquering others for sport," Dale stated, a bit of rage coming into his expression.  "The actions of the Crusaders run contrary to everything I, everything the Alliance, holds sacred.  Millions of Alliance men and women have given their lives willingly to stop such evils, and I will honor that by doing whatever I can to hold them back.  The Inner Sphere belongs to you, not them, and if I have to turn Strana Mechty into a smoldering uninhabitable ruin to stop them, then it will become a smoldering uninhabitable ruin."  Dale flashed a quick grin.  "How's that for shock?"


     "How can we trust you not to turn on us after the Clans are finished," Bryan said through slitted eyes.


     "You can trust him implicitly," Picard answered for Dale.  "While their methods are not always favorable, the Alliance is an organization dedicated to the belief that all species and nations have a right to freedom and self-determination.  Despite various propaganda stories created by some of my fellow Starfleet officers, they do not conquer, they liberate.  And when they have finished liberating, they pick up their wounded, bury their dead, and allow the liberated to decide their future for themselves.  I can think of no ideals more noble than the ideals the Alliance does it's utmost to embody.  You can choose to believe him or not, but know that no Alliance soldier will ever set foot on an world in the Inner Sphere unless he or she is invited by the people of that world."


     "I think this has gone on long enough," Focht snapped.  "These people are here as friends, as allies, and you continually treat them like an enemy."


     "Perhaps, Precentor-Martial, but we know nothing about these people.  We can't afford to turn our backs to any possible threat, even one that appears to be an ally."


     "Then don't turn your back, Marshall.  Listen to us."  Dale switched over, showing a map of the four occupation zones.  "The targets should be the Crusader Clans.  Specifically, a simultaneous, overwhelming sweep of the Occupation Zones.  While your ground forces move into position, we will sweep through, wiping out ships and mining their jump points.  Then, when your ground forces are ready, we will make one final run.  Each world will be visited by a force of starships, upon which we will give them an ultimatum: leave, surrender, or be annihilated by orbital bombardment."


     "You can't be serious!"  Paul Masters' face turned ashen.  "The civilian casual....."


     "Gentlemen and ma'am, the Alliance possesses a weapon we call the Wasp missile.  It creates a field of molecular disruption, vaporizing everything in the field unless it is composed of atomically dense materials such as neutronium.  The field's radius can be pre-set, so the Wasp is perfect for the surgical attacks that we will require to implement this operation.  In all, I guarantee you that the Jade Falcons, Wolves, and Smoke Jaguar OZs can be liberated so quickly that the Crusaders will literally never know what hit them.  That is, until someone shows up at Strana Mechty to tell them to back off."  Dale looked over at Phelan.  "Khan Kell, can you provide the navigational data so we can pinpoint Strana Mechty?"


     "No."


     "Traitor!"  Marshall Bryan nearly leapt out of her seat.


     "When he sent me and the others into the Inner Sphere to defend it against the Crusaders, Ulric knew he would die in the coming battles with the Jade Falcons.  He wanted us to remain as a safe-guard against the Crusaders, not to go off and seek vengeance for his death, so he took the precaution of having my fleet's navcomputers wiped of the information necessary to return to the Clan Homeworlds and Strana Mechty."


     "Liar!"


     For a moment, Dale lightly probed Phelan's mind for signs of deception, but came up empty.  "That won't matter," Dale said, coming to Phelan's defense.  "I can dispatch high warp probes in the probable direction of the Clan Homeworlds.  Once they pick up ships and verify their origins, we'll have an idea of where to go."  Dale pressed a button again, showing different arrows popping up, spearing into each Occupation Zone.  "My preliminary plan of attack would have three spearheads driving from Tukkayid, New Exford, and Luthien into the OZs, while our destroyer wolf packs begin going from world to world looking for targets.  After a week of raiding, the main attack can......."








     Dale stepped off the runabout Thames with Picard, Martok, and his security detachment.  "Well, that went well.  I think I sold them the idea."


     "All that leaves is to convince the political leaders to agree with the attacks when we meet again.  The logistics will be a concern."


