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Author's Word





     Emergency!  Emergency!  Computer malfunction!


     In other words, my computer f$&#ed up.  The episode I had been working on was bad anyway, so here comes a new one.  I hope you like it!








Prologue








     Personal Log: October 28, 2159 AST; Robert Allen Dale.  I have journeyed to Quo'nos to finalize a Lend-Lease agreement between the Alliance, and the Klingon Empire, and by extension, the Federation.  The Dominion War has escalated considerably in the last few weeks, with Federation/Klingon forces clashing numerous times with the seemingly invincible Dominion/Cardassian juggernaut, which is rolling aside the best efforts of Starfleet and the Klingons to hold them back.  Pre-war estimates have proven very wrong; it is estimated that the Federation will fall by March of 2160, and the Klingons by next June, if not earlier.


     Fortunately, these setbacks for the Federation have jolted the Alliance.  Five days ago, the citizens of the Alliance reacted to the Council's unwillingness to support our allies against the Dominion by voting out 66% of the Council, replacing them with moderates, who, while they oppose an all-out war, are very much in favor with the Lend-Lease we are about to extend to the beleaguered forces of freedom in the Alpha Quadrant.  Finally, my hands, and the hands of the Alliance military, have been unbound, and we can help our allies and former enemies.


     Dale, with Worf and Andreys behind him, stepped onto the transporter pad.  All three of them were wearing dress uniforms, which were basically the same as duty uniforms, except that the dress uniforms had black on the arms, upper left chest, and lower right abdominal area, with the designation colors in a diagonal slant across the chest.  "Energize."


     After the usual transporter effects, Dale saw the usual expanse of the Klingon High Counci's Great Hall.  On each side of the room were council members, and in a seat at the far end, sat Chancellor Gowron.  The shrewd Klingon politician got out of his seat, and shouted, "Welcome!"  He approached the three.  "It is good to see you again, Minister."


     Dale nodded in agreement.  "It's been a while.  I've got those casks of bloodwine up in a cargo bay.  How many was it?  Four?"


     "Two."  Gowron then smiled at Andreys.  "Commander, an honor to meet you again."  Andreys returned the smile, and nodded in agreement.


     Then Gowron faced Worf.  "Worf, son of Mogh, leader of the House of Worf!"  His stress on Worf's title brought a grin out of the Klingon officer.  "It is an honor to meet you again."


     "And an honor for myself, Chancellor," Worf replied.


     Dale kept his hands at his sides, and said, "Well, now that the pleasantries have been exchanged...."


     A large Klingon then stormed into the hall, with a bat'leth in his hand.  He pointed at Dale, and growled, "Your cowardly Alliance cost my brother his life, and now I challenge you to a battle to the death!"


     Everyone in the council room froze.  Then Gowron asked, "Who are you?"


     "I am Larex, son of Mar'sek.  I have come to challenge this filthy pa'tak," Larex glared at Dale, "to a battle.  His Alliance refused to help my brother's Bird-of-Prey evade a dishonorable Dominion sneak attack, and my brother died as a result.  And he personally made a deal with the Dominion to be their ally!  I say he must fight me to vindicate his Alliance in the eyes of the Empire!"


     Worf snarled at the man, who had stirred some of the councilmembers up.  "You are acting dishonorable.  He is not a Klingon, and......"


     Then Dale stepped forward.  "Do you really want to fight me?"  Larex growled in response.  "Very well."  In Klingon, he shouted, "Then I accept!  I will meet you here tomorrow at 1200 hours for the battle to begin!"


     Larex still didn't stop growling.  "You are also foolish, for I will kill you and humiliate you in the eyes of the Empire."  Then the Klingon stomped off.


     Dale turned to Gowron.  "Commander Spock is well equipped to finalize the treaty.  If you will excuse me, I must go prepare for my appointment tomorrow."


     Gowron nodded, and Dale left the Great Hall to be beamed out.  "Worf, can he defeat Larex?"  Andreys turned to Worf, with worry in her eyes.


     Worf did not give her hope.  "I do not know if any human can defeat a Klingon in a battle of bat'leths, but if one could, he would.  The blood of a warrior flows through his veins."








     Ship's Log: October 28, 2159 AST; D.S.S Koenig.  Commander Zachary Tyler Carrey reporting.  We are on patrol near the Alliance-Dominion border in former Tsen'kethi space.  In recent weeks, several Tsen'kethi worlds near Dominion territory have experienced revolts against Dominion rule, as a freedom movement calling for the re-unification of the Tsen'kethi Republic has gained power.  The Dominion and their Cardassian allies have posted ships and troops near the border in response to claims by the rebels that the Alliance has given them support in the open rebellion.  The Alliance Combined Command Staff for ST-3 fears that the Dominion will begin to harrass Alliance ships in and near Bajor if it appears that we are assisting the rebels, so my orders are clear: Avoid contact with Dominion forces and Tsen'kethi rebels, unless they enter Alliance space, upon which my orders are to "escort" them back to Dominion space.


     ".....And as I walked away from the Cap'n, Spock, and Doctor McCoy, I ran into a low overhang in the corridor!  I couldnae believe it!"


     Scotty's story brought laughter from Carrey.  "Well, what happened?  Did you meet "God"?"


