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Prologue








     "And next week, there is a meeting arranged with Coserian Vice-Chancellor Col'Jer to discuss mutual demilitirazation of the Coserian-Alliance border sectors," Spock continued as Dale continued dressing into his dress uniform, Andreys assisting him.


     "And then?"  Dale's disgust with the necessity of the dress uniform could easily be detected in his voice.


     "Robert, if I may," Captain Picard interrupted, "Ambassador T'Puar of Vulcan has been trying for months to arrange the conference with Grand Nagus Zek about the return of Korazi to the Ferengi, and that was scheduled on Vulcan for next week as well.  She would be quite upset if you were to miss that crucial step in a lasting peace in the Alpha Quadrant."


     "Jean-Luc, I am well aware of the necessity of returning Kozari in re-establishing Alliance-Ferengi relations.  However, I cannot miss a crucial meeting that could lead to a similar step forward with the Coserian Stellar Union, which by far is more powerful, and a greater threat to the Alliance.  The Ferengi have gone without Kozari since the end of the Alliance-Ferengi War three years ago.  They can wait another few months."  Dale grunted as Andreys checked his waist belt.  "Julie, be careful.  I have to breathe, remember?."


     "Robby, I think you've gained some weight," she answered, pulling on the belt.


     "I haven't gained a pound since I set foot on this ship," Dale retorted.  "Now, what about the summit on Altor V?"


     "Ambassodors Kreveli of the Allerians and Cho'Pok of the Berjakians have both expressed their interest in moving the location to Sreki, for political reasons.  The Srekians, as you know....."


     ".... are eternal neutrals," Dale finished for Spock.  "Altor V is the only planet in that entire sector capable of hosting an summit like this.  The Srekians are ill-equipped to handle the necessary traffic."


     "I was rather hoping for the summit to be held on Altor V myself," Picard added.  "The excavation of the ancient Altorian city Pre'Kel is considered one of the greatest finds of this century."


     "Diplomacy before archeology, Jean-Luc.  Spock, see if you can get...."


     Garak entered Dale's quarters, already in dress uniform.  "The Revallen delegates are awaiting you in the lounge, Minister.  High Emissary Mra'Klok is very eager to meet you."


     "I'll be right there.  Has Albert finished the meal yet?"


     "To the Revallen specifications.  Mustard seasoned Alaskan salmon and a side of chocholate-covered Klingon gagh."


     Dale felt his stomach turn at the thought of the food at the banquet table.  "Sounds very.... tasty.  Go on ahead, Garak, I'll be right there."


     Garak went out the door, and Jarod came in.  "Sir, Alliance High Command reports that the 2nd Battle Group has been deployed to EM-5 along the frontier, in accordance with your agreement with the League to watch out for Drakh raids."


     "A Battle Group?  I've never heard of that type of Alliance formation before...."


     "New military unit, centered around one of our Saratoga-class carriers with support from our Hermes, Invincible, and Shokaku-class carriers.  The Alliance Stellar Fleet Command Staff came up with the new system of carrier-based units instead of heavy capital ship based ones because of the ever increasing amount of fleets being sent to the front against the Dominion."  Dale sighed.  "25,000 Alliance warships positioned along two fronts spanning the better part of an entire quadrant has put a hurt on our military capabilities."


     "Sir, that reminds me."  Jarod handed Dale a padd.  "Our recent list of losses in the Alpha Paternis cluster just went up."


     Dale read the padd, and groaned, his heart sick.  "2,000 Alliance starships destroyed in three weeks of fighting against the Dominion in that cluster.  This is terrible."


     "Personnel losses?"


     "Reaching the three million dead mark."  Dale threw the padd into a chair.


     "Sacre Merde," Picard sighed.  "The Battle of Alpha Paternis is getting more costly every day."


     "We were supposed to get support from the Romulans, but they refused to risk space they took in Beta Paternis.  The Cardassians are heavily engaged in Sierra Planitia, the Klingons are exhausted from the Battle of R'Qkler, and the only power close enough to help out is the new Confederation of Free Worlds, but they're too busy squabbling."  Dale shook his head, and went back to business.  "Now, onto the Revallen diplomatic status.  Any known enemies?"


     "The Jeaxian Kingdom, for one, Minister," Data finally said, having remained quiet until then.  "The Jeaxian King Qua'Chik has conducted numerous offensives against the Revallen Republic over the course of the last ten years.  These offensives have had the effect of cutting the Republic down to a mere seventeen star systems, not even a sector in our terms.  The Revallens have been improving their technology in recent years, turning the last two invasions back with moderate losses to themselves and severe damage to the Jeaxians.  By the estimates of myself, Commander Spock, and Commander Jarod, the Revallens will be capable of a counteroffensive within two years."


     "Very good, Commander Data."  Dale walked out the door, followed by the others.  "By the way, does anyone know what happened to Worf?  He was supposed to....."


     "Sir!"  Worf ran up behind him, almost as if on cue.  "We just received a message from the High Command.  They wish for you to attend the Coalition Combined Command Staff's next planning session in three days on Deep Space Nine."


     "I'm supposed to be on Babylon-5 for the next conference on League cooperation.  I won't be able to make it.  See if Captain Kirk can take my place."


     "I am afraid that will be impossible," Data informed Dale.  "The Enterprise is on mission in STW-43, mapping the Outer Rim territories for suitable colony locations."


     "I thought the New Republic didn't want any Alliance colonies in their galaxy," Andreys asked.  "And besides, warp is too slow for travel through their galaxy."


     "The Enterprise has been equipped with a new experimental Alliance/New Republic hyperwarp engine," Dale explained.  "Equal to or faster than a .25 class hyperdrive."


     "I'll bet Han is jealous," Andreys quipped, a seductive twinkle in her eye that made Dale's blood boil whenever he saw it.


     "Yeah, well, if any captain and ship is to explore the outer reaches of a vast galaxy like the STW-43 galaxy, it's James Tiberius Kirk and the Enterprise."  Dale noticed a small expression of sorrow slip into Picard's face.  "Something wrong, Jean-Luc?"


     "I just wish the Enterprise, my Enterprise, could be out there.  I got tired of the rat race years ago."


     "Does anyone remember when your crew used to be explorers?"  Dale grinned at Picard, trying to cheer him up.  "I'll tell you what, Jean-Luc.  Provided we go to Altor V and not Sreki, I'll arrange for you to have a tour of Pre'Kel."  He winked.


     "I'll owe you a great debt if that ever comes to pass," Picard replied.


     "Yeah, well...."  Dale walked up to the lounge door, and saw a red-haired woman he easily recognized.  "Lyta?  Lyta Alexander from B5?"


     She nodded.  "Hello, Minister.  Captain Sheridan sent me to give you a message about the....."


     "Sir," Garak came out of the lounge.  "The Revallans are eager to meet you."


     "I'll talk to you in a moment, Lyta," Dale moaned.  "I've got to go handle something."  Mustering his bravery, and trying to keep his stomach calm in anticipation of the upcoming meal, Dale entered the lounge.


     Lyta watched him go, and crossed her arms.  "Is something wrong?"  Lyta turned to see Andreys.  "You don't seem so happy."


     "No, I'm fine.  I'm just tired of having everyone give me the cold shoulder, that's all."


     "Really?  Why don't I go get you a drink?"


     "No thank you," Lyta said, shaking her head.


     "Your choice, Lyta."








     "Ah hell."


     Dale's shoulders slumped, his head on the table in the briefing room.  "Explain to me why Clark is such an asshole.  I really need to know.  I mean, we've left him alone over the last year, yet here he is, acting up again.  Shouldn't he be rebuilding what remains of his portion of Earthforce?"


     "Intel reports indicate that he has been able to mobilize ten battle groups, each organized around six Omega-class destroyers, for offensive operations," Spock answered.  "And some of our agents have uncovered evidence that one of his shipyards has been modified to build a new class of warship, possibly an equal to the new Avatar-class battlecruisers that General Hague's forces began commissioning two months ago."


     Dale moaned.  "These wouldn't happen to be the Warlock-class warships, would they?"


     "AI doesn't think so," Garak replied.  "Possibly a refitted version of the Omega to make them more survivable against other warships of their classification.  As you know, the Omega is surpassed by every major capital ship available, save the Narn G'Quan."


     "But that's only with inferior tech," Andreys pointed out.  "After our modifications to them, anti-Clark Earthforce ships have routinely squared off against their Dominion counterparts."


     "Exactly the point, Captain."  Spock kept his hands behind his back, standing by the wall.  "We must consider the possibility that Clark's agents have acquired advanced tech."


     "From who?  No one in EM-5 will trade with him, or vice versa.  Not with everyone recognizing the Free Worlds' independence.  Clark's been going crazy over that for the last year."


     "Perhaps another source we have not considered," Spock reasoned.  "There are those who are outside of normal politics."


     "Spock, are you thinking about the Shadows?", Andreys asked.


     "Actually, I was considering any new tech he receives to most likely be of Fourth Reich origin."


     "Nazis and Clark, now there's a matched couple."  Dale chuckled at the irony.  "So, what do we do?  Launch a pre-emptive strike and let him brag to the people of the EA that we're the alien-controlled aggressors out to crush humanity under an iron fist?  Or just sit around and wait for him to attack?"


     "I believe the second option is in order," Picard recommended, speaking for the first time.  "But it cannot hurt to be prepared."


     "Perhaps the other two Battle Groups can be dispatched to the border," Garak suggested.  "I believe that now is as good a time as any to test out new tactical doctrine."


     "Well, 1st Battle Group is off on the Berjakian border, and 3rd Battle Group is assigned to keeping the peace in the former DMZ between the Federation and Cardassians, so that leaves the 2nd, 4th, and 5th.  2nd, of course, is based around the Akagi with the Shokaku-class Fortitude, the Invincible-class Java and Graf Zeppelin, and four of our Hermes-class carriers as additional carrier support.  4th is based around the William Halsey, one of the new Yamamoto-class supercarriers, with the Saratoga, Shokaku and Invincible.  5th is led by the Independence, with the Hiryu, Ark Royal, Indomitable, and three Hermes-class escort carriers."  Dale mentally checked his figures.  "That's a good 275 warships right there, not to mention the fighter support."


     "Quite an impressive roster.  Is it irony that the Saratoga and the Independence were involved in the initial battles against Clark, or something you're up to?"


