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Regression

Deep within the Guyra IV moon base Admiral Vicktairvey held one of the most
important meetings of the Dominion War so far. Ardwa large circular table sat the
available commanders of Starfleet’s Fifth Fleet #redKlingon’s Third Battlegroup, 13
Starfleet officers and 5 Klingons in total. Theiodirs ranged from Captains in charge of
Tactical Wings to the General in charge of the &din fleet.

In the centre of the table was a holographicldispf the Federation border with Cardassia.

“The 4th, 13th and 24th have fallen back. The @nd the 6th are just holding. Only the 7th
is having success and is still in her original posifrom the start of the war.”

“We should attack!” shouted General G’tor, thénigbn flag office in charge of the Klingon
fleet. “We must take the fight into Cardassian ggac

“| agree with the General. We need to attackbeinion in their space,” agreed Rear
Admiral Jennifer Douglas, the commander of the S%btical Wing.

“Attack when we can’t seem to hold what we havédiat would be a mistake,” argued a
Starfleet captain.

“It would put pressure back on the Dominion affcbar lines,” said another Klingon.

“Holding enemy territory when we can’t secure oumn is impossible. Even if we were to
hold onto Cardassian space the rest of our fleetsetreating so fast that we would be
isolated in a week. No supplies and no hope ofigalV interjected a Starfleet captain.

“The problem is the front, as it stands at themmant,” said Vice Admiral Cameron Brand,
the commander of the 268th Tactical Wing. “We hfahen back so quickly that we're
hastily taking positions that aren’t strategicalhtactically sound. The 2nd fleet is a perfect
example. After they were pushed back from theigioal position they took position in a
system that had a nebula close by that meant seasdrcommunications didn’t work in it or
near it. They patrolled it but the Dominion took tlue patrols, which sent word but because
of the nebula, transmissions failed to reach thrernanders of the 2nd Fleet. The Dominion
came from the front and the 2nd engaged only te lia® hidden ships in the nebula go
around and trap them. If the 16th hadn’t been digsee would have lost the entire 2nd
fleet. Now if Command had let them fall back a fewre light years they could have set up a

better line of defence.”
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“We can't just hand territory to the Dominion!&fed a Klingon.

The room erupted into a shouting match as theesf who wanted Starfleet to take a much
more aggressive posture and those who thoughtettashould play more defensively
started to tear strips off each other.

It took Admiral Harvey a few minutes to calm tie®m down.

“Now that I've got your attention, | can see adtages in both arguments but | also see the
pitfalls. Starfleet Command isn’t going to justdiw an entire fleet into Cardassian space. At
the moment we need them to secure the front. Comithas dozens of ships working
individually or in small groups in Cardassian spaghting in their backyard. What is
worrying is the fact the Dominion seems to know reheur ships are when they attack. They
suspect that the Dominion may have a powerful sat¥sprray close to the front and that is
what most of our incursion ships are looking fout Bre do need to hit the Dominion hard.
So | have proposed a plan to Command, which theg bgreed to. We are going to lure the
Dominion fleet here and then we show them thatith@ir space and that if they want it they
are going to pay a high price.”

* k k%

A wave crashed, pushing water up the beach iufithved over Jonathan’s bare feet. The
cool ocean water swept the sand from around andrums feet as the sea continued up the
beach and then as it retreated back down.

“Are you enjoying yourself, Jonathan?”

“Yes of course | am, Isabella.”

“You don’t look like you are.”

Jonathan looked up from his feet at Isabella QGiMeThey had been walking along the
edge of the sea talking; well Isabella was doingtob the talking. She must have finally
noticed the Jonathan hadn’t been listening.

“I just feel a bit uncomfortable out of uniform.”

Jonathan gestured to what he was wearing. Ha ligtt blue shirt that had a diagonal dark
blue stripe and with sleeves that came to his edb®lus he had light blue shorts that came
to his knees. It was typical recreational wear oshmale humans when they were at the

beach.
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“I think you look great. Plus isn't it nice nat be in thousands of layers? | feel better.”
Isabella wore a white sleeveless top with a whigletiwrap around skirt. She tugged at her
top to show how loose and light it was.

“It is nice to feel free of the uniform every n@amd again. Plus the crew seems to be
enjoying it.”