     Scotty shook his head.  "Not quite.  We arrived at the center of the galaxy, and all that happened was the discovery of this.... this creature," Scotty didn't have a better word to describe it, "which killed Spock's brother, and nearly killed Cap'n Kirk!"


     Carrey nodded, and then smiled.  "Man, you must have had some times on the Enterprise."  He finished the last of his soup.  "What do you think of this ship?"


     Scotty thought for a moment.  "Well, to be honest sir, she reminds me of the Enterprise."  Carrey's expression turned to one of shock.  "The ships today...  They're too advanced.  It's not that I don't like progress, it's just, well, there doesn't seem t' be any beauty in them anymore.  But this ship..."  Scotty looked around him.  "This bonny lass is beautiful.  Small, powerful, and elegant."


     "And it packs a hell of a punch," Carrey added.


     "And that."


     Then Derbely entered the mess hall, and Carrey looked away.  "Now what was that all about?"


     Carrey didn't look back at her.  "Nothing really......"


     Scotty shook his head, and smiled.  "Me thinks the Commander is smitten."  Before Carrey could protest, he added, "Ye should talk to her, Commander.  Love is seldom....."


     "Scotty, one thing you should know.  We used to be lovers," Carrey interrupted in a hushed tone.


     "Oh.  And ye probably broke up at odds, right?"


     "No, we didn't."  Carrey drew in a breath.  "We were lovers until I was given command of the Koenig.  We decided that it wouldn't be proper to continue our relationship while she was under my command."


     "So ye evade each other all day?"


     Carrey drew a breath.  "I think we're afraid that we haven't gotten each other out of our systems yet."


     "Ohh...."


     Then Carrey's communicator chirped.  He reached for his lower arm and pressed it.  "Carrey here."


     "Sir, we're picking up weapons fire just inside the border.  It appears to be Jem'Hadar."


     "Oh hell."  Carrey got up, as did Scotty.  "Set intercept course, Warp 8.8.  Go to Code Yellow."


     Yellow lights appeared on bright panels throughout the mess hall and nearby corridor.  Carrey went right to the bridge, with Derbely behind him by about five meters.


     As he entered the bridge, Apley moved to the helm, and Carrey took his seat.  The view screen showed stars passing passing by at warp.  "ETA?"


     "Ninety seconds, sir."


     "Bring us in, and prepare to go to Code Red.  Arm solar torpedoes, and prepare to load them, but do NOT ready the launchers!"  Carrey's chair was turned to face Ensign Sherlily at Tactical.


     "Yes sir."


     Carrey turned back to the screen.  "Ships in visual range," Apley reported.


     "On screen."


     Three ships appeared on the screen.  Two were Jem'Hadar fighters, while the last ship was a small Tsen'kethi frieghter, a box-shaped brown spacecraft.  Carrey watched as the Jem'Hadar ships opened fire on the frieghter.  "Open a channel to all three of those ships."  After Derbely nodded, Carrey cleared his throat, and tried to sound authoritarian as he said, "This is Commander Zachary Carrey, commanding officer of the D.S.S. Koenig.  You have entered Alliance space.  I would like to know why you entered our space."


     After a few moments, Derbely turned.  "Sir, we're being hailed by one of the Dominion ships."


     Carrey nodded, and stood up.  "On screen."  A Vorta woman appeared.  "This is Commander Carrey."


     "I am Lorvala."  The Vorta sounded polite, but still made Carrey suspect something was up.  "We did not intend to pursue these terrorists into your space.  They are wanted for the murder of five Cardassian and Vorta officials on Garlos VIII.  Our orders were to apprehend them.  I apologize for intruding upon your territory.  May we have your permission to stop these criminals?"


     Carrey stood still.  "My orders are to escort all three of your vessels back to Dominion space.  Once we do this, I do not care if you apprehend them or......"


     A new voice then patched into the comm line.  "Commander, we request asylum!  Our ship, it's filled with women and children!  They want to execute them for nothing!  Please...."  The transmission suddenly exploded in static.


     Carrey turned to Derbely, who said, "Sir, they're being jammed."


     Carrey turned back to Lorvala.  "Stop your jamming, now!"


     "We are merely preventing them from biasing you with their lies.  Besides, I believe you said your orders were to escort....."


     "My orders also allow me to wield command authority in contact situations, which includes the right to grant asylum.  As they have requested asylum, I am required by law to do all I can to deliver them to an Alliance court to decide the issue.  My hands are tied....."


     Lorvala suddenly scowled, showing what Carrey thought of the Vorta was true.  "If you do anything to help them, we will construe your actions as a clear signal that the Alliance is attempting to undermine the Dominion's rule, and that will not be tolerated."


     Carrey stepped forward, and frowned.  "I do not take kindly to threats, ma'am.  As I said, I have to deliver them to an Alliance court.  The Dominion can make it's case at the hearing.  I will allow a Dominion representative to attend the hearing to make that case.  If you, or any other you wi....."


     "We will take these criminals to Dominion justice, and if your try to stop us, we will destroy you."  Lorvala looked off screen. and said something.


     Derbely turned.  "Sir, they're locking weapons."