     "It will probably take five to eight days to get our ships in position, and another week to begin building up supplies.  And if they ask us for help deploying their troops, it could take even longer."  Dale scratched his head.


     "We shall find out if they will be agreeing to this course of action.  The only question is, what happens after this?"


     "The Clans stand down.  Maybe we can convince them to fight the Dominion.  Or they stay to themselves, I don't care.  I just want them to leave the Inner Sphere alone."


     "Were you serious when you threatened to turn Strana Mechty into a smoldering ruin if they didn't surrender?"


     "Maybe I was, maybe I wasn't," Dale replied, dodging the question.  "I'll do what's necessary."








     Dale was slightly surprised to find Lyta accompanying Schala into the holodeck, Lyta having put on a robe similar to the ones they wore.  "Lyta, what are you doing here?"


     "I think you know," she answered.  "You were the one who talked her into it, remember?"


     "Talked her into what?"


     "Lyta believes that you had me convince her to undertake Jedi training," Schala answered.


     "Ah."  Dale nodded slowly.  "And you want to do this, Lyta?"


     "Yes," Lyta answered.


     "Why?"


     "Because, I have nothing better to do."


     Dale shook his head.  "Then I won't train you.  That's not a good reason.  Lyta, Jedi/swevyra training requires commitment.  Will.  It's not something you take lightly."


     "There's more."  Lyta seemed to struggle for what to say next.  "The Vorlons, they did, I don't know, something to me.  I want to find out what.  Maybe this training....."


     "You think this training can help you discover what they did?"  Dale put a hand on her shoulder.  "Lyta, if you join me and Schala, you have to be able to resist temptation.  With my power, I could kill with a thought.  I could strangle someone without touching them.  With enough power, I could potentially level entire cities.  What stops this is the ability to maintain control over emotion.  I'm not asking you to never get angry, or afraid, but you must never hate.  That will destroy you."


     "I agree."


     "Tell me, Lyta, did you not hate the Psi Corps?  Did you not hate Bester?"


     "Maybe at one time, yes."  Lyta nodded.  "But I can get past that, if you'll give me the chance."


     Dale thought for a moment, then sighed and nodded his head slowly.  "I'll train you," he agreed.  "But at the first sign that you're slipping, the training is over."


     "Agreed."


     "Very well.  Let's begin......"








     The political leaders of the Inner Sphere and the Alliance Coalition delegation had gathered once more to confirm the military course of action.  Dale had allowed Precentor-Martial Focht to give the presentation for his proposal.  Dale watched the stunned reactions of the political leaders as Focht described in detail how the Alliance and Soviet fleets would single-handidly crush Clan resistance, enabling Inner Sphere forces to sweep through as a second wave, consolidating liberated planets.  Haakon Magnusson seemed to especially perk up when Focht went over how the Alliance would liberate the entire Rasalhague Republic during the course of the operation.  When Focht finished going over the plan, all eyes turned to Dale for him to speak next.  "You have a right to be free from the Clans," Dale explained upon being asked yet again why he was doing this.  "Franklin Roosevelt outlined the Four Freedoms.  Freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom from want, and freedom from fear.  The Clans have taken that right away from you.  Those who live under their thumb have lost the first two freedoms, and the entire Inner Sphere has lost the last two.  This cannot be allowed to continue.  This is not simply another political squabble, but a battle for the right to determine one's own destiny.  Reforming the Star League will go a long way to prove to the Clans that their invasion is over.  Now, you've heard Precentor-Martial Focht line out our plan.  You've seen the projections for victory.  We can drive the Clans out of the Inner Sphere within the next few months.  The entirety of the Free Rasalhague Republic as well as the various regions of the Draconis Combine and Lyran Alliance will be completely liberated.  The Ghost Bears, the only Clan we haven't targeted, will be isolated and forced to agree to peace."


     Thomas Marik cleared his throat.  "Quite an interesting proposal, Minister, but why are we not targeting the Ghost Bears?"