Jonathan looked around. The crew of his shiplsaioella’s ship were both here on the
beach taking a well-earned break. The two crew® \getting on and they mingled like they
were old friends. Some were in the water, othenge\w&aying beach volleyball, a lot were
sunbathing, others chatted to one and other ané $kenJonathan and Isabella were taking
strolls on the edge of the water.

“They really needed this. They needed sometlongadke them forget about the war for a
few hours.”

As Jonathan looked around one of the femaleshtdug eye and waved. Jonathan waved
back.

“I still can’t get over your Doctor!” said Isabelas she waved back to Doctor Carol
Murphy.

“Hey, | look younger too!” complained Jonathan.

“But she looks 20 to 30 years younger. | wislould look as young. Hey, isn’t that your
First Officer?”

Jonathan looked to where Isabella was pointihg. \8as pointing to the volleyball game.
Commander Susan Core, his First Officer, was iredhith what looked like a very heated
argument with a player from the other team. Evemfthe distance they were away Jonathan
could still make out a string of curses as Susaailfi gave up. She angrily threw the ball to
the other team. She turned and walked away, Jam#tlbaght she was going to leave but she
got to the edge of the courts and took off her vaniaqund and placed it in the sand. This left
Susan in a dark purple two piece. Any other Captaiald have been shocked that their First
officer would be seen in so little but Jonathanvkileat Susan was the type of person who
wasn’t shy and liked the attention she got. Thewotbam served the ball and Susan expertly
popped it up into the air, one of her female teatesthen jumped up and spiked the ball
over winning them back the serve. Susan and hertede gave each other high fives. She

was competitive but still a good team player.
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“That is. Susan is definitely andividual but she is a fantastic first officer.”

Jonathan felt a cool wet hand on his shouldertureed to see Wing Commander Maxine
Benton, the commander of tBaviftfire’stactical fighter squadrons, and by the look of her
she had just come out of the water.

“I thought it was you, Captain. You look veryféifent out of uniform. Not that | imagine
you out of uniform,” said Maxine embarrassed.

Isabella snickered. “Well, | have to go, Jonath&mere is a towel with my name on it and
I’'m going to lie down and enjoy the sun. It wasenio walk and talk with you.”

Jonathan and Isabella exchanged goodbyes andl&dbphrted, leaving Jonathan and
Maxine.

“Was that the Captain of ttf&parrow Captain?” asked Maxine.

“We're off duty, Jonathan will do. And yes it was

“Okay Jonathan. Have you been in the water yet?”

“No.”

“It is lovely. The temperature is just right.”

Jonathan nodded and then an uncomfortable sikmceunded them. After awhile Maxine
spoke.

“Well...ummm. | better be...” Maxine squirmed.

“Dinner?” jumped in Jonathan.

“Pardon?” said a confused Maxine.

“Would you like to have dinner?” repeated Jonatheying to put confidence into his voice.

“Just the two of us?”

“If that is alright with you?”

“Yes, of course.” A smile swept across Maxingsd. “When?”

“Tonight. | hear that the Planetary Starbase fasitastic Andorian restaurant. You do eat
meat?”

“Yes. That sounds like a great idea. It's a date.

With that Maxine turned and walked off with a tvibre of a spring in her steps then before.
Out of nowhere came the sound of clapping and Bandaurned to see Susan standing not far
away clapping her hands.

“Well done, Jonathan. That was the smoothest gickhave ever seen. The way you

slipped the offer to dinner right into the conveiwa,” joked Susan.
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Jonathan took a bow of honour. “Thank you, Suspride myself on my picking up ability.
Shouldn’t you be somewhere else causing havoc?”

“Yes, but | need to rest and admire my work. PBui need to get more involved. Come and
join the Volleyball game.”

“I don’t know. I'm not very good.”

“Don’t even try! | know you won the Hawaii classat the Academy.”

“I'd argue that our win was more luck than skillt a bit of fun can’t hurt or at least it
shouldn’t. I'll play on one condition; | get to lo@ your team. | saw you rip that guy on the
other team to shreds and | have no wish to expezidrat.”

“It's a deal. Come on; let’s go shatter some ypagos!”

“How do you feel today, Lt. Commander?”

“Better,” answered Pavlo as he sat up in his oeddied.

A young female Starfleet Counsellor walked aroand checked various instruments
situated in the room.

“Are you sleeping better now?” she asked.