     Dale grinned at Picard's question.  "It would do well to remind Clark of what happened last year. Especially if I send the 4th to Mars.  That'll be sure to get his nuts in a rut.  Okay, we'll attach the Battle Groups to Chakotay's command in the Sixteenth Fleet.  And have Captain Sheverfield redeploy the Zuikaku, Coral Sea, and their escort carriers to Empsy's Task Group so we can redesignate the 32nd into the 6th Battle Group."


     "That will raise our strength in EM-5 to five hundred warships, not counting allied assets."  Spock entered Dale's orders into the pad.  "I will have the orders issued immediately."


     "What will the Alliance Council say about this?"


     "Hopefully, Captain Picard, they'll support the action.  Unless, of course, Johann Tetzel raises too much hell over it.  But even he will recognize the need to keep Clark under wraps."


     "Robby, I just had an idea."  Andreys smiled mischievously.  "You're supposed to be on B5 for that conference next week, right?"


     "I'd rather be on DS9 in the next strategy session, but yes, the Council wants me at B5."


     "Well, why don't we just go there early?  I don't think Clark is going to miss the hint of the Roddenberry showing up at B5."


     "I believe Sun-Tzu said it best when he talked about the best victory being the one without a battle," Picard noted.  "With the most powerful warship in the Coalition sitting so close to Earth, Clark will have to think twice about any aggression he decides upon."


     "Well, since we're in agreement, let's drop in on John and Delenn.  Julie, the honor is your's."


     Andreys pressed the communicator on her lower right arm.  "Andreys to bridge.  Set jump drive to EM-5.  We're paying a visit to our favorite vacation spot."


     "Setting jump drive for Babylon-5, Captain," Jarod answered.  "Initiating now."


     A few moments later, they felt the familiar surge of acceleration as the Roddenberry entered an interuniversal jump point.








     "Blockade?"


     Sheridan led Dale, Picard, Data, and Spock over to a map of the area around B5.  "A couple of months ago, Clark started forbidding traffic to go from his worlds to here.  That much you know."


     "Yeah.  One of those fancy new battle groups of his is sitting off the jump gate waiting for people trying to break his decree."  Dale crossed his arms.  "But now he's decided to expand that, I take it?"


     "Correct."  Sheridan pointed out a star system close to B5.  "Most Free World traffic comes through this jump gate, in Sector 49.  Clark has stationed a pair of destroyers, with escort, to enforce a blockade.  So far, only three ships have tried to defy the blockade.  General Hague is worried that if we allow this to go unanswered, Clark will get bolder and start rattling the sabers again."


     "And if we attack them, Clark will use the excuse to begin hitting every Free World he can take," Dale finished for him.  "Which leaves the question: What do we do?"


     "Maybe seeing one of your battle groups stationed at Proxima III would change his mind," Ivanova suggested.  "From there they could hit any world in the EA."


     "Well, 4th Battle Group is going to be stationed at Mars.  That should be enough to protect them."  Dale snapped his fingers.  "I'll take the Roddenberry and confront them head on."


     "I don't think that will work.  They're not going to blink because you show up with a big gun."


     "Maybe not, John, but the Roddenberry also has Vorlon armor.  Think of what they'll do when they see it.  The fear that the Alliance has Vorlon tech might be enough to keep Clark peaceful.  At least it'll buy us time to get more ships."


     "What about Guardian?"  Sheridan activated a program showing various military units heading into EA space.


     "Operation: Guardian, unfortunately, was planned prior to the imbroglio that the Gamma Quadrant fighting has become."  Dale shook his head.  "I'm afraid that offensive operations are out of the question, at least for now.  Once we've got the Sixteenth Fleet redeployed along the border, we might be able to consider it.  Now, I'd like to know just what our Drakh friends have been up to......"








     "I heard about what happened."


     "What happened?"  Andreys shrugged, walking with Lyta toward her room in B5's civilian sectors.  "Be more specific."


     "It was terrible, wasn't it?  The torture."


     Andreys stopped.  Memories of pain and humiliation defying anything she had previously imagined filled her mind.  The laughter of Hausen at her cries, the fire of the Nazi agonizers tearing through her, the beatings, the fondling, everything.  "Please, don't mention it again," she asked, her voice getting cold.


     Lyta inadvertantly saw glimpses from Andreys' mind, gasping.  "It was terrible.  How did you get through it."


     "I'll ask again.  Do not mention it again, okay?"


     The vehemence in Andreys' voice quieted Lyta.  "Okay, I'm sorry.  So....."  They turned the corner to go into Lyta's room, and stopped.  A pile of clothes and other belongings sat alongside the door.  Lyta frowned, taking out her identicard and inserting it into the lock.  "They locked me out of my own room?!"


     Footsteps sounded down the hall, prompting them to turn.  Zack Allen approached, in full security uniform.  "Zack, what's going on?"


     Zack cleared his throat.  "Um, Lyta, I've been asked to tell you that you've been evicted from this room for not paying your rent."


     "What rent?!"  Lyta crossed her arms.  "Captain Sheridan let me have this room!"


     "Yeah, but with the financial troubles the station is undergoing, we need every credit we can spare.  That's why you have to pay rent.  If you can't, well, I can find you a smaller room....."


     Lyta threw her hands up in frustration.  "What is it with people around here?!  'Lyta, do this.  Lyta, do that'!  I mean, the only times anyone will speak to me is if they either need me, or they want to take something from me!"


     "Lyta, calm down," Andreys said, putting a hand on her shoulder.  "I'll get you somewhere to stay."  Andreys pressed her communicator.  "Andreys to Roddenberry.  Jarod, go find me a few able-bodied crewmen with reprimands on file.  Tell them I've got a job for them if they want those reprimands removed."


     "Right away, Captain."


     "What are you doing?"


     Andreys grinned.  "Well, you can't stay here, so you can stay on the R."


     Lyta blinked.  "I'm a civilian, remember?  And not a particularly nice one at that."


     "Captain's perogative.  I'm giving you guest quarters.  If anyone argues," Andreys winked, "I can say you're my civilian assistant."


     Lyta narrowed her eyes for a moment, then matched Andreys' smile.  "I like it."








     Dale walked out onto the bridge of the Roddenberry, the command crew in their positions.  Andreys was sitting in the command chair.  "Julie, you brought Lyta Alexander aboard?"


     "Seemed like a good idea at the time."  Andreys stood, offering Dale the command chair.  "Besides, she needed help."


     "I'm glad you did.  Telepaths suffer enough around here as it is."  Dale frowned, his thoughts dwelling on the Psi Corps and their kind.  "Anyway, we're ready?"


     "Everything's ready.  Oh, and," Andreys sat in the seat to Dale's left, "the Halsey's going to meet us there."


     "This, I think, will be very interesting."  Dale settled into the command seat.  "This feels good.  Did you get a new seat installed?"


     "No," Andreys laughed.


     "More's the pity.  Okay, Lieutenant Paris, set course for Sector 49, Warp 9.4."


     "Course set."


     "Engage."


     Roddenberry went to warp.








     "This is Proxima Transport Tango to Clark Loyalist forces.  We are an independant civilan starship carrying humanitarian supplies to Babylon-5, and not under your authority.  Please stand down immediately."


     A small transport moved toward the jumpgate for Sector 49, two Omega-class Earthforce warships with accompanying Hyperion-class cruisers and Olympus-class corvettes in a protective formation around it.  "This is the E.A.S. Yen-lo-wang.  By order of President Clark, you are not allowed to pass."


     "President Clark does not have any control over Free World ships!"


     "There is no such thing as the Free World.  You are Earth Alliance citizens, and you are under EA laws.  You cannot pass.  If you do not turn around, we will open fire, board your vessel, and arrest your crew for treason and sedition."


     A moment later, the Roddenberry came out of warp beside the transport.  Dale sat on the bridge, watching the EA ships grow larger on the screen.  "E.A.S. Yen-lo-wang to unknown alien craft, please identify yourself."


     Dale nodded toward Andreys, who cleared her throat.  Data activated the audio speakers for her.  "This is Captain Julia Andreys of D.S.S. Roddenberry to EA ships.  You are out of your jurisdiction.  You have no authority here.  This ship, and all Free World ships, have right of passage through this area of space."


     "Alliance starship, this is Earth Alliance territory.  You are the ones who have no jurisdiction here.  If you do not withdraw, we will consider your presence a hostile act against Earth."


     "Perhaps, Captain, you are not listening to Captain Andreys," Dale barked, cutting in.  "Quite frankly, I don't care for whatever illusions Clark has about the situation.  This is not EA territory, that is not an EA ship, and you have no right to be here enforcing EA laws, no matter the crap they already are.  This ship has more firepower than any other warship in existance among the younger races, and I'll damn well use it if you don't back down.  Got me?"


     "You are infringing on Earth territory.  I don't care how much firepower you have, I'm not moving."


     Dale rolled his eyes.  "I don't care if you move or not.  But you will allow that transport to pass."


     "Sir, EA ships are launching fighters!"


     Dale acknowledged Worf's report.  "Commander, return the favor.  Scramble all fighters, and activate our quantum interceptors.  Have one of the flights take up a defensive formation around that transport, then advise them to enter the jumpgate."


     "And if the EA opens fire?"


     "God I hope not.  But they can't be so stupid as to actually do something like that."


     The transport fired it's engines, moving through the EA formation with fighter escort.  "So far so good," Andreys whispered, crossing her fingers.


     "Ship coming out of warp.  It's the Halsey."  Behind the EA ships, the gigantic 3.23 kilometer long Yamamoto-class supercarrier Halsey decelerated from warp speed to sublight.


     A red beam answered it as one of the corvettes opened fire.  Swiftly, the other EA ships fired on both their ships.  "God dammit, what the hell are they doing?!"


     "They were probably spooked by the Halsey coming at their flank."  Dale felt slight tremors in the ship as the EA hit their unshielded bioarmor.  "Worf, raise shields.  Lock pulse phaser cannons on the lead ship and fire."