     "Captain-General, there is no need to attack the Bears.  Their Occupation Zone is small, and once our attack has succeeded, their position will be untenable.  They will be forced to sue for peace.  Besides, out of all the Crusader Clans they are the most open.  To keep them in the Inner Sphere would do more good than to annihilate them like the others."


     "I agree with him," Theodore Kurita stated.  "The Ghost Bears will be allowed to stay, to serve as a representative of the Clans.  I will let them keep all Combine worlds they hold."


     "My government shall do the same," Haakon Magnusson agreed.


     "Then that is settled.  Now, we will be required to bring Class 3 starbases to Luthien, Tukkayid, and New Exford to provide forward bases.  This will require jump stations to be installed.  Starships can do the job, if you will give our ships right of passage."


     "All Coalition ships are welcome in the Combine," Theodore replied.


     "The more, the better.  My people have endured eight years of Clan occupation."


     Everyone turned to Katrina, who merely nodded.  "Your forces are welcome in the Lyran Alliance.  We will allow the deployment of these starbases."


     "Then that is settled.  Now, what about the formation of the Star League?"  Dale folded his hands.  "That is a necessity for the success of this operation."


     "You can't expect us to reform the Star League overnight after three hundred years without it," Sun-Tzu scoffed.  "This takes time."


     "Chancellor, you're normally correct.  But I will point out that the Narn and the Centauri, two races that had fought two brutal wars and countless skirmishes in the previous decades, signed a treaty of alliance against the Dominion within an hour of the declarations of war.  Decades of hate overturned within an hour."  Dale thumped his fingers on the table.  "Sure, you've got some factions in both governments that still hate the other, but the fact that it took a mere hour to bring peace between them so they could fight a common foe is remarkable.  Surely you can try to repeat this?"  Dale sighed.  "I'm not asking you to sign a new Star League Constitution right here, right now.  But surely you can do it in the week we have before the fighting begins?"


     "You're asking for a small miracle," Katrina noted, scowling.


     "A few months ago, would you not have considered a Clan defeat within a month to be a miracle?"


     "Touchè, Minister.  But why do you think we can do this in so short a time?  We are not these Narn and Centauri."


     "No, that is true, but there is nothing holding you back.  Put your mind to it, and tomorrow the Star League will be reborn."


     When no one answered, Dale stood, leaning over and planting his palms firmly on the desk.  "As we speak, the entire Coalition is debating whether you're worth helping.  I think you are, but you have to prove me right.  You can do that by showing that three hundred years of blood can be turned into something good.  Something like the Star League."


     Dale's verbal challenge hung in the air for a few moments, then was answered by Victor Davion.  "He's right, you know.  We've spent the last three hundred years trying to replace the Camerons as leaders of the Inner Sphere.  And what has it gotten us?  Death, destruction, and now, the Clans.  I, for one, think we should heed his words."


     "And I agree," Theodore responded, rising.  "For centuries, the Davion and Kurita families have fought over who should rightfully rule the Star League.  Every single First Prince and Coordinator of our respective realms have dreamed of being First Lord.  Now, Prince Victor has renounced this desire, and I shall join him.  It matters not who is First Lord, but what does matter is the Star League itself.  It is the only government we have seen to unify humanity.  It is our only hope to not repeat the bloodshed of the Succession Wars."


     "It will take a long while to go over all of the legal and diplomatic issues that must be dealt with to make the old Constitution fit with our current political situation," Thomas Marik reminded them.  "It cannot be done that quickly."


     "Then we'll stay here," Dale announced.  "I can get non-addictive stimulants to keep us here until the Consitution is signed."


     "Stay here?  All night?"  Katrina frowned.


     "It's for a good cause, sister dear.  Unless you would like to skip out.  I'll make sure that your Lyran Alliance is properly represented during the negotiations," Victor offered.  Dale could sense the amusement of some of the members of the crowd, particularly Thomas Marik, the Kells, and Theodore Kurita.


     "That, brother, will not be necessary," Katrina hissed.  "I will remain here until we have concluded this business."


     Dale turned to Jarke.  "You heard them, Lieutenant.  Go have Doctor Bashir start bringing down all the stimulants he can pack in a shuttle."


     "Yes sir."