Pavlo ran a hand over his head as he spoke.ifisi®ad of waking because my arm wasn't
there, now | am waking because it is back andtlnesd to check it isn’'t a dream.”

The Counsellor pulled out a tricorder and ran aasfaPavlo.

“Are you feeling any pain?”

“No, but I'm still having problems with movementmy hand.”

“The Doctors told me that there is nothing to iyabout, it is typical for new limbs to not
function properly until all nerve endings are thtakpaired. But don’t worry, losing a limb
isn’t a disadvantage it use to be decades ago. iYeurarm will function just as well if not
better. In fact from what | know your new arm isma@owerful than your old one. You just
need a few more days to recover. Do you have agtymiares?”

Pavlo closed his eyes for a second before heespok

“Yes, | relive the events that lead up to merigginy arm. | know it is going to happen yet |
can’'t change anything. No matter what | try, lI$tike my arm.”

The Councillor nodded as she noted this down padal.
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“Well, that is all I need for now, Lt. CommandE&have more patients to see.” Pavlo nodded
and the Counsellor turned and left

As the Counsellor left she ran into Lt. Commandiki Whitechapel.

“Excuse me, Lieutenant. But can you tell me whaesitenant Commander Celcho is?”
asked Nikki.

“He’s in that room,” said the Counsellor pointitagthe room she just left.

“Oh, are you treating him?”

“I'm just doing a psych evaluation.”

“Can | ask how he is?”

“Of course. Physically he is fine. The new linsstill integrating with his body and
everything is going fine. He seems to be dealinty wifine. He is suffering some trauma,
which is to be expected. He is having nightmaresiamot sleeping well. But other than that
he is going very well.”

“That is very good to hear. Thank you, Lieuteriant

“It was a pleasure,” said the Counsellor. She thalked off to complete her rounds. Nikki
walked to the door to Pavlo’s room and pressedcthimae.

The door slid open and Nikki entered the room. @awds sitting up in his medical bed. He
smiled at Nikki.

“Lt. Commander Whitechapel, it is good to see.yilaan finally thank you for saving my
life.”

“l was just doing my duty, Lt. Commander. | kngau would do the same for me.”

Nikki lifted up a box she was carrying. “I brougitu a get well gift. It's nothing special just
a box of Andorian sweets. | didn’t know what to gatl the shopkeeper said these are good.
Just be careful it has a surprisingly high alcatwaint.”

Nikki handed over the box and Pavlo gratefullgeqated.

“Excellent. | don’t know how people survived befdhey made this combination of alcohol
with sweets. So what have you and the crew bednaipl don’t get much news here.”

Nikki took a seat next to the bed.

“Nothing much really. We've only been on two @ddrsince you were transferred here. We
were given a few days rest two days ago. TodayHmain organised for us to go to the
beach with the crew of another starship.”

“I thought | smelt the sea,” interrupted Pavlo.
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“Yes, | basically came from there. It was verganiThe ocean was beautiful plus
Commander Core managed to get several events typkegep people entertained.”

“Was the Captain there?”

“Yes, and yes he did look like he wanted to lsewhere. But he lightened up after the
Commander dragged him into a volleyball game. Wslealy chipping away the rest of his
armour. Did you know that he’s got something wite Wing Commander?”

“Maxine?” said Pavlo surprised. “No, | didn’t. \Af's going on between them?”

“Not sure. But rumour is that they are dating.”

“That is very interesting. The captain has stroekas “married to the job” type of officer.
Plus | thought Maxine would be into the more outggatype.”

“That’s what | thought, but obviously there ismdo both of them.”

Pavlo shrugged. He should have known that a pdilse the Captain would be full of
surprises.

“So what war news do you have? They don'’t lethaee any of the war reports. They prefer
that | don’t think about it.”

“| agree with them.”

“It's that bad is it? Then I'm glad | don’t knoWw.

“So when do you get out of here and back to duty?

“A few more days if everything goes as predictddbe glad to get out of here, if | don't
tinker with a ships system by the end of this wiBlego insane.”

Nikki laughed at Pavlo. The two started to tddoat everything and anything. Nikki and
Pavlo talked for nearly another hour before theg Hzeir farewells.