     "Code Red.  Sherlily, return the favor."  He then stepped forward again, as klaxons sounded on the bridge.  "Lorvala, I can assure you that a an Alliance Valiant-class warship can destroy two Jem'Hadar fighters quite easily.  Now, I am willing to discuss this diplomatically, but if you do not wish to do so, then I will have no choice but to use the full purview of options under my control to guarantee that they reach an asylum hearing, even firing on your ship.  Now, you have two choices."  Carrey sat down in his command chair.


     Lorvala fumed for a moment, and then disappeared from the screen.  About five seconds later, the two Jem'Hadar ships turn, and went to warp.  "They're crossing the border, sir."


     "Let's not waste any time.  Tell that frieghter to set course for Starbase 947, and follow suit.  Bring us to Warp 5."


     "Engaging at Warp 5, sir."  Apley ran his fingers over his console, and the Koenig jumped to warp with the frieghter.








     "Sir, you do not have to do this!"


     Worf stood in the doorway of holodeck 3, watching as Dale practiced with a bat'leth against a holo-Larex.  Despite the hologram's simulated strength, Dale held up well, blocking the blows.  "Yes, I do."


     Worf stpped out from under the arch.  "Let me fight him.  I am your bodyguard, and it is my....."


     "I must do this, Worf.  Otherwise, it might shatter the treaty between the Alliance and the Klingons."  Dale ducked another blow.  


     Worf noticed the scar on the left side of his sweat-covered chest.  "That scar....  I don not believe I have ever seen it.  Si, if I may ask, where did you get it?"


     Dale chuckled as he drove the edge of his bat'leth into the hologram, "killing" it.  "Took the edge of a sword from a Roman soldier to save a boy's life.  Julie was so angry because she couldn't get the scar to heal."


     "That scar would bring more honor to you in the eyes of my people.  It would be wise to let them see it."


     Dale nodded as he wiped himself off with a towel, and put the bat'leth down.  "Probably will."  He then noticed Worf's expression as he placed the bat'leth in a case.  "What is it, Commander?"


     "I did not know that you possessed a bat'leth."


     "Well, now you do."  Dale approached the doorway.  "Well, I have to go have some dinner, then some sleep, then I'll see you tomorrow at 1000 hours to beam down for the confrontation."


     "Yes sir."








     Andreys paced the bridge as Jarod and Paris watched from their stations.  "Anything wrong, Commander?," Paris asked.


     Andreys stopped, and shook her head.  "Oh, nothing's wrong, Tom.  It's just that tomorrow, at noon, Robby's going to put his life on the line yet again to fulfill some petty grudge some Klingon has against him."  The sarcasm in her voice was quite visible.


     "I'd say he was insane," Pars quipped.


     Then Andreys started to voice her thoughts.  "The Klingon knew that Robby would be in today.  The Klingon knew that Robby had the pride to accept the challenge.  He knew about Robby's meeting with Weyoun on DS9.  How would he know all that?"


     Paris shrugged.  "Well, the only way he would know would be for......"


     Jarod groaned.  "Don't tell me that......"


     Andreys nodded.  "I think that this 'Larex' is really a changeling, probably trying to kill Robby.  We have to warn him."


     Jarod pressed a button.  "Jarod to Dale."


     "Minister Dale is not available right now.  If you will......"  It was the computer automatic messageing system.


     Jarod cut the link with his console.  "Damn, he's asleep.  And he's beaming right down tomorrow.  What will we do?"


     Andreys continued to pace.  "We'll have to come up with a plan....."








     Carrey watched as Starbase 947 grew smaller on the viewscreen.  "Set course for the border, Warp 7.  Engage when ready."


     Apley nodded, and brought the Koenig to warp speed.  Carrey got out of his chair, and said, "You have the bridge.  I'm going to get a rest."  As Apley moved to replace him, and an ensign moved to replace Apley, Carrey went out the turbolift doors.  Walking through the ship, he went toward his quarters.


     As he went to enter his room, he noticed Derbely walking on the other side of the corridor.  After taking a deep breath, he shouted to her, "Karen!"


     She turned to him, and approached.  "Yes sir?"


     "This isn't official, Karen.  It's totally casual."


     She leaned back against the wall, and he stood in front of her.  "What is it?"


     "Why have you been avoiding me?"


     His question was simple, and straightforward enough.  Derbely shrugged.  "I didn't know that I was."


     "Is it because of what we used to be?  Is that it?"


     Derbely shrugged.  "Zack, we agreed when you became commander of this ship that we would......"


     "We would hold off the relationship to see how our lives would go.  They've done pretty well.  Now, do you want to be friends, are just....."


     "Zack, what do you want?"  Derbely had an air of impatience in her voice.


     Carrey looked into her eyes.  "Nothing.  Just to once again know each other......"


     "Oh really....."


     After a few moments, they kissed.  Then Derbely forced him off.  "Zack, don't.  Not unless you really mean it."


     He answered her with another kiss.  After a few moments, he pulled away.  "Well, I think this means I was wrong to let you go."  Carrey moved his hand through her auburn hair.  "Karen, do you want to do this over again?  To make up for the mistakes we made earlier this year?"


     "I... I don't know anymore.  Sometimes I fell, well....."


     Carrey opened the door to his quarters.  "Why don't we talk about....."