     Thirty hours later, the Constitution for the new Star League was finished.








     Dale stretched out, having finally woken up from what seemed to be a long time of sleeping after his thirty plus hour stretch to finish the Star League Constitution, which would be signed just in time for the Stellar Fleet to begin launching it's raids.  He turned his head, looking right into Andreys' smiling face.  He reached over, putting a hand on her bare shoulder.  "What are you doing?"


     "Watching you," she answered.


     "For how long?"


     "I don't know, maybe three hours."


     "You laid there for three hours, just watching me sleep?"  Dale shook his head.  "That doesn't make sense."


     "You just looked so peaceful."  Andreys stroked his cheek with her hand.  "I liked that.  You haven't been at peace in years."


     "So all you did was lay beside me and watch me sleep?"  Dale scratched his head.  "How long was I out?"


     "Nineteen hours, give or take ten minutes," Andreys answered.  She pulled herself closer to him, her body warm under the covers.  "I never thought you would get up this soon."


     "The movement orders?"


     "Already out."  Andreys sighed.  "Why is it that the first thing you ask?  You need to get your mind off business."


     "Well, I am Commander-in-Chief of the Alliance Armed Forces, remember?"


     Andreys pushed her lips gently to his mouth, giving him a small kiss.  "That's your job.  That doesn't mean you spend every waking hour thinking about it.  There are other things in life, after all."


     "Like what?"


     "Like me," she giggled, kissing him again.


     "That is true."  He put a hand on her cheek, returning the kiss.  "Very, very true."








     The signing of the Star League Constitution had gone as planned.  Sun-Tzu Liao had been elected First Lord with the support of both Katrina and Victor, although Dale knew that his election was because of a trick Katrina had tried to play which ended up blowing up in her face.  What Dale had to do next was make sure Sun-Tzu didn't try anything stupid while everyone was getting ready to sweep the Clans out of the Inner Sphere.


     The delegates had begun speaking when Dale approached Sun-Tzu.  "First Lord, congratulations," he said, trying to put the best expression he could on his face.  "Quite a momentous post."


     "I am puzzled.  You and I shared many harsh words, yet you did not oppose my nomination.  Why?"


     "Why would we?", Dale asked truthfully.  "There was no reason not to let you be First Lord.  But, I do have something to tell you."


     "That would be?"  Sun-Tzu narrowed his eyes suspiciously.


     "Before I came down, I received word from my government that they were empowering me to sign a mutual-defense pact with Candace Liao and the St. Ives Compact.  Tonight the pact will be signed and become active."  Dale noticed the look of horror on Sun-Tzu's face.  "I don't know what you're planning on doing while the Clans are being thrashed and their OZs rebuilt, but I guarantee you, you do not want to try anything aggressive with St. Ives.  Such a mistake could prove very fatal.  Good day, First Lord."


     Dale left Sun-Tzu, who merely drilled angry holes into the back of Dale's head with his eyes.  Before he could leave, Phelan Kell stopped him.  "I have gone over every force listing you gave us, but outside of leading the attack on Wotan, you have assigned almost nothing to your ship," Phelan said.  "Why?"


     "What do you mean why?"


     "Come now, you and I are similar in the regard in that when something is happening, we want to be in the thick of it.  You're not just going to walk away and let everyone else deal with the fight, so what are you planning on doing?"


     Dale gently probed his mind, finding out what Phelan was getting to.  "You tell me, Khan Kell."


     "You're going to Strana Mechty," Phelan answered.  "You're going to force the Clans to agree to a peace treaty.  I don't know how I know, or why, but that is what you're going to do."


     Dale nodded.  "You were right when you said the two of us are similar, Phelan.  More right than you could imagine."  Deciding to at least take Phelan off guard, Dale closed his mouth and added telepathically, There are things, Khan Kell, that are best left unexplained.


     Phelan blinked, taken off balance.  Dale used this moment to nod and walk away.








     Dale stepped onto the bridge of the Roddenberry.  "Will we be needing any supply stops before we head to New Exford?"