* k% %

The restaurant was packed when Maxine arrivedtMbthe patrons were Starfleet officers
but there were the odd civilian around. The restailwas situated in a high tower located in
the confines of the Guyra IV Planetary StarbasexiMachecked her outfit. Her clothing was
not too formal or too casual. She wore a long bidk and a dark blue strapless top. She
adjusted the top and then went up to the maitre d'.

“I'm here to meet Jonathan Masters, has he a#ive
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The maitre d' checked a small PADD device irhlaisd. “Miss Benton,” the Andorian said.
“Come this way, the sir has already been seated.”

The Andorian lead Maxine through the crowd uthily came to a small table for two.
Jonathan was already there. As Jonathan saw tetob@ up. Jonathan was in a light creamy
coloured open suit. He moved around to Maxine’s aegdhe came up to the table. They
exchanged greetings as he pulled out her chaipaskled it in as Maxine sat. Jonathan took
his seat.

“A waiter will come and serve you but if you asady I'll take your drink orders,” said the
maitre d'.

Jonathan looked over to Maxine. “If it is okaytlwyou | took the liberty to go through the
wine list and choose one.”

“That's fine.”

Jonathan nodded and handed a small PADD to tfiteenth The Andorian smiled and
commented on what a good choice Jonathan had mhdenaitre d' then excused himself
and disappeared to go check on the other patrons.

Maxine took a look around. The table was locate@ patio that over looked a water
garden. Further away were large windows that gaxewva out into the Starbase and
surrounding areas.

“This table is fantastic! This place is packeowtdid you get such a good table at such
short notice?” asked Maxine.

“By chance the owner’s niece serves onShaftfire He arranged this table as a gift to her
commanding officer. | must say you look wonderfMbxine,” commented Jonathan. Maxine
felt a jolt as she stared into his eyes. She hadrreeen this before. All the defences
Jonathan put up had gone and what she saw in &ss eyat she sensed from him, his
general aura, she liked a lot.

“You don’t look half bad yourself, Jonathan. Thtte excursion to the beach was a great
idea. The crew really enjoyed it.”

“It was fun. Though the credit goes to Captailvi@ara, she came up with the idea.”

“You still deserve some credit.”

“Okay, okay. | give in. I'll take some of the die Anyway, what do you want to talk
about?” asked Jonathan.

“Anything. But let’s start with you. Tell me atlabout yourself.”
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“My life story. Well, the best place to begintinee start. | was born on Earth, in Canberra on
the Australian continent. | had a very happy clololth But all | could do was think about
exploring the stars. It dominated my life and asnsas | could | join Starfleet. | don’t know
what | would have done if | didn’t get into Stadte’

“It was the same with me. But my parents who v shuttle pilots in Starfleet heavily
influenced me.”

“Did you live on a starship?”

“No. My parents were both based on Betazed.”

“Are your parents still in Starfleet?”

“No. My parents went into the tourism businedsey run a small shuttle business that takes
people on tours of the planets of the Betazed systéhat do your parents do?”

“Both Starfleet officers, though my mum has exdif

“What about your father? Where is he stationed?”

“I don't really know. We have a...complex relatibis We don't really talk much
anymore”

“Oh, if you don’t mind me asking, but why not?”

Jonathan looked uncomfortable as he thought abbether to reply or not. Then a voice
came from behind them.

“Because he is a stubborn, impatient man whdkghie needs no one and is always
correct.”

Jonathan and Maxine turned their heads and daw star Starfleet Admiral standing next
to the table.

“Hello, Jonathan. It has been a long time,” sh&l Admiral.

Jonathan looked up at the Admiral, his eyes thowdd and hard.

“Hello, father.”

Maxine looked surprised. It was an amazing cdiewce that they were just talking about
Jonathan’s father and then he appeared.

“You're Jonathan’s father?” asked Maxine.

“Yes, Admiral Dalton Masters at your service.” Hid a little bow. “I'm sorry but my son
has not introduced me to you yet.”

“This is Wing Commander Maxine Benton.”
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The Admiral took Maxine’s hand and gently kisged

“It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance. | @ay that my son has told me about you
but we don’t chat much.”

“This isn’t the time or placdather.” Jonathan’s tone was very hostile.

“Sorry. You are correct. | have to go anywayl.tlk to you on the way back to your ship.”

“We're in the middle of dinner. It might be sormm@e before we return.”

Suddenly someone shouted out for attention. BanatMaxine and Jonathan’s father turned.
The maitre d' was standing in the middle of thew@md was calling for everyone’s
attention. As soon as the sound died down he spoke.