     After they entered, their lips merged again.








     Andreys, Jarod, and Paris sat in the conference room.  "We have to find a way to expose that Klingon as a changeling!  Suggestions?"


     Paris shrugged.  "Blood screening?"


     "No, that won't work.  A changeling impersonating the Klingon General Per'mok hid within the Empire for over a year, despite blood screenings."  Andreys remembered the report on the changeling.  He had caused the first battle between Federation and Klingon forces in decades.


     Jarod then said, "Densiona scan?"


     "That might work.  But what if they prevent us from getting a densiona scanner into the Great Hall?"


     "Then we might as well begin to plan Dale's funeral," Paris answered glumly.


     Then Jarod turned away for a moment.  "I.... I have an idea."


     "What?"  Both Andreys and Paris stared at him.


     Jarod got up, and activated the display panel.  Entering a few commands, he brought up the schmatics to the Roddenberry's jump drive.  "I'm sure you know how the jump drive works."


     Wanting to see where Jarod was going, Andreys responded by saying, "Pretend that we don't."


     Jarod nodded, understanding.  "The jump drive operates by acting as a magnet to densiona particles existing between universes.  It gathers them, and uses a small, atomic size beam to punch a hole through the interuniversal barrier, forming a jump point.  The universe you travel to depends on what frequency you modulate the beam to."


     "And this helps us because....."


     Jarod sighed at Paris' impatience.  "Two years ago, a changeling attempted to infiltrate the Alliance.  He boarded an Alliance starship, and replaced the conn officer.  When the ship conducted a jump, he was forced back into his normal, liquid state.  Somehow, the field of densiona particles present in a jump point interfered with his metamorphic matrix, and prevented him from shapeshifting for several hours."


     "And that's why we have no worries about changelings.  Every Alliance installation now carries a densiona scanner to search for them," Andreys added.


     "True.  Now, if we are unable to get a densiona scanner down to the surface, I might be able to modify the jump drive to emit low levels of densiona particles to the Great Hall, forcing the shapeshifter to alter his form, if only for a couple minutes."


     Andreys nodded.  "Do it.  If Thomas gets in your way, then feel free to pull rank on him."


     "Yes sir."  Jarod went right through the door.


     "You do realize Dale will be furious if he finds this out," Paris commented as Andreys moved toward the exit to the bridge.


     "If he finds out.  I don't want him to."  Before Paris could respond, she left.








     Carrey opened his eyes, and saw the ceiling of his quarters.  Underneath him was one of the bunk mattresses he and Derbely had placed on the floor.  He sat up, and looked at the small chronometer to the side.  He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that it was not time for him to be on duty.  Turning, he put his arms around the sleeping Derbely, got up to her ear, and whispered, "Karen, we've got about thirty minutes before the next duty shift."


     She shifted a little, then turned.  "Thirty minutes....."


     He nodded, and she put her head back on the small pillow she had used.  "How long have we slept?"


     "I'd guess about, say, eight hours."  Carrey then asked, "Well, we wanted to talk.  Now's the time."


     She put her head in his chest.  "Zack, I'm so sorry.  I.... I was afraid.   I had a career, and when you were given this command, I was worried that you might, well....."


     "It's okay," Carrey answered as he put his arm around her again.  "So, now....."


     Klaxons sounded.  "This is Lieutenant Summers to all hands.  Dominion warships have crossed the border.  Code Red.  Repeat, Code Red."


     Carrey and Derbely jumped off of their makeshift bed, and quickly began put on their uniforms.  Carrey was the first out the door, with Derbely following five seconds later.


     As Carrey finished fixing his collar, he stepped onto the bridge.  "Report!"


     Apley had beaten him to the bridge, and was already taking the helm.  "Five Jem'Hadar fighters just crossed the border.  They are moving on an intercept course for a Tsen'kethi convoy heading toward Dominion space."  Apley then checked something on his instruments.  "They appear to have originated from Klingon territory."


     "Set an intercept course."


     "For who, sir?"  Apley turned.


     "Both of them," Carrey answered.  Derbely stepped on the bridge, having just finished zipping up her uniform shirt.  "Any other ships coming in?"


     "We've got a wolf pack of Predator II's coming in from Starbase 947, led by the Saber, but they're still about thirty minutes behind us, even at max warp."


     "Well, we're on our own."  Carrey then turned to Derbely.  "Open a channel to the Dominion ships."


     Derbely pressed a few buttons.  "Channel open."


     Carrey cleared his throat.  "This is Commander Carrey of the Koenig.  You have entered Alliance space without authorization.  If you do not turn around, your presence will be seen as an act of provocation."


     "They're answering, sir."


     On the screen, Lorvala appeared.  "We warned you not to interfere.  These criminals are smuggling weapons and supplies to terrorists.  We will not allow them to enter Dominion space."


     "Then why violate our space?  You could just wait at an interception point on the border."


     Lorvala's expression grew to one of annoyance.  "Why?  So they can turn around, and just try again tomorrow?  We will not tolerate this sort of behavior by the Alliance.  If you interfere, we will destroy you."  She disappeared from the screen.


     Apley turned.  "Sir, what are your orders?"