     Data turned from ops.  "No.  The ship's supply of torpedoes, fighter ordnance, and Wasp missiles exceeds it's operational requirement."


     "Good, Commander Data.  Now, get ready to go to....."


     "Getting a signal from the surface, sir," Data interrupted.


     "Visual or audio?"


     "Visual.  Re-compiling data to properly format with the viewscreen."


     Phelan, Victor, Hohiro Kurita, and Kai Allard-Liao appeared on the screen.  "Phelan has informed me that you will be heading to Strana Mechty to negotiate with the Clans," Victor stated.  "Why?"


     "Because we want them to know full well what we're capable of.  Think of the reaction your people had when we showed up here unannounced.  The same will happen when we arrive at Strana Mechty.  And an off-balance enemy is a weak enemy."


     "We want to go with you," Victor replied.  "To allow the Clans to see what they're up against."


     Dale took in a breath, folding his arms.  "If you wish.  How many will be coming?"


     "Us, and Precentor-Martial Focht if he wants to come too."


     "Fine.  I'll have five rooms set aside for you.  Dale out."  He ran his hand in a sweeping motion across his neck, prompting the officer at communications to cut the channel.  "Data, get a hold of Commander Jarod, and ask him to arrange for the quarters."


     "Yes sir," Data answered.








     Katrina Steiner picked up her nightrobe, emerging from the shower and wondering what to do now that her plans had been disrupted.  At every turn she had been thwarted.  She could not lay a claim to the glory of having helped reform the Star League, due to the interference of the Coalition, and her attempt to make a fool of her brother and become First Lord was thwarted when he guessed her ploy and went along with making Sun-Tzu the First Lord.  Afterward, she had slept for twenty-two hours because of the stimulants they had used to remain awake for the formation of the Star League Constitution, and the signing had been a formality she despised.


     Before she could get into the bed, she felt the cold Tharkad wind on her naked body, and scowled.  She turned to the window, and froze upon seeing a dark figure standing there.  She went to open her mouth to scream for help, but felt a strange force holding her vocal cords apart.  "Do not bother screaming for help, as all you will do is kill yourself and your guards," the person advised in a cold voice.  "I have a proposal for you, Archon Steiner."


     "That would be?"  Katrina wrapped the robe around herself to protect her body from the freezing cold.


     "You seem to dislike the Draconis Combine.  Don't lie, I can see your thoughts."


     "You're craz....."  Katrina doubled over, an intense pain in her head.


     "And I am quite capable of inflicting harm upon you without anyone ever knowing what happened.  With a thought, I could fry every synapse in your body, leaving your death to be a mystery.  But I will not do that."  The figure approached.  "I represent a group of people that are opposed to the Alliance and it's allies.  We need a base from which to further our ship production.  The Draconis Combine's industrial capability, once upgraded, will be sufficient for these desires.  All I ask of you is to arrange a window during which your scanning network for this system is disabled.  If you do this, your enemies will be destroyed."


     "And what's to stop you from attacking me once the Combine is gone," Katrina asked with a frown.


     "The fact that my allies have utmost respect for a woman of your talents and ambition.  You would do us more good in power than crushed.  Besides, when my allies are through," the man seemed to smile wickedly, or at least Katrina thought so, "you will be able to have revenge on your brother for thwarting you here."


     Immediately Katrina's interest was piqued.  "How?  Will you kill him?"


     "Not yet," the figure answered.  Noticing Katrina's frown, he added, "Besides, you wouldn't want him dead, where he couldn't witness your ascension to power, would you?"


     "You have a point," Katrina conceded.


     "Your revenge will be of the most fulfilling nature.  When he returns, you will be able to deliver him the battered, broken corpse of Omi Kurita....."








     Ship's Log: September 23, 2061 AST; D.S.S. Roddenberry.  Captain Julia Andrea Andreys reporting.  The full assault on the Clan Occupation Zones is about to begin.  While our forces sweep through and wipe out resistance, the Roddenberry will be making a quick strike on Wotan, the headquarters of the Jade Falcons in the Inner Sphere, before striking out beyond the Periphery to locate the Clan capitol world of Strana Mechty.