     The energy weapons of the EA ships soon began hitting the Roddenberry's energy shielding.  The massive pulse phaser cannon batteries on the Roddenberry's saucer opened fire.  They tore through the Yen-lo-wang, blowing away a sizable chunk of it's head, including it's forward weapons.  "Worf, lock a neutron torpedo onto another ship's rotating section gyro.  Fire when ready."  A blue spark zipped through space.  It was too fast for interceptor fire, but it didn't matter.  The torpedo dephased, passed harmlessly through the second Omega's hull, then detonated in the middle of the rotating section.  The ship stopped, an explosion tearing through it's internal structure.  A second, larger explosion ripped through the ship's middle sections as the ship's armory was exposed to the destruction within.  The Omega shuddered, then blew itself into two.  "Worf?!"


     "Lucky shot, sir," Worf answered, giving the Klingon equivalent of a blush.


     "Or unlucky shot, if you want to be technical," Jarod pointed out.  "Sir, they're withdrawing."


     Jump points opened in space, the Clark forces retreating from the field.  "Well, that handled them," Paris chuckled.  "Think they'll be back?"


     "Oh, they'll be back," Andreys assured him.  "And I hate to think what's going to happen then."








     The news of the battle at Sector 49 spread quickly around Babylon-5.  The blockade had been abandoned, with anti-Clark Earthforce ships moving into a position to protect the vital jumpgate of Sector 49.  The populace, particularly dissidents escaping Clark's reign of terror, cheered at the thought of another defeat for Clark.  In the Zocalo, a celebration began to commemorate the end of Clark's attempted stranglehold on B5.


     But even as this occured, Dale and Sheridan convened with their respective staffs in the B5 War Room, readying for the worse.  A holographic map projection showed the critical border area between the Free Human Worlds and the Clark-held Loyalist systems.  "Clark hasn't responded yet to the attack, but we can bet that a lot of mud will be sent our way."  Dale pointed to two border systems.  "I want to position the 6th at Proxima, and the 2nd at Beta 9.  The 4th will move into position around Mars in case Clark decides to strike there."


     "And the 5th?"


     "The 5th will come here.  I want to organize task forces around Hiryu and the other two Invincible-class carriers, with the Independence leading from it's own defensive task force.  We'll be short some ships, so I was hoping I could have some White Stars to help out."


     "Consider it done," Delenn replied.


     "Good.  Now, we have to......."


     "Sir, you need to see this," one of the officers said, running in from the lift.  "It's ISN."


     "Well, looks like all of our questions about Clark's responses will be answered."  Sheridan pressed a button, bringing up ISN.


     Devastation surrounded the screen.  In the background, the Eiffel Tower was visible, but in the immediate area, rescue workers worked frantically to clear bodies and survivors from the rubble of bombed buildings.  "Nightwatch investigators have traced the bomb set off in this Parisian shop to known Alliance agents, who were killed in an attempt to resist arrest.  President Clark's spokesperson has already issued a promise that the President will be considering all options against the Alliance's newest attack on Earth, including a possible declaration of war.  This is......"


     Dale slammed his hand on the button, turning the broadcast off.  "Clark murdered his own people to fabricate a reason to attack us?!"


     "Makes sense.  In Clark's mind, any deaths will be worth it if he can retake the worlds that defected."


     "Captain, if I may," Data moved toward the controls for the viewer, " I believe I noticed something in the recording that may be of importance."


     "By all means, Commander Data, show us."


     Data loaded the recording of the ISN feed that had been stored in the computers.  He began playing.  "Notice there is something small in the wreckage."  Data pressed a couple buttons, causing the viewer to zoom in.  It re-pixelated the zoomed-in image.  A small green object was visible in the wreckage.  "Re-setting to zoom in to 15:1 scale."  It zoomed closer.


     Dale put a finger on the display, as if to touch the object.  "What is it?"


     "There is an emblem on the object," Data explained.  "I cannot zoom in any more without increasing pixelation, but I am quite capable of identifying it.  It is a Nazi swastika."


     A cold silence filled the War Room.  "Are you sure, Data?"


     "Yes."


     "Well, what would it be?  Some form of....."


     "It's an identifier beacon," Dale realized.  "Nazi officers have an identifier beacon which doubles as their divisional insignia.  A green identifier would indicate special ops."


     "Resuming play now."  Data tapped a button, causing the video to resume on the zoomed-in image.  After a few seconds, white energy surrounded the beacon, then it disappeared.  "They beamed it out, to cover up the evidence."


     Dale took a seat.  "So, did Clark use the Nazis to do his dirty work....."


     "Or is it the Nazis out to start a war," Sheridan finished.  "We'll have to find out.  I can ask for a message to be sent to the Resistance....."


     "Don't.  There's only one way to do this."  Dale tapped his fingers on the central table.  "I'll go in."


     Several eyes stared at him.  "Minister, I would not recommend that you personally perform such a mission.  EarthDome is a highly guarded facility," Data pointed out.


     "The guards will be nothing," Dale assured him.  "I'll take Schala, you, and Lyta with me."


     "Why Lyta?", Garibaldi asked.


     "Because, I think she will be of use."


     "What makes you think you can sneak into EarthDome?!"


     "Call it intuition, Susan."


     "You're crazier than me," Ivanova groaned.


     "I must agree with Commander Ivanova," Picard protested.  "You're too important to just go running off on some foolhardy mission."


     "I can handle myself, Jean-Luc.  I've done it before."


     "Surely you're not going to let him go through with this, Spock," Picard turned to the Vulcan/human hybrid, looking for support.


     "There are things, Captain, which even I do not pretend to understand," Spock answered.


     "What kind of answer....."


     "Okay, that's enough.  I might as well let you in on it."  Dale extended his hand.  At his mental command, a transparency flew across the room and into his hand.


     A few pairs of eyes, save those of Spock, Andreys, Schala, Ivanova, Marcus, Sheridan, and Garak, widened.  "If I may, Minister, how did you gain telekinetic powers?"


     "It's a long story, and I don't have the time right now to go over it all, but suffice to say that I possess telepathy rivaling a P12, telekinesis, enhanced durability and strength, and superhuman reflexes and agility."  Dale's lip curled in a wry smile.  "If I put my mind to it, I can even create energy fields and fire bolts of energy from my hands."


     "But, how?"


     Dale shook his head.  "Not now, John.  I don't have time to go over it all.  Oh, and," Dale nodded his head toward Schala, "my assistant has these abilities too.  I've been training her."


     "And you knew, Spock?"  Picard turned his gaze back to Spock.


     "I became aware of the Minister's enhanced capabilities when the late Lieutenant Commander Meridina began teaching him to use them," Spock answered.  "As did Commander Garak."


     "Who else knows?", Picard asked.


     "Bond and Carmen Ibanez know about Schala, since they've seen her in action.  Zack Carrey knows.  Jarod, Worf, some Gersallians I've met over the years, the Ba'ku, Luke Skywalker and his sister, the list is quite short.  But that's enough of that for now.  I'm going to get a Nile-class stealth runabout out here for a trip to Earth.  Then, if you don't mind, I'm going to go to sleep."


     "One question," Marcus quickly said.  "I remember seeing you doing all these fancy maneuvers back on Kenrok Nor, but I never knew you could read minds.  How do we know you haven't been doing that to us?"


     Dale laughed.  "You'll have to trust me."  He went to enter the lift with Schala, then stopped for a moment.  "Oh, Marcus, I don't see Susan actually agreeing to doing that, but it's given me some ideas for Julie, so thanks."  He winked at the surprised Marcus before entering the lift.


     "Marcus, just what was he talking about?"  Ivanova's eyes narrowed angrily.


     "Um, Susan, I can explain......."








     "So you're going away again, aren't you?"


     Dale eased himself into the bed, Andreys already laying under the sheet.  "Yes," he answered, laying down beside her.  He looked over and kissed her on the forehead, putting his hand in her flowing blond hair.  "I...."


     "Shh, don't say anything."  Andreys put a finger on his lips.  "I know you have to go.  And I support you."


     "It wasn't always that way," Dale pointed out.  "You used to hate it when I went off on another adventure.  Especially with Luke."


     "That was a while ago, Robby.  Before...."  Andreys put her arms around him, pulling herself close.  "Before they tortured me."


     "If I could, Julie, I'd try to put a memory block so you could forget."


     "No."  Andreys shook her head.  "I want to remember.  Because, it was the torture that made me realize I loved you."


     Dale wiped a tear from her eye.  "If I had it to do over again, I would spare you that torture, even if it meant never having you."


     "I know.  That's why I love you all the more."  Andreys sighed.  "Will you do me a favor?"


     "What?"


     "Come back to me," she asked.


     "I will," he promised.


     "Good."  Andreys kissed him gently.  "Now, you're going to do me another favor."


     "And that is?"


     "You're about to find out," Andreys answered with a sexy wink, proceeding to nuzzle him on the neck.








     The black-hulled Dnepr sat in the Roddenberry's auxiliary cargo bay, alone with an elite Star Marine security detachment to guard it.  Dale entered with Schala and Lyta behind him, finding the Star Marines holding Data at gunpoint.  "Sergeant, might I inquire as to the reason you are holding Data at gunpoint?"


     The Arab sergeant didn't drop his gun, answering, "Sir, our orders are to prevent any unauthorized personnel from viewing the runabout, including Starfleet officers."


     "Well, consider Commander Data authorized.  My authorization code is Gamma Delta Tango 493-Sierra."


     The sergeant looked at a padd, entered the code, then nodded.  "Yes sir.  Marines, at ease!"  The other Star Marines put their rifles back into normal position.


     "Come along, Commander Data."  Dale walked up to enter the runabout.  "We mustn't keep Clark waiting."


     After securing their gear, Dale and Data took the primary positions, Data at the helm and Dale at engineering, sensors, and firing control.  Schala and Lyta sat behind them, neither having the experience to operate the instruments near them.  The door to space opened, protected by a forcefield.  Data activated the thrusters, easing the Dnepr off the floor of the bay and out into space.  A green light appeared on Dale's console.  "Picking up a communication from B5."  He put it on the screen in the corner.  "Delenn?"


     Delenn's face was almost alone on the screen, with the exception of the edges showing parts of her room.  "I wanted to ask a favor of you."


     "Anything."


     "Some time ago, John lost contact with his father.  He has been unwilling to try to search for him, so I was wondering if you could do such a thing."


     "I'll see about it," Dale answered.  "I can't promise anything."


     "Yes, I understand."


     "Good.  Dale out."


     "Minister, the odds of us finding John Sheridan's father are roughly 1 in 1 million," Data pointed out.


     "Maybe.  Data," Dale activated the runabout's computers, "I remember John mentioning his father had some form of rare illness."