“I'm sorry to announce that for many of us themewg is over. The commander of Starfleet
forces in the area has contacted me telling th&tatfleet officers are to return to their
vessels.”

A general groan erupted as the Starfleet offiseaged to gather their things and get up to
leave.

“My shulttle is not far. I'll take you to your ghi’

Jonathan stood up and walked around his fatteepalled Maxine’s chair out as she stood
up.

“As ordered, Admiral,” said Jonathan.

“Itisn’t an order. | just want to do you a fawvdu

Jonathan nodded. “Whatever.”

The Admiral led the way out. They made their w@g nearby landing pad where there was
a Type 9 shuttle. The Admiral went up to it andrggekits door. Soon the three were heading
up into orbit.

“So how are things, Jonathan?” asked the Admiral.

“Fine. What brings you to this sector? | thougbi were still on the Romulan Neutral
zone.”

“That’s old news, son. | moved to the Hemta Saigg two years ago where | oversaw the
construction of my new command.”

“So Command finally gave in and gave yoGaaxyclass starship,” said Jonathan in a way
that sounded more serious than a joke.

“No.”

“Then what did you receive?”
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“There,” said the Admiral as he pointed out ispace to a familiar looking ship was ahead
of them. “The USRmbassado(NX- 78613).”

As they got closer they got a better look. Thip stoked like anrAmbassadoclass vessel
but it was much more streamlined and looked lafgsomewhat appeared as if the
SovereigrandAmbassadohad a love child.

“They rebuilt theAmbassaddt” asked Maxine.

“No, it's a total new ship built from the groung. Well, not really. It was constructed in a
zero-G facility in space so it wasn’t build frormretground up, but you get my drift. It has
Type Xll phaser arrays, quantum torpedoes, ablaiweur, regenerative shields and other
goodies. It has a maximum warp faster thanGhtaxyand in many respects it is a superior
vessel. It is based on tenbassadodesign and that is why we have been referring as it
the Ambassador-Blass. We're still not sure what to call it.”

“What is that over there?” asked Maxine as shetpd just aft of thé@mbassadar‘it looks
like anExcelsiorclass, but not one that I've seen before.”

The ship had the basic shape ofExeelsior but it looked far more advanced. It had
nacelles that reassembled the ones oistwereigrand many other differences from the
original ship. Once of the major changes was thatut away of the Excelsior's engineering
hull now was filled and at the rear of this was wbaked like Shuttlebay doors.

“That is the NX-7861ZXxcelsior Both ships are straight out of the yards. Both ar
prototypes. We also don’'t have a nhame for thissoigiher, so we're calling it tHexcelsior-B
class.”

“So are you planning to refit the currdintcelsiorsandAmbassador®’ asked Maxine.

“Not necessarily. These designs are able to startieir own, which is why we built both
from the scratch rather than refitting two oldesse&ls. The hope is that they will replace the
older ship not just extend their service life.”

“Why are they here?” asked Jonathan.

“We’re here to test them out in the operation.”

“Operation?” asked Jonathan.

“You don’t know? Well, this is classified but ytet briefed very soon anyway. We plan
to lure the Dominion fleet here and destroy it.”

“It's about time we gave the Dominion a tasteéhadir own medicine,” said Maxine.
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“How are we going to do that?” asked Jonathan.

“We have let it slip that Guyra IV is working @nbiological agent to kill the Jem’Hadar.”

“What?” said Jonathan in surprise. “Guyra IV isring on an agent to kill the
Jem’Hadar?”

“Yes, but it is one of several facilities. It giwthe Dominion a target they cannot ignore.”

“How close are they to completing an agent?” d{exine.

“Not as close as we hope, but the Dominion dintw that. They think we are very close.”

They approached tigwiftfire

“It's a beautiful ship,” said Admiral Masters.

“Yeah.”

“Good crew?”

“Of course.”

Maxine didn’'t need to be half Betazoid to sertgetension between them. Jonathan seemed
very uncomfortable about talking about his shipitofather.

The shuttle lined up with thewiftfireand landed on the flight deck. Jonathan was agxite
even before the ship had landed. The Admiral stgoéend turned. The door was already
opening.

“I could arrange a tour of thiembas..”

“No, I'm busy. | have to get ready for the operat”

With that Jonathan stepped off the shuttle arailée off.