     "All forces have reported ready, sir," Data informed Dale upon his entry to the bridge.  Behind him, Victor and his entourage emerged from the turbolift, immediately taking in the sights of the spacious Roddenberry bridge.  "Upon the order, they will advance."


     "Considering the damage our raiding squadrons did to their DropShips, it should hamper movement, just as we had hoped."  Dale turned to Victor and his fellows.  "Are you ready to kick the Clans straight back to Strana Mechty?"


     "I've been waiting for eight years," Victor replied.


     "Good.  Tell all forces to move out.  Lieutenant Paris, set course for Wotan, Warp 9.6."


     "Yes sir," Paris answered.


     Kai put his hand on the rail.  "Should we grab on to something?  For nausea?"


     "Only if Commander Barnes has been remiss in his duties and allowed the interial dampening systems to lose their power," Dale replied.  "Lieutenant Paris, engage."


     D.S.S. Roddenberry went to warp.








     Theodore Kurita found his daughter Omi watching the night sky as one of the stars seemed to extend then disappear.  "Omi, our ship is about to leave to go back to Luthien."


     "When will I see him again?"


     "Omi....."  Theodore put a hand on his daughter's shoulder.  "Allowing you and Victor to be together is one of the few things I truly wish for in life.  But for now, it cannot come to pass."


     "I know, father, and I will do nothing to stain the honor of our House," Omi promised.


     Theodore hugged her.  "You are the daughter any man could ask for, Omiko.  No matter what happens, know that I love you deeply."


     "I know, father, I know........"


     Little did Theodore know that his love would be tested to it's limits.








     "Coming out of warp, sir.  ETA to Wotan orbit, fifteen seconds."


     "Code Red."  Klaxons filled the bridge.  "What's that up ahead?"


     "Clan warship, apparently.  It is 839 meters in length."  A blip appeared on Data's screen.  "Picking up an incoming signal from a ship indicating itself to be the Turkina's Pride."


     "Put them on speakers."


     "This is the Clan Jade Falcon flagship Turkina's Pride.  You have trespassed into Clan space.  Stand down and prepare to be boarded, or we will attack you."


     "Put me on," Dale ordered Data.  "This is Minister Robert Dale of the Alliance of Democratic Nations, commanding the D.S.S. Roddenberry.  Your Clans' war against the Inner Sphere is over.  As we speak, Alliance forces are attacking the three largest Clan OZs.  You will stand down or be destroyed.  I repeat, stand down or be destroyed."


     A projectile weapon slammed into the shields.  "Shields at 96%, sir," Worf reported.  They appear to be using large rail gun rounds."


     "Activate the quantum interceptor grid.  Worf, divert power from the interphasic generator to the anti-hypermatter cannon."


     "The what?"  Victor turned to him with a puzzled face.


     "The Roddenberry is one of two ships with an anti-hypermatter cannon," Dale explained.  "It hits with so much raw power that only a dozen or so blasts can equal the damage done to the Earth when the dinosaurs were wiped out."


     "And you're going to hit them with that much firepower?"


     "It's time they saw how powerful we can be."


     "Cannon locked."  The ship shook again as a naval PPC blast hit.  "Shields down to 85%."


     "Worf, fire!"


     The monstrous cannon on the bottom of the ship's saucer glowed yellow for a moment.  Then, a tremendous surge of energy ripped through space, cleanly vaporizing the Turkina's Pride.  Dale pressed a button.  "This is Minister Dale to Jade Falcon occupation forces on Wotan.  You have one hour to surrender yourselves and board your DropShips to depart.  You will leave your equipment where it is as reparations to the Star League for this invasion.  If you do not, we will annihilate you."


     "Freeborn dog," a cursing voice replied, "you would not date attack targets within civilian areas!  Even the lowest barbarian......"


     "Worf, lock a Wasp missile on their base in the southern hemisphere.  Set the blast radius to destroy the base and nothing else."


     "Yes sir."  Worf's fingers ran over his control panel.  "Missile ready."


     Dale took in a breath.  "Fire."