     "Yes.  It requires a Centauri drug for treatment."


     "Can you hack into EarthDome computers to find all the suppliers, and where the deliveries are made?"


     Data seemed to consider Dale's request for a moment.  "It is possible.  But it could jeopardize our mission.  And even then, we will have to narrow down the search parameters to likely places that David Sheridan would hide from Clark's regime."


     "Do it."


     "Are you sure that's wise?", Lyta asked.  "We're out to find out who bombed Paris, not hunt for one man."


     "Finding Sheridan's father and getting him off Earth would be a major blow to Clark.  Besides, I told Delenn I'd try.  I'm going to keep my word."


     "Jump coordinates set.  We will be executing a third-dimensional jump into Mercury's orbit," Data said, changing the subject.  "Margin of error, 300,000 kilometers."


     "Mercury?  Why there?"


     "Because, Lyta, no one jumps in that close to the sun.  Not only that, but the sun's gravity well makes it nearly impossible for their early warning systems to get a bead on jump points.  By the time we're visible to their defense grid we'll be cloaked and in full stealth mode."  As an afterthought, Dale put his seat restraints on.  "And that means no gravity, so get your restraints on."


     "And just how do you expect to get into EarthDome?"


     "By beaming in, after we land the runabout in a safe secluded spot."


     "All systems functional.  Ready for jump on your command."


     Dale nodded.  "Activate jump drive."


     A red energy vortex tore open space.  The Dnepr entered the field, elongating.  Dale felt his atoms stretch for a few moments, being compressed into a fifth-dimensional body before being returned to normal space on the other end of the jump point.  The star called Sol burned brightly through the one-way window, within reaching distance in stellar terms, and the small, hot, lifeless rock called Mercury twirled slowly nearby.  "Engaging cloaking device and stealth field."


     Nausea swept through Dale for a moment.  Only Data was not effected by the sudden loss of gravity.  "Moving toward Earth."


     "Hmm, ISN is broadcasting something heavy."  Dale turned on the monitor.  "Let's see what it is."


     The monitor activated.  In bright red lettering, the words "War Declared!" were emblazoned between the symbol of the Earth Alliance and the star-circled torch of the Alliance.  "In a unanimous decision, the Senate agreed with President Clark's request for a declaration of war against the Alliance.  Citing the Alliance's occupation of Earth colonies, their alien-controlled agenda of hostile aggression, and the recent attacks on a legitimate blockade at Sector 49 and the bombing in Paris, President Clark called on those units who defected to rejoin Earthforce in forcing the Alliance to withdraw from this area of the known galaxy.  Earthforce officials promise an offensive to liberate....."


     Dale slammed his fist on the runabout controls.  "This mission just got more important."


     "And harder," Lyta pointed out.  "With a state of war declared, security just got tighter."


     "Oh well, who said the important things in life were easy, eh?"  Dale watched the tactical display, Venus coming up.  "We've got a job to do."








     "Captain, did you....."


     "I heard, Jarod," Andreys answered, stepping on the bridge in full combat uniform.  It was completely black, with the exception of red trim on the cuffs and waist and the collar being red.  Four gold stars sat prominently on her left collar.  A phaser hung from her waist.  "Are we on Code Orange?"


     "Yes," Jarod answered.  Like the bridge crew, he was still in the standard uniform, mostly burgundy red to signify command.


     "Get some replacements up here."  Andreys grinned.  "You all need to get into combat uniform."


     "Sir, picking up a jump point!  We've got three EA ships coming out!"


     "Identifier beacons?"


     "Unknown, sir," the Keloan Lieutenant Farren'da reported from ops.


     Andreys watched the three Omega-class ships approach.  "Are they launching fighters?"


     "No.  Picking up communication between the lead ship Vesta and Babylon-5."


     "Captain, shall I lock weapons?"


     "Wait a minute, Worf.  Keep the shields raised, and get the pilots suited up, but don't make any aggressive moves."


     "Picking up a signal from Babylon-5.  It's Captain Sheridan."


     "Put him on."  Andreys put her hands behind her back, Sheridan's face and shoulders appearing on the viewscreen with CNC behind him.  "Captain?"


     "Captain MacDougan and his force was sent to soften us up, but he's ready to help.  He's got information that three Earthforce battle groups are on the way to hit us, and hit us hard.  They've got some new prototype ships along for the ride, all crewed by Clark loyalists, so we're in for a rough ride."


     "Understood, Captain.  I can have the other battle groups get here ASAP."


     "No, don't."  Sheridan shook his head, a slight grin coming to his face.  "I think it best if your forces gear up for some heavy raids on Clark's military infrastucture.  With his other battle groups off launching raids on the other independant colony worlds, we can hold them off while the Alliance battle groups raise hell in the rear areas.  This should offbalance him.  Maybe even make him think we're preparing for an offensive of our own."


     "I'll get the movement orders issued immediately," Andreys promised.  "Are you going to be commanding from the station?"


     "No.  The Agamemnon will be arriving shortly.  I'm going to command from there.  I'm leaving Commander Crichell in charge here."


     "Hopefully, we won't have to see B5 defend itself.  Maybe we can convince some of those other EA ships coming in to defect."


     "I hope so," Sheridan agreed.  "Otherwise, this is going to be very bloody.  Sheridan out."


     "Farren'da, I want Lieutenant Commander McCray to have her fighter wings ready for combat.  And," she got into her seat, "you all need to take a few minutes to run back to your quarters and get in combat uniform."


     "Yes ma'am."  Jarod, Worf, and Paris led the other bridge officers off the bridge, junior officers replacing them.  Andreys watched the junior officers operate their stations for few minutes before hearing the turbolift door swish open to admit Picard and Troi.  "Captain, Counselor, this isn't the time to be here."


     "I came here to help, Captain."  Both were in full uniform.  Picard walked up to the usual auxiliary seat to Andreys' left.  "Surely you won't mind?"


     "Not at all, Captain.  Counselor, I could use an officer at communications."


     "Right on it."


     "How much company are we expecting?"


     "Three battle groups."  Andreys moved a wisp of blond hair behind her ear.  "At least one hundred warships, some of them new prototypes of advanced ships, and a few hundred fighters."


     "Earth fighters are nothing to the secondary weapon systems on this ship," Picard pointed out.  "The Roddenberry is the pinnacle of technology and firepower in the Coalition.  If need be, you could probably destroy most of their fleet with your cannon." 


     "We don't want to," Andreys answered.  "Sheridan wants to try to convince some of the other EA ships to defect."


     "Then we should find a way to disable their ships," Picard advised.  "If Data were here....."


     "EA ships aren 't like Federation or Alliance ships, Captain.  No subspace, no special command codes.  They're rugged, ugly, blocky warships that have to be beaten."  Andreys put her head on her right hand, her elbow on her chair arm.  "No, the only way will be to outfight them, and hopefully convince the other Earthforce ships to defect."


     "And the forces we're using for defense?"


     "The Agamemnon, the Avatar, the Vesta, MacDougan's other ships, the Defiant, and the 5th Battle Group.  The Intrepid and her task force are on maneuvers in Narn space, so if we really need them they can be called in."  Andreys sighed.  "Now, if Rob, I mean......"


     "Feel free to refer to him by his first name."  Picard tugged at his uniform, an ancient habit for him.


     "If Robby were here, he would be on B5 cooking up some grand strategy with John Sheridan, baiting the Clark forces or doing something to outsmart them and win the day.  All I'm good for is signing the paperwork and warming the command chair when he doesn't need it."


     "Nonsense.  You didn't get your command by being a staff officer.  Your reputation as an aggressive fighter is well-known.  Your performance at the Battle of Phobos....."


     "The Battle of Phobos was an aberration," Andreys scoffed.  "It was my crew more than it was me.  No, I'm not a real captain.  I had the command handed to me by Robby, and since the Roddenberry spends most of it's time going from summit to summit and the occasional military planning session, the High Command looks the other way."


     "More nonsense," Picard disagreed vehemently.  "At Layrsko you performed better than could be expected against an enemy with superior technology such as the Galactic Empire.  You consistantly score higher than your peers in testing."


     "How would you know that?  Alliance test records are classified."


     "Diplomatic courtesy goes a long way, Captain," Picard reminded her.


     "You're right," she sighed.  "Sometimes I have to be reminded how good I am."


     "You're thinking about him, aren't you?"


     "How could I not?"  Andreys sighed again.  "He puts his life on the line so often it's ridiculous.  He's going to get himself killed one day."


     "Maybe, or maybe not.  But tell me, Julia," Picard let his use of her first name sink in, "are you regretting him going, or are you regretting not going with him?"


     "Tell me, Picard, why are you so interested in how I....."


     The turbolift opened, Jarod exiting.  A few moments later, Worf emerged from another turbolift, bringing the conversation between Picard and Andreys to a stop.








     The Dnepr made a slight indention in the snow of the Swiss countryside as it came to a soft landing outside Geneva, and most importantly, EarthDome.  Inside, Dale was the first to step on the transporter pad.  Both he and Schala were wearing their lightsabers, but Dale had also put on combat gear complete with a wrist tricorder, PCD, PFF, and photon rifle.  Data also wore the black combat suit, with a device to hack into the computers of Earth Central and a phaser.  Lyta only wore a combat uniform with a PPG on the waist.  "Okay, we get in, get the data on the computers, then....."


     "Get out?"


     "No."  Dale frowned.  "We pay Clark a visit."


     "Minister, picking up a new warp signature coming in from Mecury."  Data brought up a display showing the inner planets of the solar system.  "Consistant with an anti-matter pulse drive."


     "We've got company.  Come on, let's get in there before they're in transporter range."








     "Picking up jump points opening!"


     Andreys watched a few dozen jump points open, Earthforce warships coming out of each.  A few of them caught her eye.  "Jarod, is that what I think it is?"


     "I'm reading organic hull, Captain," Jarod answered from ops, confirming her suspicions.  "Shadow bioarmor."


     "Looks like you were wrong, Spock.  Go to Code Red."  The bridge was filled by red light.  "Launch all fighters and load torpedo launchers."


     "Picking up signal from the EA fleet."


     "This is General Willis to John Sheridan.  You will surrender yourself and Babylon-5 immediately.  If you do not, we will attack."


     "Sheridan's answering," Troi stated from the comm station.