“The offers always open,” shouted the Admiralasathan disappeared out of sight.

The Admiral’'s shoulders sagged in defeat. He édolotown and sighed. Then he
remembered that Maxine was still on the shuttlelittel his head and smiled apologetically
at Maxine.

“I'm sorry about messing up your date.”

“It's okay. The alert would have done it anyway.”

“I can tell that you want to ask what the matietween me and my son is.”

“Yes. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t waht

The Admiral motioned for Maxine to take a seat hr sat opposite her.

“It goes back a very long time. My wife and | hamhathan we were both very involved
with our careers. He stayed on Earth with his mosivece worked at the Academy while |

travelled with my career. He resents me for theetime didn’t spend together. He felt that he
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wasn’t important to me. Then there’s the fact he Iheed his life in my shadow, he felt that
the fact | am a prominent Admiral in Starfleet thdtas had an effect on the way he was
treated. | don’t deny it happened but | never toigone to make things easier for him or turn
a blind eye to things he did or didn’t do. He haamman effort to make sure the knowledge
of his lineage is not well known. | hoped that timeuld have healed it but it has not.” The
Admiral stopped as the shuttle’s computer chirpéllooked at the console. “Anyway, it
was a pleasure meeting you but | must return tshmy.”

“It was nice meeting you too. And thank you feltihg me what you told me.”

The Admiral smiled. Maxine exited the shuttleeStaved as the shuttle left.

“Was that Admiral Masters?” asked Susan as shieedaip to Maxine.

“Yes. He brought us back from the planet.”

“Damn, | wanted to say hello.”

“Wait, you know that he is Jonathan’s fatherXemsMaxine. “I thought Jonathan didn't tell
anyone.”

“He didn’t tell me. | met the Admiral separateBy the way you look fabulous! How was
your date?”

“Short. But | saw the side of him that he doesgtipeople know. The side | felt he had the
very first time | met him.”

“If I didn’t know any better | would say you wene love,” jibbed Susan.

“I know. But | can’t get over the way Jonathagatts his father. He is so cold towards him.”

“Jonathan cares for his father, don’t doubt tbabne second. But he wants his own
identity. He wants to be known as Jonathan, nostimeof Admiral Masters. One day he
wants it to be the other way around, Dalton, thledaof Jonathan Masters.”

“Sounds like he wants his father to be proudiof.But he doesn’t want to acknowledge it
when it comes.”

“Now you step into the confusion that is Jonathdife.”
“I have heard some disturbing news from seveoalrses.”

“So have I.”

“Is it true?”
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“From my intelligence missions | have found thdarge section of the Starbase is sealed
and there is enough natural material here and #rerenough shipments into the Starbase for
a biological facility.”

“Do you know if they are close to creating an ag#hat will kill the Jem’Hadar?”

“I hear they are close. They have set up formeldefences around the facility, it would be
impossible for me to keep my form if | was to trydeenter. But | got my hands on a security
recording that showed a testing of the agent.dtdraund a 33% success rate.”

“We must not let them complete it. Without reioéments from the Gamma Quadrant they
could seriously hamper our efforts. We must degtieyfacility.”

“It will not be easy. The solids have two lar¢gets basing out of the planet's moon. It
would take a major offensive to destroy this fagili

“What of your plans to destroy the Federation afithgons fleet?”

“I had managed to acquire some trilithium to d®sthe star in this system but they have
increased security over the last week, more shipseaevery day. Travel in system is
restricted with ships on patrol close to the staey don’t want to risk what nearly happened
at Bajor to happen here.”

“The solids must have completed it or they wotllthcrease security. | will send a fleet. Do
what you can to interrupt them but in 17 hours fieet will arrive, do not be on the planet

then. There are only so many Founders on thisaidee wormhole.”

* k k%

The Admiral’s aide, a Lieutenant, entered Admitatvey’s officer. The Admiral sat behind
his desk with a datapadd in his hand.

“Admiral we have an ETA”

“How long?”

“17 hours.”

The Admiral put down his datapadd and stood up.

“That narrows it down,” commented the Admiralreeswalked to a wall unit. “It will take
time for them to organise. We should be able toregout what forces will attack.”

The Admiral started to work it out on the screen.
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“It is already done, sir. There are six strikeetls that can arrive here in the time period. But
the analysts doubt that more than three will abtuzé used, since anymore would seriously
weaken their front lines.”