     A bulkhead on the saucer's underbelly slid away, revealing a missile launching station.  One 10 meter long missile emerged, streaking downward toward Wotan.  It passed through the atmosphere easily before striking it's target.  Within a moment, an entire Jade Falcon Cluster was wiped off the face of Wotan, the nearby civilian housing untouched.


     Dale folded his arms.  "I'm waiting, Falcon.  Do you surrender, or do I destroy you all?  You have thirty seconds to comply."


     Twenty seconds later, the voice answered, "We concede the battle.  We will board our DropShips while leaving our remaining equipment behind.  But in the name of Kerensky, who are you people?"


     "We're your worst nightmare," Dale replied.  He turned to Paris.  "Have the warp probes answered in yet?"


     "No," Paris replied.


     "Then stay on station.  Let's wait for them to withdraw, then we'll see about the info we need to hit Strana Mechty directly."


     "I still can't believe that we're finally going to take the Clans out," Victor said softly.  "I would have believed that superhumans with untold powers exist before believing the Clans could be taken out so easily."


     Dale grinned at the irony.  "Very interesting........"








     "You've been quiet Phelan," Kai observed upon the four stepping off the maglev car and into a corridor.  "Something wrong?"


     "Something about this Dale person bothers me."  Phelan scratched his head.  "I'm not sure why either."


     "Well, I'd rather have him than not.  With the Alliance's help, life in the Inner Sphere is going to change dramatically.  And for the better."'


     "Are you so sure, Victor?"  Phelan stepped out in front of him.  "What about this Dominion that the Alliance is fighting?  How do you know we won't be finding ourselves fighting against them as well?"


     "Maybe, maybe not.  But all we could ask is for the Inner Sphere to be safe, and the Clan threat removed."


     "And with the Alliance in place, Sun-Tzu won't be able to try anything stupid against the Compact," Kai added.  "They'd rip him apart."


     "So all in all, this is a good thing, agreed?"


     Phelan shook his head.  "There's something wrong.  I don't know how I know, but I can feel it.  I've got a very bad feeling about all this......"








     The first jostle made Theodore certain something was wrong.  He jumped out of his seat, heading toward the cockpit.  "What is wrong?!"


     "I.... I don't know, Coordinator," the pilot stammered.  "There is some ship ahead of us!"


     Theodore looked out the cockpit window, and gasped.  A massive 2 kilometer long white-gray ship hung in space before them.  A blue beam bridged them.  "Some.... some for of energy beam is drawing us in!"  Theodore turned to another office.  "Prepare to fire......"


     A tingling feeling filled Theodore's body.  Reality itself seemed to come apart.  When his awareness returned, he was surrounded by white-clothed men brandishing rifles.  Swastika emblems were emblazoned on their upper arms, with rank insignias on the uniform proper.  He turned to his side, Omi standing beside him, just as disorientated as him.  Another office was to the other side.  "Who are you?!  Why have you taken us?!  Do you know who I....."


     A force began choking Theodore, as if an invisible hand had cut off his windpipe.  "All in due time, Coordinator.  First, let's get rid of your little samurai."


     The officer who had been brought with them had drawn his katana, but dropped it when an unseen force grabbed his windpipe.  His hands went to his throat, as if to stop the choking, but it was to no avail.  After several moments of pain, he dropped dead to the floor.  The figure looked out a window and saw the Coordinator's DropShip.  "Destroy that vessel."  Within moments of his command, blue disruptor beams tore the DropShip apart.


     Theodore watched, getting pale.  "Who are you people?!  I demand to know!"


     The leader of their captors, a young male in his 20s with a dark cloak on, answered, "We, Coordinator, are the Fourth Reich, sworn enemies of the Alliance.  Before we are through, you will have given us your Combine to provide the industrial base we need to grow."


     "Never!  I will die first!"


     "Of course you will, but you won't be the one suffering."  The figure touched Omi's cheek, running his fingers through her black hair, reveling in her paralyzing fear.  "But I'm sure your daughter will be able to make a very convincing argument on our behalf.  Very convincing indeed........."











To Be Continued...........