     "This is Captain John Sheridan.  We will not surrender.  You are executing illegal orders against nearly every article of Earth law.  I'll ask you nicely to leave.  And I'll ask those of you who know I'm right to stay and fight Clark.  If you attack, General, I am not responsible for the bloodshed."


     "Knock it off, Sheridan.  I can't believe you've become a puppet to the Alliance."


     "Would you rather me be licking Clark's boots?"


     Silence answered Sheridan's retort, which drew a giggle from Andreys and a wry smile from Picard.  "You've got one minute to surrender.  Then I attack."


     "And you've got thirty seconds to withdraw or I open fire," Sheridan replied.


     "All this testosterone," Andreys laughed, rolling her eyes.


     "Hiryu, Ark Royal, Tinian, and Gambier Bay report all fighters launched.  Independence is finishing the launching of their last wing."


     "Computer, activate tactical viewer."  Andreys and Picard both turned to the small screen to Andreys' right, where a display showed the various ships on both sides.


     "All of our fighters launched, Captain," Jarod reported.  "Independence, Indomitable, and Sungamon report all fighters launched.  They are pulling back to a defensive formation around B5.  The Warspite is in a supporting defensive position."


     "Sheridan to defense fleet.  Target their advanced destroyers.  Starfury and StarViper squadrons will provide anti-fighter support while Thunderbolt and Starhawk fighters begin bombing runs.  Fire in three.... two......"


     The lead bioarmored Omega opened fire on the Alliance Tirpitz-class dreadnought Vanguard, causing the Vanguard to respond with a full barrage of pulse phaser cannon fire followed by three fusion cannon beams.  Beside her, the Repulse-class Courageous and Vicksburg-class Ticonderoga followed up with solar torpedoes and phaser fire.  A formation of anti-Clark EA ships, led by the Avatar, moved into position with their pulse phaser cannons and X-Ray lasers firing.  "Worf, lock neutron torpedoes on the closest bioarmored Omega.  Set MWTS to tear up anything and everything belonging to the enemy."


     "Firing weapons now, Captain!"


     The Roddenberry lit up space with a tremendous display of firepower.  Neutron torpedoes dephased before passing into the nearest advanced destroyer and tearing apart it's vulnerable fighter armory, causing the head to explode in a ball of fire.  A Callaghan-class destroyer flew by the damaged advanced destroyer, pouring phaser beams and a pair of quantum torpedoes into the wrecked head, causing more explosions.  Behind it, the Predator III-class Carthage tore into the engine section with a pair of interphasic neutron cannon shots.


     Resembling the naval battleships of old, the Roddenberry plowed into the Clarkist formation, firing a torpedo broadside into an EA Polaris-class ship and tearing it apart.  Pulse phaser cannons tore through a Poseiden-class carrier and destroyed it utterly as it's remaining fighters strove to launch.  Nearby EA warships moved to respond to the Roddenberry's bold maneuver, but following it in were the rest of the Alliance's capital ships, followed by the Avatar and it's formation of anti-Clark EA ships.  The tide of the battle turned, General Willis decided to ignore the growing wedge in his line.  Like a chess master moving chess pieces, he sent the bulk of his advanced destroyers toward Babylon-5.  Sheridan countered by committing the two cruiser wings and destroyer wing of the 5th Battle Group, and adding it to the remaining anti-Clark EA ships and White Star squadrons.  One of the advanced destroyers got close to the Alliance carriers, but was cut off by the Warspite.  The Nagato-class battleship took a hit to it's saucer, the shields holding barely against the powerful particle beam fired by the advance destroyer.  Phaser beams and an interphasic fusion cannon beam answered the advanced destroyer, cutting into it's bioarmored skin.  The defense turrets on the Independence began firing, pounding the advanced Omega.  Interceptors on both sides fired, but the Independence and Hiryu overwhelmed the Omega with more torpedoes than it's interceptors could handle, over three quarters of the incoming projectiles hitting and gutting the advanced destroyer, which began drifting aimlessly.


     Another jolt shook the bridge as the EA ships ignored the escorts and concentrated on the Roddenberry.  "Port shields down to sixty percent!"


     "Considering the beating we're taking, I think we're lucky to have shields of any kind," Picard pointed out.


     "I always wondered how much these advanced shields could take."  Andreys watched another burst of pulse phaser fire gut a Roosevelt-class ship ahead of them.  A dozen phaser beams cut into an Olympus-class corvette and shredded the small ship, leaving a small, expanding field of debris.  "Report on torpedo ammo!"


     "We're down to about two thousand quantums and five hundred solar torps, Captain," Jarod replied.  "Quantum interceptor ammo down to 65%."


     "Coming out of the enemy formation in fifteen seconds, Captain," Paris added.


     "I don't want to come out.  I want you to circle around."


     "We don't have the ships to encircle their flank entirely, Captain Andreys," Picard reminded her.


     "Who said anything about encircling their flank, Captain Picard?"


     "Ships coming out of warp on their right flank, Captain," Jarod reported.  "It's the Intrepid and her task force!"


     "Have them punch through the enemy flank.  Continue to circle around."  Another jolt struck the bridge.


     Picard watched the tactical viewer with increasing interest.  "You're cutting their flank in half.  Was this Sheridan's idea?"


     "No, Captain Sheridan wanted a DKZ formation to buy time for him to convince the other crews to defect."  Andreys turned to Worf.  "Shield status?"


     "Port shields still holding at fifty-eight percent.  Starboard shields falling to eighty percent."


     "The Tinian just bought it, Captain.  Sungamon and Ark Royal damaged."  Jarod looked over the incoming reports from the other ships of the fleet.  "The Ticonderoga just took a hit to their port nacelle!  Vittorio Veneto's warp drive is crippled."


     "Sheridan's defense line is collapsing, Captain.  You need to reinforce him!"


     "No!"  Andreys shook her head vehemently.  "That's what Willis wants.  If I stop this encircling maneuver, I'll have to fight through his entire formation to get to Sheridan.  John's going to have to hold out."


     The tactical viewer showed her what she wanted it to show.  The entire rear area of the EA right flank had been isolated and encircled.  The twenty ships remaining in the front area turned to punch through.  The Roddenberry and the other nearby capital warships responded with a hail of torpedo and energy weapon fire, destroying two Hyperions and an Omega.  "This is Captain Andreys to encircled ships.  I don't know which one of you has seniority, but I've got you cut off.  You've got thirty seconds to stand down and disengage your weapon systems, or I'll open fire with everything I've got and rip you to shreds."


     "Captain, the Independence just suffered a hit to their armory!"


     The Saratoga-class carrier was rocked by a massive explosion that engulfed the hanger and launch deck.  When the explosion cleared, both decks and the majority of it's other upper decks had been ravaged, with several areas open to space.  "God dammit!", Andreys cursed, burying her head in her hand for a moment.  "Can Sheridan afford ships to protect the other carriers?"


     "No."


     "Tell them to get the hell....."


     "Captain, the encircled ships are powering down their weapons!  They're surrendering!"


     Andreys raised her head.  "Okay, we got what we wanted.  What about those other ships?"


     "The remaining ships outside the circle are retreating, Captain."


     "Good.  Now, locate Willis's flagship and lock on the anti-hypermatter cannon."


     Jarod quickly analyzed the various comm signals in the EA fleet.  "It's the Ares, one of the advanced destroyers."  After another look at his viewer, he added, "Sheridan's line is stablizing."


     "Open a communication to the Ares."  Andreys stood, crossing her arms.  On the screen, a middle-aged officer with graying hair and beady green eyes stared back at her.  "This is Captain Andreys of D.S.S. Roddenberry to General Willis.  I've got my weapons locked on your flagship.  Surrender or I'll blow you straight to hell."


     "You don't scare me, Captain," Willis declared.  "I push a little harder, and Babylon-5 becomes a debris field."


     "You won't live to see it," Andreys countered.  "My weapons officer pushes a button, and a good chunk of what's left of your fleet turns into a field of debris."


     "You're bluffing," Willis scoffed.


     "Am I, General?"  Andreys stood, her confidence battering at Willis's own inner doubt.  "Are you willing to risk your life and the lives of your crews on it?"


     A few crucial moments passed.  "Can I ask about the terms of surrender?"


     "Simple.  You allow the crews to decide whether they support Clark or the Free Worlds.  If they support Clark, they withdraw back to Earth.  If they support the Free Worlds, they stay here.  Also, you will replace all of Sheridan's fighter losses with your surviving fighters.  And finally, you will allow us to destroy the weaponry on all ships returning to Clark."


     "Those are the terms?"


     "Yes."


     "Non-negotiable?"


     "My weapons officer has a very itchy trigger finger," Andreys warned Willis.  "Any attempt to negotiate will give him more time to scratch that itch."


     Willis nodded slowly.  "I accept your terms, Captain.  Our ships will begin taking weapons offline.  Willis out."  The screen returned to showing the EA ships.


     "You could have pushed for him to surrender the advanced destroyers to our control," Picard pointed out.


     "He would never have gone for that.  The terms are as fair as I could think up in such short notice."  Andreys sat down, touching her forehead and feeling sweat.  "Get the fighters recalled.  And send out a couple shuttles to pick up life pods."


     "Both sides are recalling fighters.  Sending recall order to our own.  But what about the fighters belonging to the Independence and Tinian?"


     "See if the other carriers can squeeze them in.  And ask the admiral at the New Israel Spaceyards if we can borrow the William Stilson for a few hours."


     Jarod turned.  "Captain, you do realize that the Stilson hasn't been finished.  Her warp drive and jump drive aren't even in place."


     "But her hangers are," Andreys pointed out.  "I've been keeping myself up to date with the progress of the other four Yamamoto-class carriers being built.  Have the Sir Thomas Phillips and Christopher Vincent jump to the NIS and tow her in.  Quick, before those remaining fighters run out of fuel."


     "Sending the order through now, Captain."


     "Good.  Now, open a signal to Admiral al-Muraq at New Israel......"








     "Halt!"


     Dale turned around, an EA marine holding a PPG rifle toward him and the others.  "Who are you?"


     "We are authorized personnell," Dale answered.


     The marine gave him a blank face.  "Sorry, you are authorized personnel."


     "We're here checking for rats."


     "You're here checking for rats, right?"


     "Carry on."


     "Okay, carry on."  The soldier turned and walked away.