“So we are looking at around 800 ships?” askedAttimiral grimacing. It was frightening
that the Dominion could afford to reassign so msimps and still not be significantly
weakened along its lines.

“Yes, sir. We'll only be able to muster 371 ship85 from our fleet, the rest from General
G’'tor's command. The rest of our ships will be @irpl, keeping the front secure.”

“That’s it, the operation is a go,” said the Adahi

“Yes, sir. We have completed all tests and thembase at this moment is ready. The

Dominion is going to receive a nasty surprise wthey arrive.”

Several hours later tt®wiftfirewas receiving their orders from Admiral Harvey, enslthat
wouldn’t go down well with their Captain.

“Under Admiral Masters?” asked Captain Masters.

“Yes, Captain. Is there a problem?”

“What happened to Admiral Brand?”

“Brand has been temporarily reassigned to commamel of the other tactical wings. Is
there a problem | should know about&ked Harvey.

“No. No. Where do we go?”

“The rest of the 268th are to head to Guyra Ihidameet with thAdmbassadarAdmiral
Masters will brief you fully.”

“As ordered, Admiral Harvey. We are heading oavri

The Admiral nodded and the transmission ended.

Jonathan stood up as soon as the transmissioantlzdl.

“Helm, full impulse to Guyra lll. I'll be in my Bady Room.”

Jonathan quickly exited the Bridge for the priva€ his Ready Room.

Lieutenant Terri Letac lent closer to Nikki whoBactical station was next to her Science
station and whispered, “Did | hear Admiral Harveyrectly? He did say Admiral Masters?”

“Yes you did, Lieutenant,” said Commander Susare@vith more volume then was needed

and getting everyone’s attention.
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“As in related to the Captain?” asked Terri.

“Admiral Dalton Masters, father of the now Captdonathan Masters,” came Karak’s voice
from his Helm station at the front of the Bridg&h& Admiral was previously in charge of
the First Fleet guarding Earth, and then he wasemdo the 7th fleet during the Cardassian
War. He earned several commendations during thiictcemd was tipped to become a Fleet
Admiral in 2362, which was seen as the final stefot® he would become the commander in
chief.”

“Tipped?” asked Ensign Frank Cole who was seagad to him in the other Helm station
on the Bridge.

“His ideas were too militaristic for the counatlthe time and they favoured a different
officer.”

“What do you mean by that, Karak?” asked Nikki.

“He wanted a large increase in ship productiooremesearch into weapons and upgrading
all ships with more weaponry. He theorised thénanfuture the Klingon Empire would
become more unstable, that the Romulans would tieteselves known and start to have a
hand in Galactic events and that Starfleet wa®iway prepared to face any unknown
threats.”

“How did you know all that, Lieutenant?” askeds8a.

“| served with one of his supporters. Who was likost humans, was very emotional about
the Admiral's cause.”

“The Captain’s father was totally right,” intepted Frank. “The Romulan Star Empire did
reappear with ships that appeared to be far superibe largest Federation ships. The
Klingon Empire went into civil war and we werentigpared for the Borg. If he had become
Fleet Admiral things might have been a lot diffdrén

“But not necessarily better. Our build up couévé started a war with the Romulans or
even the Klingons,” argued Terri. “His point got@gs anyway.”

“At the cost of 11,000 lives at Wolf 359,” saicaRk.

“That is slightly unfair. Captain Picard had bemsimilated and he knew our tactics and
responses. It is unlikely we would have won thatidavith 200 ships.”

“l see your point,” agreed Frank. “Was it just orevas the Captain less than happy with

the posting?”
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Susan felt a bit uncomfortable with what she afasut to say. It was the Captain’s personal
life not anyone else’s. But she trusted the Bridigev to keep it too themselves.

“The Captain and his father’s relationship isalitays a happy one.”

The crew went quiet. They all felt a bit uncontédsle with knowing this and all secretly
wished they hadn’t enquired.

“So does anyone know why we are marshalling atr&ul?” asked Nikki breaking the
silence.

Everyone looked around but no one seemed to &aamswer.

“Well, we'll soon find out, won't we?”