     Carrey ran the options and explainations through his head.  It was obvious the Dominion had violated Alliance space not just to pursue rebels, but also to test the resolve of the Alliance.  The Dominion military command was probably very confident due to their continued successes against the Federation and the Klingons.  Maybe this was an attempt to see how the Alliance would respond to aggression.  Carrey knew he couldn't afford to send an improper signal.


     But then again, what good would war be?  The Alliance was not in a position to fight the Dominion, with most of their forces either on other missions of exploration or defense elsewhere, and with the Berjakian War still on, they had already committed over 1500 starships to the main front, as well as a front with their allies, the Allerians.


     "Lieutenant, how long until we're in range of that convoy?"


     Apley checked his instruments.  "About five minutes."


     Turning to Derbely, he said, "I want you to scan those ships.  If you pick up any weapons, let me know."


     She nodded.  "Aye sir."


     Taking his seat again, Carrey watched as the Koenig came between the Dominion and Tsen'kethi ships.  "Hail that lead freighter."


     "Aye sir."  Derbely pressed the comm button.  "Sir, they're not respon....  We're getting an incoming signal.  It appears to be an authorization code."


     "What?!"  Carrey turned.  "Run it through the computer."


     "Running now."  After five seconds, she turned back.  "Sir, they're codes from Alliance Intelligence.  They are ordering us to escort them to the Dominion border, and.....", she paled, ".....destroy any resistance we encounter."


     Carrey shook his head.  Alliance Intelligence was playing a dangerous game, one that could get him and his crew killed, and start a war.  After a few moments of thinking, he said angrily, "No way in hell I'm going to start a war.  Prepare to lock weapons on those freighters."


     Apley turned.  "Sir, those orders are...."


     ".....are from a civilian agency, which have no authority over this vessel and it's officers.  Those orders are null and void."  Carrey noticed Apley's concerned look.  "If any officer here has a complaint, I will note it in my log."


     Apley sat for a second, and then shook his head.  "No sir, I don't."  He turned back to the console.


     "Sir, the freighters are coming into range.  Dominion warships are ninety seconds from firing range."


     "Sherlily, prepare to lock phasers.  Derbely, full scan on their cargo bays.  Apley, bring us between the Dominion vessels and that convoy."


     Each officer went to work, and ten seconds later Derbely turned from her station.  "Sir, sensors can't penetrate the material surrounding their cargo bays."


     Apley brought the Koenig out of warp.  "We're between them."


     Sherlily turned.  "Ready, sir."  Then a beep from her console made her turn back.  "Sir, the Dominion warships are locking on!"


     "Steady as she goes."  Carrey turned his eyes back to Derbely.  "Hail those freighters.  Tell them that if they don't stand down and surrender to this vessel," the eyes of the bridge crew gazed at him, "that we will open fire.  Sherlily, lock solar torpedoes, low yeild, on their engines."


     A string of responses answered him.  "Sir, Dominion vessels in firing range in thirty seconds."


     "Steady......"


     On the screen, the freighters stopped.  "Sir, firing range in fifteen seconds!"


     "Steady......"


     Then Derbely turned.  "Sir, they're dumping their cargo bays!!!"  On the screen, small objects started to float out into space.  "They're preparing to go to warp."


     "Firing range in five.... four.... three...."


     "Lock and fire torpedoes!"  Torpedoes raced out to slam into the freighters' engines.


     "....two.... one...."


     On the screen, the five Dominion warships approached.  "Sir, they're withdrawing the weapons locks on us.  They're firing...."


     White bolts of energy sliced up the material that had drifted into space.  Then the Dominion ships turned.  "Picking up a hail."


     "On screen."


     Lorvala appeared.  "My apologies, Commander.  On behalf of the Founders and the people of the Dominion, I thank you."  Then she asked, "What will happen to these criminals?"


     Carrey stood.  "While my ship escorts you back to the border, a force of Alliance warships will come and pick them up.  They won't be going anywhere."


     "And they will be punished by....?"


     "We will try them, and if found guilty, they will spend the prime years of their lives in an Alliance prison," Carrey lied.  He was still rattled by the Alliance Intelligence code he had received.  If they were truly working for Alliance Intelligence, they would most likely get off easily.


     "Not quite the punishment they would receive from the Dominion, but it is good enough.  I hope that this incident will never be repeated.  My ships are ready for escort to the border, Commander."


     "Follow us.  Carrey out."  She disappeared from the screen.  "Set course for the border, and engage at Warp 8."


     "Course set."


     "Engage."


     On the screen, the stars elongated, and then a quick flash of blue light appeared as they entered warp.  The normal multi-colored streaks came onto the screen.  "ETA to the border is twenty minutes."


     "When they cross the border, set course back to the freighters, and engage at Warp 7."  Carrey got out of his chair.  "And get me a secure signal through to Rear Admiral Michael Washmore."


     Derbely looked at him.  "You mean the Stellar Fleet liasion to Director White Eagle?"


     "Exactly."


     After getting to his quarters, Carrey quickly moved the mattresses on the floor, and sat down at his computer terminal.  A few moments later, Rear Admiral Washmore appeared.  "This is Washmore."