     "Very nice," Lyta remarked.  "Too bad you can't do that to Psi Cops."


     "If I met a Psi Cop......"  Dale stopped, raising his finger.


     "What is......"


     A flash of green light created a new light source in the room as Dale's lightsaber came to life.  He whirled around, bringing the lightsaber to a defensive position.


     "Bester," Lyta hissed.


     "Hello again, Miss Alexander," the malevolent Psi Cop replied.


     Dale at first was caught off guard by the similarities between Bester and Pavel Chekov on the Enterprise.  "Bester?"  Dale felt Bester begin to reach out with his mind for a passive scan.  Dale slammed Bester out of his mind, bringing Bester a brief moment of shock.  "Do not do that again," he warned.


     "Interesting.  No wonder you are so concerned about our telepaths: you're one of us."


     "Wrong.  I am Jedi," Dale corrected.


     "Jedi?"


     "An old order from universe STW-43.  Been around for a few dozen millennia.  Similar to Gersallian swevyrase disciples, although their history isn't quite as long."


     "Why are you here?"  Bester held a PPG toward Dale, not knowing it would do little good.


     "Two reasons: Stop Clark from promoting this war, and find out who was really behind the bombing in Paris."


     "Yes, that was an interesting little Nazi trinket, wasn't it?"


     Schala and Lyta exchanged glances, but Dale merely grinned slightly.  "I know that EarthDome couldn't be filled with complete idiots."


     Bester laughed.  "Actually, it is.  Psi Corps is not EarthDome."


     "So, what now, Bester?"


     "You all follow me," Bester answered.  "I'm the one with the gun."


     "And I'm the one with the lightsaber, which can repel PPG fire."


     "Your lies are very transparent."


     "Are they?"


     Bester cackled for a moment.  "You don't know if your weapon can repel PPG fire.  It could cause the PPG blast to explode in your face for all you know."


     "Maybe, but there's something else you forgot."


     "And that is?"


     "I can do this!"  Dale flung his hand out, causing the PPG to fly out of Bester's reach.  Before Bester could lunge for it, Lyta picked it up and trained it on PPG.  "Now take me to Clark."


     "You do realize it will take some time to get past the security checkpoints," Bester reminded him.


     "I don't care if it takes all day," Dale replied.  "This ends here."








     "We lost twelve ships in total, with five being crippled and thirty suffering moderate to heavy damage."  Andreys stood by the captain's desk, Sheridan in front of her.  "They gave us a pounding, mostly those advanced fighters and destroyers."


     "You weren't the only ones.  The Agamemnon will be in dry dock for the next two to three weeks with all the damage she took.  The Avatar is going to be stuck here until her engines are brought back online.  Delenn lost ten White Stars, we lost forty percent of our fighters, and even with the replacements you weaseled out of Willis it's still going to be a while before we're back to normal concerning our fighter squadrons."  Sheridan sat down.  "How many dead on your side?"


     "The Independence lost four hundred of her crew to the armory explosion.  Tinian's crew was lost, as were the crews on a couple of our destroyers.  But it could have been worse."


     "And fighters?"


     "Twenty-five percent fighter losses.  Most ejected okay, but we had some deaths.  We were able to salvage some fighters thanks to the arrival of the William Stilson."


     "Any idea of total losses?"


     Andreys frowned.  "We're still counting up the dead.  Spock told me the rough estimates had about eight hundred confirmed dead."


     "Make sure to send my condolences to the families of those who died," Sheridan requested.


     "I will.  I just hope these people aren't swept aside because of the millions dying in the war against the Dominion."


     "Death is death.  They'll be remembered, even if I have to crawl out on the station in a spacesuit and inscribe their names on the hull with a dull knife."  Sheridan turned to leave, but stopped.  "I forgot to tell you.  That was a great tactic, Julia."


     "It controvened your's."


     "Yes, but that battle fleet had more ships and better guns then I thought they would.  Your quick thinking stopped us from getting caught up in a bloodbath.  That's what seperates the good commanders from the bad.  Bold and independent thinking."


     "Thank you.  But, there's one more thing before you go."


     "What?"


     "I'm going to Earth," Andreys announced.  "I'm taking the Roddenberry and all the ships I can scrounge from this battle and heading to Earth."


     "Don't you think that's a little too bold?"


     "Maybe.  But if you think about it, Clark's going to be expecting us to remain on the defensive until we can glean from our reserves to take the war to him.  We hit him now, we end this war before it gets out of hand."


     "You don't have any ground forces," Sheridan pointed out.  "You won't be able to occupy Earth."


     "I don't want to.  I want to take Clark himself.  I can send down Marines with fighter support to do that.  Now, do you want to come with me, or stay here?"


     Sheridan rubbed his chin.  "Oh what the hell, count me in."








     "Very impressive," Bester commented.


     "Not now," Dale grumbled, before turning back to the EA marine.  "You will take us past the checkpoints."


     "I will take you past the checkpoints."


     "The President will be pleased that you brought us to him this quickly."


     "The President will be pleased that I brought you to him this quickly."


     "We have urgent news for him."


     "You have urgent news for him."  The marine stepped out in front of them, leading them down a hall through EarthDome.


     "I could have cleared the way for you."


     "Yes, but that would require me to trust you, Bester, and the day I trust you is the day hell freezes over and Romulans and Klingons join hands and sing nursery ryhmes."


     A pair of large oaken double doors stood before them.  The marine opened the door, then fell when Dale sent a mental command for the man to fall asleep.  The five entered, Lyta and Data holding their respective weapons toward Bester to ensure he didn't try anything.


     In the chair sat President Morgan Clark.


     Clark's first reaction was to look up from a control panel and stare in shock.  Dale took a step toward him, then stopped.  There's another presence here.  I feel something else.  Something......


     "Stop!"  Bester lunged to stop Dale, but Data held him back.


     Dale drew his phaser and fired.


     The orange beam flew by Clark's neck, grazing the edge of his right neck.  A shrill sound filled the air as a strange tentacled creature appeared out of nowhere.  Dale aimed again and fired, stunning the creature.


     "No!  It's.... growing..... back," Clark stuttered, falling back in his chair.


     Dale ran over, putting his hand to the area where the creature had been.  He could feel the remnants of the creature inside Clark's body, attached to his spinal column and slowly regenerating to once again take him over.  Treating the remains as he had treated the Borg nanoprobes he had been injected with before, Dale reached out with the Force and began killing the remains, cell by cell.  "Sneaky little devils, aren't you," he muttered, focusing on the task at hand instead of the killer headache he was developing.  Blood dripped down his nose as he hunted and exterminated the last of the alien remains.  He stumbled backwards, grabbing onto the desk.


     "How..... how did you...."  Clark rubbed his head.  "Oh my God, you've got to stop them!"


     Dale regained his balance, wiping some of the blood from his nose and mouth.  "Stop them from doing what?"


     "Minister, the defense grid is active," Data pointed out, standing beside Clark and going over the control panel by his desk.  "It is powering up to bombard Earth.  Estimated time until it can fire, ten minutes."


     "You can't be serious," Bester scoffed.


     "He's right," Clark gasped.  "That.... that thing, whatever it did to me, it made me turn over control of the defense grid to a ship coming in from the inner areas of the solar system."


     "We have to stop that ship."


     "There are no Earthforce ships close enough to intercept."  Clark turned to Dale.  "That thing, it made me kill Santiago."


     "Ha!  I can see into your mind, Clark.  You're lying.  You killed Santiago, you arranged the imprisonment of hundreds and thousands of political dissidents, you even dissolved your own Senate.  That thing wasn't attached to you until two months ago."


     Clark stared at Dale, dumbfounded.  "I did what was necessary for Earth....."


     "You killed your own people, Clark!  You tore apart your own government to rule as a dictator!"


     "Which was a better alternative to alien domination!"


     "Alien domination?!"  Dale laughed.  "You think me as a fool, don't you?  You wanted power!  You wanted Earth to be under your rule, and no one elses!  You belong in history alongside Adolf Hitler and Josef Stalin, butchers of humanity!"


     "Look at you!  You've grown complacent!  The aliens will....."


     "Knock it off with the generalizations, Clark."


     "Gentlemen, while I find it enjoyable to listen to this endless political bickering, there is something more important at stake.  Now, I believe you have a ship down here Mister Dale?"


     Dale narrowed his eyes toward Bester.  "Yes."


     "And where is it?"


     "That's for me to know and you to find out later."


     "Well, I was thinking," Bester put his hand on his chin in a "thoughtful" pose, "why can't your ship fly up there and transport some people aboard to stop it from the source?"


     "As much as I hate to admit it, Bester's right," Lyta added.


     "Data, is there any way you can stop those things from firing?"


     Data began tapping buttons on the control panel, but a beep kept sounding.  "The system is locked out from here, but from the runabout I might be able to break into the communications link between the incoming warship and the defense grid's computers, and override the systems."


     "You're going to help me!?"


     "First things first," Dale barked.  "You're going to resign as President, ask for new elections, ask for the Senate to recognize the independence of all colonies that wish to remain so, and turn yourself over to the Federation for trial on charges of crimes against peace and sentient rights."


     "Like hell I will!"


     "Then this is moot.  Data, prepare to transport us back to the runabout.  I don't want to be here when the planet is vaped.  Oh, and, how bad do you think the damage will be?"


     Data blinked for a moment.  "Judging from the power estimates for the particle cannons, their positions and firing arc, I would calculate that no less than 40% of the Earth's surface will be affected in the first firing, including several population centers."


     "Those are your people, Clark.  You say you did all this for the good of Earth.  Then prove it.  Accept my terms."


     "You're bluffing," Clark retorted.  "You wouldn't let them destroy the cradle of humanity!"


     "Maybe, maybe not.  But even if I'm bluffing, and I do it anyway, and I succeed, then all that means is that war between you and the Alliance will break out on a scale that will make the Minbari War look like a skirmish.  Earth will end up occupied by the armies of the Alliance and our allies, and you, Mister President, will end up on the business end of a noose or in the sights of a firing squad.  Your choice."


     Clark sighed.  "I accept your terms."


     "Good.  Lyta, Schala, stay here, and make sure he doesn't try anything stupid.  Data, you're with me.  Have the runabout computers lock on and beam us aboard."


     "Wait!"  Bester put a hand out.  "Let me come with you."


     "Why would I do that?"


     "Because here I could betray you and turn on the two young women, but with you I can have an eye kept on me."


     Dale thought for a moment, then nodded.  "Nice way of putting it Bester.  Come along."








     The Dnepr emerged into space, coming about and flying toward the ship entering range.  "Attempting to override the defense grid now," Data stated, running his fingers as blurs over the control panel.


     "Let me get a visual on that ship."  Dale pressed a few buttons, and on one of the viewers, a ship appeared.  "Well I'll be damned."


     "Who are they?"  Bester put a gloved hand on an empty seat, standing behind Dale and Data.


     "I recognize those ships.  They're the Drakh."


     "Drakh?"


     "From what I've heard of them, a servant race of an ancient race called the Shad....."


     "The Shadows," Bester interrupted.  "Once you put two and two together, it makes sense."


     "Psi Corps has heard of the Shadows?"  Dale turned his attention back to the helm.


     "We've had some.... dealings with them in the past," Bester admitted.  "They even showed us one of there 'Keepers', the creature that was attached to President Clark."


     "So they took control of him to set up this......"


     "I have successfully taken control of the defense grid," Data announced.  "De-activating particle cannons."


     A blue spark of energy flew beside the runabout, missing them by 500 meters.  "They're firing on us.  Bester, take a seat."  Dale dropped the ship in relation to the Drakh cruiser, evading another shot.


     "We're outside their optimum firing range."


     "Load and fire a microtorpedo."


     A small white spark emerged from the Dnepr's forward launcher.  It accelerated, flying through space and slamming into the Drakh warship.  The damage was miniscule.  "We're getting closer to their firing range.  Data, take the helm."


     "Sir, might I point out that at any time they can re-assert control of the defense grid without me to block their progress?"


     "Yes, but if we succeed, there won't be any need.  Can you identify the bridge on that thing?"


     "I believe so."


     "Good.  Beam us aboard."  Dale grabbed Bester's arm.  "Come on."


     "Why me?"


     "Because I'm not leaving you here alone with Data.  That means you either come, or I shoot you.  What's your choice?"


     "Very hard choice," Bester replied sarcastically.  "I think I will choose the former."


     "I knew you'd see things my way."  Dale pushed Bester onto the pad, stepping onto it himself.  "Okay Data, now."


     Data quickly re-routed control of the transporters onto the control panel he was manning, and locked on his coordinates.  "Beaming now."


     The familiar tingle of the transporter filled him.  His view was obstructed by blue haze.  A moment later, he found himself on a dark ship with black walls and control panels flashing with unintelligable alien symbols.  A pair of horned aliens, making Dale think of a cross between the Jem'Hadar and Drazi, turned toward them.  Bester, despite his loss of equilibrium due to the transporter, was quick to bring up his PPG and open fire first, taking one down.  Dale's lightsaber flashed into life.  He leapt over the second Drakh and cut it in half with the lightsaber.  A third emerged from a culvert in the side, but was quickly dropped by Bester.  "Bester, behind you!"


     Bester whirled around, a Drakh soldier that Dale recognized from his encounter with Morden over a year before facing the Psi Cop.  Before the soldier could fire, Dale threw him back with the Force, allowing Bester time to blow the alien's head away with his PPG.  "Now what?!"


     "Simple, Bester.  Destroy every piece of crap in this bridge."


     "I think not."


     The surprisingly human voice caused both to look at an opening.  A dark-robed human male, around Dale's age, stood in the entryway out of the bridge.  He had brown hair with dark brown eyes.  "Bester, do what I told you to.  He's mine."


     "What the hell?"  Bester watched the human activate a red lightsaber, which he charged Dale with.  Dale met the attack with a defensive posture, deflecting two blows with his own lightsaber before feinting at the human.  The human blocked the feint, launching another attack but being stopped again.


     "God dammit Bester, blow the hell out of everything!"


     "Whatever you say."  Bester opened fire with the PPG, knocking out instrument after instrument with the weapon.  A click sounded.  "Dammit, my PPG cap is out!"


     "Here!"  Dale took a moment to throw his phaser over to Bester before deflecting another blow by the unknown lightsaber-wielding human.  "Who the hell are you?!"


     "None of your business," the human growled in return, launching another furious attack.  Dale sidestepped a blow, causing the attacker's lightsaber to cut deeply into the Drakh control panel behind him.


     "I feel the Dark Side in you.  How did you get from STW-43 to here?!"


     "I'm not from STW-43, idiot!"  The human lunged again, cutting another control panel after Dale dodged the attack.


     "Your impatience and anger is your undoing.  You lack focus, control."


     "And you're going to lack a head when I'm through with you!!!!"


     The bridge lights began to die down, after which a harsh shaking caused everyone to lose their footing.  "Data to Dale, the Drakh cruiser is breaking up."


     "What did you do to it, Data?"


     "Nothing.  However, the Roddenberry has arrived with a small fleet."  The ship shook again.  "I am preparing to beam you out now."


     "Hold on.  Lock onto the third......"  Dale looked at the mysterious Dark Jedi, and saw him disappear in white light from a Nazi transporter beam.  "Get us the hell out of here!"


     Bester and Dale were snatched away.


     A moment later, the Drakh cruiser exploded.








     Personal Log: August 23, 2161.  The short-lived war between the Earth Alliance and the Alliance Coalition is over.  Clark resigned yesterday upon destruction of the Drakh ship, and is now awaiting transfer to a Federation starship for transfer to Pacifica and trial.  The Senate has appointed Susanna Luchenko as President in Clark's place, ordering the dissolution of the Nightwatch and the other various Ministries that Clark instituted.  Treaties are still being finalized, but it is expected that many of the major colonies that broke away, including Mars, will end up with complete political independence.


     A rainbow-swirling jump point tore open space in orbit over Earth.  Dale, Sheridan, Andreys, and Picard watched from the lounge of the Roddenberry as a Federation Ambassador-class starship emerged.  "Captain Calhoun is signaling, sir," Spock reported over the comm unit.  "They are ready to transport Clark aboard."


     "Tell them to wait a few minutes.  Clark doesn't want to be beamed.  They'll have to bring him up via shuttle."


     "You're giving him that choice?"


     "Why not, Picard?  Not everyone has the almost sheep-like trust that Federation citizens put into transporters."


     Sheridan noticed the approaching argument, and headed it off by asking, "So, what next?"


     Dale sighed, looking down the window at Earth.  He had seen so many, yet each and every copy gave him a sense of awe.  But not all were beautiful sights.  The Terran Federation's Earth was pockmarked by nuclear wastelands from their military's "scorched earth" policy as Alliance/League/Soviet forces moved to liberate the cradle of humanity.  "We're going down to speak with President Luchenko later today to get everything set up for the official peace treaty."


     "How many nations are involved in the treaty?"


     "The Free Worlds are.  Also, the Klingons, Narn, Centauri, and USDP had issued declarations of war prior to the ceasefire, so they're sending delegates to get terms.  Still......"  Dale sat down, looking out the window as the Excalibur eased itself into orbit.  "There's a lot of work to be done.  The schism in Earthforce caused by General Hague's resistance will be a long-term problem.  Both sides will regard the other as traitors."


     "It's going to take a while, but if we can regain stability, I think the rift will heal."


     "Civil wars are always followed by a long period of distrust between the warring factions," Picard added.  "Sometimes they break out again into hostilities.  Sometimes they don't."


     Sheridan nodded in understanding.  "And it's my job to make sure that the latter happens, and not the former.  I believe President Luchenko is awaiting us?"


     "She is," Dale confirmed.  "I'm sure this will be quick and painless."


     "You don't sound so confident," Picard noted.


     "We're dealing with a politician, Picard.  If it helps her agenda, she'll give us hell.  Or she'll help.  I don't want to have to use gunboat diplomacy, so hopefully she'll do the latter."


     "And if she doesn't?"


     "Then, John, I don't think that EarthDome will be favorable to the Alliance for a long time because of my reactions."








     Ivanova stepped down from the transporter pad, still feeling a bit discomforted by the effects of the transporter beam.  Andreys and Spock were waiting for her.  "Susan, welcome aboard."


     "I still can't get used to those damned things," Ivanova complained, throwing her right arm out toward the transporter pad.


     "Most people do tend to have difficulties adjusting to transporter travel," Spock stated.


     Ivanova shook her head, then asked, "How's the negotiating?"


     Andreys shrugged.  "They'll be back up soon."


     "And what about you?"


     "What about me?"


     "I believe she is referring to the loss of the Independence, Captain," Spock pointed out.  "I shall leave the two of you together."


     "I'll be honest.  Being the first commander to get a Saratoga-class ship crippled in action isn't good for the resumè," Andreys sighed.


     "You also took on superior odds and kicked the crap out of them," Ivanova countered.  "What you did, driving through their line and cutting off their flank, that took guts Julia."


     "Robby would have found a better way."


     "Wrong," Ivanova disagreed.  "Dale, he would have just agreed with John and sat there trying to talk them into defecting while they pounded the hell out of us.  You took the initative and kicked their asses.  Besides, it's just as much my fault as it is your's."


     "How is that?"


     "The Defiant was assigned to protect the carriers.  We were out of position taking on a pair of Monsoon-class gunboats when one of those Thunderbolt bombers got that lucky hit.  So, if anyone's to blame, it's me.  That make you feel better?"


     "I wish."


     "Susan!"


     Both turned, Sheridan, Picard, and Dale exiting the transporter room.  "Well, how did it go?", Andreys asked.


     "Could've been better," Dale grumbled.  "But it worked.  Luchenko agreed to our terms.  Alliance MOJ officials will be looking over evidence to try some of Clark's cronies for various crimes against humanity."


     "Something doesn't seem right," Ivanova said, narrowing her eyes.  "Did something happen?"


     "Luchenko all but threatened to have Sheridan, you, and the other dissenters hauled in front of a firing squad for treason if Sheridan didn't step down as commander of Babylon-5," Picard answered.


     "Which didn't sit well with Robert, who summarily threatened to occupy Earth and re-form the government with an Alliance-style Gareist system," Sheridan continued, grinning slightly.


     "Of course, your corporations would be incensed over this," Dale added.  "They're addicted to political influence.  Having to actually be forced to obey regulations and promote competition would drive them crazy."


     "No one ever said our system was perfect," Sheridan muttered.