     "Commander Zachary Carrey, D.S.S. Koenig."  He didn't bother with the usual military protocol; he was to angry to.  "Sir, we just intercepted a convoy of Tsen'kethi freighters trying to smuggle weapons to Tsen'kethi worlds within the Dominion.  When we tried to make them stop, they sent an authorization code used by Alliance Intelligence, along with orders that could have sparked a war.  May I ask just what the hell happened?!"


     Washmore put his face closer to the screen.  His gray hair and weathered expression made him appear older than he was.  "I'll ignore your disrespect, Commander, for now.  No, you may not ask what happened, but since we have to show gratitude to you for intercepting them, I will give you the basic layout."


     "Why are you grateful for me catching them?"  Carrey was dumbfounded.  "Isn't Alliance Intelligence trying to help the rebels?"


     "Of course we are.  However, the Dominion got wind of Operation: Swift Justice, and soon traced the Tsen'kethi rebels to the Klingon High Command officers leading the operation.  They knew we were funding the arms exchange, and also that we were supplying information on Dominion patrol routes.  That's why that little force didn't bother to use normal diplomatic channels before violating our space; they thought we were in league with the rebels.  However, by being a good officer and an excellent diplomat, you stopped them by halting the arms shipment yourself.  Miss Lorvala will return to her superiors with a report that the Alliance is not involved, and that we are also trying to stop the shipments.  The Dominion, instead of considering war with us, will instead concentrate on the Federation, the Klingons, and eventually the Romulans, giving us time to prepare for the day when we will finally join the war, and stop the Dominion."


     "Why are you so certain that the Dominion is preparing for war against the Alliance?"


     Washmore chuckled.  "Commander, don't be naive.  The Dominion wants nothing less then to rule the entire galaxy, probably more.  We are an impediment, probably the biggest one, to their dreams of conquest.  They are ready.  Three weeks ago, a changeling nearly got away with a jump drive, but it's ship was destroyed at the last second by our mutual associates in the Federation.  This should prove the Dominion's intentions."  He leanded back.  "This is all I can say.  So, Commander, before you go blowing your stack next time over incidents such as this, remember who's uniform you're wearing.  Washmore out."  Washmore's face disappeared.


     Carrey sat and stared at the ship status screen that appeared on the screen.  After several minutes, he took off the stars on his collar, placed them in his drawer, and slammed it shut.


     The door opened.  Derbely came in, her hands behind her back,  "Sir, the Dominion ships have crossed the border, and we are on our way back to the freighters.  The Saber and it's squadron have already called for a force of tow vessels to come and pick the freighters up."


     "I need a vacation."  He leaned back in the seat, and then turned his head to look at Derbely.  "Karen, have you ever thought about what your uniform represents?"


     "My.... uniform?"  She took in a breath, deep in thought.  "Well, I've always thought it stood for our ideals.  Freedom, democracy, justice, those things.  Why?"


     "I've always looked at it with a similar outview, but you left out the last two things it's supposed to stand for."


     "What?"


     He sighed.  "Honor, and the truth."  He shook his head.  "Unfortunately, some people can't seem to see past the colors of the flag, the colors of the uniform, to see the ideals they represent.  The colors become more important than the meaning."  He stood.  "Well, I'd better get back to the bridge.  I'm sure the commanding officer of the Saber will have questions for me."


     When he got up, Derbely put her arms around him, and kissed him.  After their lips withdrew, she said, "I'm sorry for earlier this year, Zack.  I thought I had to move on, but there was nothing to move on to.  Can we pick up where we left off?"


     Carrey nodded.  "Yes, we can...."  Then they kissed again.








     Andreys walked into the transporter room, where Worf was standing, waiting for Dale.  "Worf, I want you to talk Robby out of this.  He doesn't need to put his life on the line, not again."


     "Commander, he has to.  Larex has offended his honor, and the honor of the Alliance, and if he does not respond, it will ruin the relations between the Alliance and the Klingon Empire."


     "And if he dies?  What do you think the Council will do when they learn that a Klingon national killed one of the founders of the Alliance?"


     Worf grunted, but did not respond.  Andreys then continued, "Robby...  ever since Rebecca's death, he's been like this.  Too emersed in work.  He's going to get himself killed!"


     "It is his choice.  Besides, if he dies in battle with Larex, he will still be remembered as having perished with honor.  All Klingons everywhere will look upon his name with the honor they reserve for fallen comrades.  His death could cement the relations between the Empire and the Alliance, not destroy them."


     "Worf, you know I'm right."  Andreys decided to tell Worf what she and Jarod were planning.  "Worf, I...."


     The door swooshed open, and Dale walked through, carrying a bat'leth.  "Well, everyone ready to go down?"


     "Robby, please......"  Panic rose in Andreys as she realized she would not be able to tell Worf of the changeling.


     "I have to do this."  He stepped up onto the transporter pad, followed by Worf and the reluctant Andreys.  "Energize."








     The High Council assembled in the Great Hall, with Worf and Andreys standing near Gowron's chair.  In the middle of the Hall, Dale and Larex stood, both holding bat'leths.  "We are here to observe these two warriors in battle, to resolve the dispute between them.  Take your positions."


     As Dale and Larex moved to opposite sides of the Hall, Andreys tapped her communicator.  "Jarod, now...."