     "So, when do we go back to B5?"


     "You are, but I'm not," Sheridan answered Ivanova.


     Ivanova's jaw dropped.  "What do you mean by that?"


     "John's stepping down as captain of Babylon-5."


     "Why?"  Ivanova's eyes narrowed suspiciously.  "There's more to this than you're letting on."


     "Your commander will be picked among those in the loyalist faction of Earthforce," Dale explained.  "It's a step toward re-establishing unity."


     "Bullshit!"  Ivanova's temper flared.  "Babylon-5 is supposed to be an independent state!  I shouldn't have to put up with some, some... spineless jerk who sided with that maniac!"


     "It's a sacrifice that will have to be made," Picard responded.  "Unity in the Earth Alliance will bring stability, which is what is needed at this critical juncture."


     "Especially with the upcoming negotiations on Mars," Dale continued.  "The League of Non-Aligned Worlds and practically all other races will be sending delegates to negotiate a political, technological, and economic alliance to rebuild from the destruction of the Shadow War.  And with the Dominion War raging on, political stability in EM-5 is in the Coalition's best interest."


     "I'm not taking this," Ivanova growled.  "I'll resign," she threatened.


     "And just what will you do, Susan?"  Sheridan shook his head, looking as if he was developing a headache.


     "I don't know."  Ivanova looked at Dale.  "Can you give me the Defiant?"


     Dale laughed, shaking his head.  "Susan, a Valiant-class heavy raider isn't exactly the post a commander would take.  Maybe command of a light cruiser, or becoming an XO on a heavy cruiser and up."


     "Know any ships that need a good first officer?"


     "Nope."  Dale tried to stop laughing at Ivanova's disappointment.  "Susan, are you serious about this?  If I were to bring you into the Stellar Fleet, it's for keeps.  No turning around in a year to return to Earthforce.  The only way out is retirement or death, got it?"


     "Of course."


     "Then I'll think about it, because I think I have a post perfect for you.  Now, Jean-Luc, you go get Troi, I'll get Jarod, Spock, and Garak, and we'll get dressed up."


     "Dressed up for what?"


     "A banquet being held tonight, in which the final peace treaty will be signed," Dale explained.  "A dress occasion.  I don't have a tux, so I'll be going in my dress uniform."


     "The same one you can't fit in because of the weight you gained?", Andreys needled.


     "Yes," Dale answered through clenched teeth.








     The ink was still drying on the paper when Dale stepped down to the floor.  The dignitaries were mostly Earth senators and high Earthforce officers, with the occasional industrialist or wealthy businessman.  The Soviet delegate, Admiral Takivkosky, stood in the corner and shared a laugh with the Russian senator for the Earth Alliance.  Colonel Kra'Plek and his Klingon delegation roared with laughter with their Narn counterparts, while Londo Mollari, Vir Cotto, and the Centauri delegation sipped down brivari and struck up a conversation with Captain Calhoun and Commander Shelby from the Excalibur.  Behind him, Sheridan signed on behalf of the independent colonies, then followed him down.  "It's a shame Delenn isn't here," he said.


     "You two getting married?"


     "Eventually.  But we're doing it the Minbari way."


     "Crosscultural relationships are a bitch, aren't they?"  Dale shook his head.  "Dance music?"


     "Now I really wish Delenn were here."  Sheridan looked over at Ivanova, Andreys, and Troi.  Ivanova was wearing a black dress she had borrowed from Andreys, as was Troi.  Andreys herself wore a blue dress, cut below the shoulders, with her blond hair caught up on a bun behind her neck.  "Well, what are you waiting for?  Go get a dance partner."


     "Don't need one."  Dale walked up to the trio of ladies.  "Want to dance, Julie?"


     "Don't mind if we do," she replied, letting Dale take her by the hand and lead her out to dance.


     Londo approached, walking toward Troi.  "Mind if I take you for a dance, my lady?"


     Troi went to accept, but Jarod stepped between them.  "I believe that Deanna is already taken, Prime Minister Mollari."  Troi beamed at his words, allowing him to lead her to the dance floor.


     Londo stood for a moment.  "Oh well, there are plenty more where that came from."


     "Are you so sure, Londo?"


     "Of course, Commander Ivanova.  Now, what is this I'm hearing that you're not coming back to the station?"


     "I'm not going to play nursemaid to some asskisser who supported Clark," Ivanova muttered.


     "Well, there must be something you could do."


     "We'll see about that."








     The banquet had ended on a positive note, with the Alliance contingent returning to the Roddenberry.  Jarod led Troi back to the quarters she had been assigned.  "You, Jarod, are a very charming man."


     "Thank you for the compliment, Deanna."


     Troi opened the door to her quarters.  "How about dinner, tomorrow night?"


     "I thought you and Riker were together?"


     Troi shook her head, blushing.  "Will and I have always had the 'on-again off-again' relationship.  He won't mind."


     "I know I would mind if a woman like you were to start seeing someone else."


     "Is that a compliment?"


     "What do you think?"


     Troi smiled at him.  "You are charming."


     "Glad that you......"


     Troi's light laughter interrupted him.  "Why don't you just shut up and kiss me like you were planning to do earlier?"


     It was Jarod's turn to blush.  "I forgot you were a Betazoid."


     "An easy mistake to make."


     A moment later, they began kissing.








     Dale slipped into bed beside Andreys, kissing her.  "I love you," he managed to get out between short and passionate kisses.


     "Are those three words the limit of your romantic vocabulary?", Andreys asked playfully, laying back and allowing him to kiss her on the neck.


     "No, but they're my favorite words."


     "Of course," she answered.  A sudden thought ran through her mind, causing her to turn on her side.


     "What is it?"


     "Robby, how can I lay here and make love with you when I caused four hundred people to get killed?"


     "Julie....."  He put his arms around her, placing his mouth beside her ear.  "You can't blame yourself.  You had no idea that they were going to get a lucky hit on the Independence's armory."


     "Robby, how can you do it?  You always lead people into battle, and no matter the casualties, you seem to come out of it like nothing happened."


     "You think it's easy."  Dale shook his head.  "Something Meridina taught me was that all life was sacred.  Knowing that even one person is going to die tears me apart inside.  I understand how you feel."


     "Then how do you cope with it?"  Andreys wiped a tear from her eye.


     "I don't.  I just try and hope that.....," Dale swallowed, "that my actions led to the least deaths.  Julie, every time I help kill someone, even monsters like Reinhelt, I.... I feel like a small piece of me inside has died.  Killing is hard, and watching people die, that's even harder."


     "I'm sorry," Andreys moaned, rolling back onto her back and putting her arms around Dale's neck.  "You were probably getting real exciited and ready to, well....."


     "Shh," he interrupted her.  "The sunlight just caught your eye.  I love it when that happens."


     "What do you mean......"


     "Ah, it's not there anymore."  Dale touched one of her cheeks.  "When the sunlight gets reflected in your eyes like that, that's when I just want time to stop.  It's a moment I cherish.  You understand what I mean?"


     "Yes.  There are moments with you that I cherish."


     "Those moments would be?"


     "When we're alone, in bed, and you're kissing me gently, telling me everything is going to be fine.  It's in those moments, Robby, that I actually feel like I'm going to live forever."


     "Well, let me give you another piece of forever....."  He kissed her gently.


     And that was the end of it.








Epilogue


One Week Later








     The New Israel Shipyard was filled with activity.  Two of the four unfinished Yamamoto-class supercarriers were under construction in nearby docks, as were the two new Presidential II-class superdreadnoughts, a new Tirpitz-class dreadnought, and four new Missouri-class battleships.  And these were just the large docks.  Other, smaller docks held smaller cruisers and destroyers under construction.


     But one of the large docks held another new ship.  It was in the observation lounge of that dock that Dale stood with Ivanova, Sheridan, and Garibaldi.  Sheridan was wearing a normal business suit, having been elected President of the newly-formed InterStellar Alliance, which had been created by the Mars Treaty signed a few days before.  Ivanova, to go with what Dale had in mind for her, had replaced her resistance uniform with a Stellar Fleet duty uniform.  Four gold stars on her left collar marked her a captain in the Stellar Fleet.  "Susan, allow me to introduce you to the D.S.S. Ranger, our newest Enterprise-class battlecruiser."


     The Ranger deeply resembled her sister ship.  Three nacelles, positioned similar to the Vicksburg-class heavy cruiser, clung to a sleek hull shining with blue, green, and purple color.  Along locations in the hull, the registry BCX-6 was prominent, as it was below the ship's name on the upper side of the saucer-shaped command hull.  However, the similarities ended there.  Several turrets were in locations on the hull, with ports on the saucer underbelly that were not present on the Enterprise.  "That's White Star bioarmor!"


     "The Ranger, and her immediate sister ship the Constitution, have been modified to fit with our new technologies," Dale explained.  "Her torpedo compliment includes thirty neutron torpedoes, capable of complete dephasing.  Those turrets are quantum interceptor turrets, capable of taking out starfighters, small attack ships, and other such ships.  Their rapid-fire and tracking systems boasts a sixty-six percent success rate against incoming torpedoes, a Stellar Fleet record for interception systems.  Two Hudson-class attack runabouts are on board.  To go with her normal phasers and interphasic fusion cannons, the Ranger has a battery of Type 6-X Pulse Phaser Cannons in the place of the I/G Pulse Cannon, which testing shows is not reliable in combat.  The armor is, as you noted, bioarmor, with tritanium and durasteel reinforcement."


     "This is too much," Ivanova gasped, turing red in the face.  "This is for me?"


     "Your preliminary shakedown mission will be a goodwill cruise through EM-5 to the various ISA capitols.  After that you will be re-deployed, most likely to the Gamma Quadrant."


     "I feel sorry for the Jem'Hadar now," Garibaldi quipped.  Sheridan chuckled in response.


     "When do we leave?"


     "Well," Dale rubbed his chin, "you've got to meet your staff first.  First Officer, Tactical Officer, Operations Officer, and the like.  Your crew is mostly aboard, although there are still a few transfers you'll have to wait for.  Give it forty-eight hours, and you'll be taking her out."


     "The first few weeks will be hell," Ivanova growled.  "Then we get to the Gamma Quadrant, and I'm sure things will look up."


     "Those poor, poor Jem'Hadar," Garibaldi quipped again.


     Ivanova frowned, then everyone began to laugh.