     On the Roddenberry, Jarod ran up to the engineering station on the bridge, and pressed several buttons.  Silently, the Roddenberry jump drive started to emit low level densiona waves, which Jarod then used to sweep the coordinates of the Great Hall.  He tapped his communicator.  "Jarod to Andreys....."


     "Jarod, what are you waiting for?  They're about to begin the fight!"


     "I just sent it.  Didn't he turn into his liquid state?"


     "No!  He's still in the form of a Klingon!  The densiona particle scan must not have been strong enough!"


     Jarod shook his head.  "Commander, the scan would have caused any changeling to lose his shape.  Larex is a Klingon."








     Andreys' heart froze as Dale took of his uniform, to reveal a muscle shirt underneath.  "I will not let my uniform be mangled in this battle," he announced to the Council.


     Larex examined a small scar showing at the bottom of his left chest, where the shirt was not hanging for a moment.  "What is that?"


     Dale answered by lifting the shirt, and showing the long scar.  "Battle scar.  Got it a few years back."


     Larex, for the first time, allowed himself a small smile.  "Good, you are a warrior.  Now my victory will have more honor."  He lunged at Dale with the bat'leth, a blow Dale deflected easily.  Their bat'leths clashed several times, as both refused to give an inch.


     In his mind, Dale ran the words of his grandfather over and over again.  It don't matter if they're bigger, or stronger, boy.  Just make sure to use that thing in your skull called a brain!  Dale personally reminded himself, Study his tactics, try to find a weakness in his attack.....  Knowing he could never hope to defeat Larex in a straight one-on-one physical battle, Dale instead used his superior agility and speed to avoid crushing blows, while getting a few hits in.  One end of his bat'leth nicked Larex's face, leaving a bloody gash.  Then their bat'leths clashed again as the battle continued.


     Andreys, her heart still frozen in fear, turned to Worf, who as observing the battle.  "So, is there anything beyond them just trying to cut each others' heads off with those things?  How good is Robby doing?"


     Worf smiled, showing his sharp teeth.  "Their tactics are quite good.  Larex is attempting to wear him down with hard, strong blows, while he is concentrating on a battle of attrition, using speed to avoid the hard blows, and deflecting the fast ones."


     Then Dale was caught off position by Larex, who elbowed him in the ribs.  Grunting in pain, Dale fell to his knees, but turned on his back and caught Larex's bat'leth at the last moment.  Larex pushed down, getting the sharp edges of his bat'leth near Dale's face, but then Dale brought his foot up, and kicked Larex away.  He got up on his own feet, and delivered another blow to Larex's face.


     Then Larex tried another hard swipe at Dale, which Dale side stepped easily, and then counterattacked with his own swipe, which was also deflected.  The two then continued to trade blows.


     Every Klingon in the Hall was watching the fight with great fascination in their faces.  "This is truly a great battle," Worf murmured, while Andreys watched with horror as Larex brought the blade of his bat'leth along Dale's chest, leaving a long gash.  As it was only a glancing blow, only a small amount of blood started to trickle out of the wound, but Dale ignored it, instead concentrating on hitting Larex again with his foot, forcing the Klingon to unlock their bat'leths from the stance they had been in.  Larex was slower this time, barely in time to catch the lunge Dale made, but this time, he countered with a hard kick to Dale's rib cage.  Andreys swore she could hear them crack as Dale grunted with pain, and then brought his bat'leth back up to a defensive position.


     After another minute of fighting, practically the entire Council was shouting in applause for each wound Dale took in stride, and also applauded when he inflicted a wound on Larex.  Realizing that Dale was stealing the show, Larex went into a furious combo of attacks, but this time, Dale used the edge of his bat'leth to catch the handle of Larex's, and then pryed it loose.  The bat'leth went flying to the other end of the Hall, while Dale knocked Larex to the ground with a kick to the midsection.  He placed the tip of his bat'leth to Larex's throat, and watched the look of surprise in Larex's eyes turn to one of horror, probably at the thought of dying at the hands of a human.


     Then Dale withdrew the bat'leth, and threw it away from Larex.  "I will not kill an unarmed man on his back."  He then went to offer Larex a hand, to assist him in getting up, trying to be a fair sport.  "I have defeated you, Larex.  By Klingon law, you must now give up your grievance against the Alliance, and myself."


     "Never!"


     Before anyone, including Dale, could react, Larex took his d'k tagh, and stuck it into Dale's side.  Pulling it out, Larex watched with glee as blood came pouring out of the wound.  Dale put his hand to the virtual waterfall of blood, and stumbled to the ground.


     "Robby!!!!!!!"  Andreys ran to his side.


     Worf drew his own d'k tagh, and put it to Larex's throat.  "You dishonorable to'ba!  I should kill you where you lay!"


     Andreys slammed her hand on her communicator.  "Andreys to Bashir, I need a medical team, ASAP!!!!!!!"  She took her her uniform top, revealing the sleeveless white undershirt she wore, and use it to put pressure to Dale's wound.  "You're gonna live, Robby.  Don't worry......"


     "Julie......."  He raised his head slightly, and put his blood-filled hand into her blond hair, making it turn red as well.


     "Don't speak.  Doctor Bashir's on his way."


     He pulled her head close to him.  Before she knew what he was doing, he kissed her.  After a few moments, his head flopped down, and his eyes closed.


     As Dale watched, swirls of colors, like a jump point, interfered with his view of Andreys' face, and then the darkness claimed him.








     "Well, you're damned lucky!"


     Dale's eyes fluttered open, and he saw the bright lights of the Roddenberry's medical center.  As he lifted his head, he could see Worf, Andreys, and Bashir looking at him.  "I think he's okay."


     Andreys smiled, and hugged him, only to cause Dale to wince in pain.  "Watch it, Commander, those ribs are still very tender," Bashir snapped.


     "Congratulations, sir.  All of Quo'nos is shouting your name with the news of your honorable victory."


     "Where's Gowron?  I'd figure he'd be here to."


     "Chancellor Gowron and the High Council are currently in session."


     "About what?  The Lend-Lease treaty?"


     "No."  Worf seemed happy with the impending answer.  "They are debating who should have the right to execute Larex for dishonoring the Empire, and Klingons everywhere."


     Dale nodded, and then looked at Bashir.  "So, Doctor, how am I?"


     "Considering the fact that the knife missed your vital organs by five centimeters, combined with general fatigue, at least six cracked ribs, a large cut across your chest, and other injuries I would attribute to fighting a Klingon, you're doing well.  Combining this with torture and that 'incident' you had with Captain Sheridan and Ambassador Delenn on Babylon-5 before your vacation, I'd say that you've had a rough two months.  In fact, I'd say that you were lucky to be breathing right now."  Bashir's sarcasm only caused the three to laugh.  "I'm not being funny.  You're lucky I don't lock you in a runabout and send you to Risa."


     "I'va already had one vacation, Doctor."  Dale then sighed, and asked Worf, "Commander, is the High Council going to sign the treaty?"  Bashir left the small room, still muttering.


     Worf handed him a padd.  "It has been finished.  They signed it while Doctor Bashir stabilized you in the Great Hall."


     Dale examined the padd's contents, and nodded happily.  "Good.  Send that to the Alliance Council."  Before Worf could leave, Dale asked, "Commander, just how are the Klingons reacting to my fight with Larex."


     "Already, several Klingon songwriters are petitioning the Council for the honor of composing a song about the battle.  There is even consideration of making an entire opera on the subject."


     "An entire opera....  Over me?"  Dale chuckled as Worf left the medical center.  Then he turned to Andreys.  "Julie, about that....."


     "The kiss?  I know you were delirious because of blood loss.  I know that....."


     He grabbed her arms.  "Julie, I've, well, I've always believed I had feelings for you.  I'm still not sure if I do or not.....  When I saw you standing over me like that, I just felt this wave of panic come over me....."


     "Panic?  About what?"  Andreys leaned over the bed.  Although she had cleaned her hair of the blood Dale had gotten on it, she was still wearing the sleeveless undershirt, which itself was dirty and filled with sweat.


     "Well, that I'd never get to kiss you before I died."


     Then, for one moment, their eyes met, and a kiss followed.  After several moments, Dale let his head come back down on his pillow.  "Julie, I don't want to get in a relationship right now.  It's only been a couple of months since Rebecca's death, and, well, I don't... feel to well about falling in love with another woman.  I need time to....."


     "You need time to recover.  That's okay."  She stood, and sighed.  "Well, I've got to get another uniform, and get back to work.  See you when you get out of the medical center."  She left the medical center, winking at him as she walked out the door.  Dale closed his eyes, and sighed.








Epilogue








     Carrey and Derbely entered the "Ringo's Comet" resturant on Starbase 947.  Carrey was wearing a brown suit, with black pants, while Derbely had picked a green dress, with her shoulders and part of her cleavage showing through transparent material.  After they had taken a table, and gotten drinks, Carrey raised a glass.  "To our contining relationship.  To love."


     "To love," Derbely agreed.  Their glasses touched, and then they took a drink.


     For an hour, they sat in the resturant, eating their dinner and discussing old times.  Then, after they left, Derbely smiled at him.  "It was a wonderful night, Zack."


     "Thank you.  Ringo's Comet was recommended to me by a friend."  They turned a corner to go back to the turbolift that would take them back to the Koenig.  "Supposedly, the guy totally changed his resturant's design so it would look like the 'Fresh Air' resturant on Babylon-5.  I'd say it worked, too."


     Just before they got back to the Koenig's airlock.  Derbely stopped him.  "Well, this is hopefully the first night in a new, renewed, and very long term relationship."


     "I'll drink to that,"  Carrey answered.


     Derbely put her arms around him.  "Will you kiss to that?"


     "Certainly."  And they did......








     Dale entered his quarters, and sat at his desk.  On the desk, he could see a picture he and Andreys had taken while on vacation, as well as a small picture he had taken with Harverson during a summit in Hawaii in July, where they spent most of their time together, when he wasn't attending to diplomatic functions.  He picked up the frame, and kissed her picture.  Then he sighed, and activated his personal log.....





     Personal Log: October 29, 2159 AST; Robert Allen Dale.  Doctor Bashir is confident I will make a full recovery.  I should be able to resume duty within five days, without drawing the good doctor's wrath.


     And there's something else.   What I did before I passed out in the Great Hall....


     I.... I think I'm in love with Julie..........