Jonathan sat up on his bed in his ready roonrataed the sleep out of his eyes. He didn’t
know when putting beds in Ready Rooms started éuwtds glad that someone at Command
decided that it would be a good idea. The CapdR@ady Room on tHewiftfire was large,
at least larger than the ones he had seen onhibesitips he had served on. It was located
off the bridge and could be accessed through aadodthe left side of the bridge and then a
short corridor to the room. It ran along the sifléhe bridge and towards the bow. The bed
was located close to the door of the room and &ecgld to the far side, where there were two
windows that looked out to the port bow of the shigelow the windows was his desk and
workstation. At that end of the room was alsognigate bathroom. This ‘office’ was
possibly one of the best perks of the job.

He got up and made his way to his desk. Jusirédfe reached it there was a beep as the
ship’s internal communication system came online.

“Captain, Admiral Masters is hailing us.”

“Put it through to my Ready room.”

Jonathan sat down at his desk and a picture ofivall Masters appeared on his desk’s
computer screen.

“Hello, Captain. | hope you're well.”

“Can the niceties, sir. | find donvenienthat you find yourself in command of the tactical
wing I'min.”

“ldon’t...”

Jonathan slammed his hand down. “Don’t deny @uiYrank might be the same as Admiral

Harvey’s but you have a lot more pull then he dbes!
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“Fine,” said the Admiral calmly, which was totally oppoditeJonathan’s angry tone.

“I did get to choose which wing would be assigtime in the defence of Guyra lll; however
it was Victor's idea to reassign Brand to anothengv Better that his fighters and yours be
assigned to battle the main Dominion fleet givesirthumerical advantage.”

“You could have gotten any wing but you had teetthis one. You had to take me out of
the main action.”

“You will be part of this operation, a smallerpdut just as important. We have the lives of
over 100,000 colonists in our careXdmiral Masters looked uncomfortablé pushed for
the Admiral to evacuate the colony but he feltatild signal to the Dominion we knew they
were on their way. | have a bad feeling about tueration.”

“Finally the truth! You are trying to protect mén only going to tell you this once. | don’t
need your protection.”

“My instincts tell me that this isn’t going to geell, that you will be needed here.”

Jonathan threw he head back in disbelief andextett his father’s statement.

The Admiral was undeterretlYou have to trust your instincts, son. That caeéan the
difference between a good Captain and a great one.”

“I've heard this a thousand times before.”

“I know. But I'm going to keep telling you unyibu take it seriously. | feel that you will be a
great man in the future, far greater than me, a rttat will be remembered, a man who will
shape the future. That time is coming and you babe ready to face it, in whatever form it

takes.”

The Changeling disguised as Ensign Muir closedptmel that gave access to the
Antimatter containment field of the starship he wasWhen the ship went to fire on a
Dominion or Cardassian ship it would drop the fiaitl the ship would destroy itself.

He picked up his engineering kit and headed olngfineering. He had less than an hour left
to sabotage whatever he could. So far he had ggdmbtaore than a dozen ships. As he left
Engineering he looked over to the Security offsanding guard who gave him a strange
look. The Changeling quickly looked away and pickgchis pace.

“Ensign Muir,” yelled someone behind him.

The Changeling froze and turned around slowlye @fficer who was in charge of his

Engineering team was jogging to catch him.
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“Ensign, you are relieved.”

“But | still have three more ships to check,teththe Changeling.

“There is no need. The ships are leaving.”

“All of them?”

“Every single one. The Dominion is on its way dhd fleet is preparing to greet them. The
Dominion is walking straight into a trap.”

The Changeling struggled to hide his shock. ThenDion was going to be ambushed. He
had to get to somewhere private and warn them.

“Thank you, sir. | will return to the station.”

“You did a good job, Ensign.”

The Changeling nodded and smiled. He then tuameldquickly rushed to get off the ship
and warn the Dominion. As soon as he was off th isklidn’t take long for him to find a
quiet area where he could communicate to the Damiriie pulled out the device that would
make sure the transmission was impossible to datetplaced it on a console, integrated it
to the console. He quickly sent out the transmisdgut instead of getting a reply half a
dozen armed Starfleet officers beamed in around Ty all levelled their Phasers at him.

“I think you should come with us, Ensign,” samtcommanding officer of the Starfleet
officers.

“May | ask what this is all about?” asked the @giag innocently.

“We have some questions for you. | think you $tiotl touch that device on the console,
Research and Development will be interested in it.”

“What device? Oh that one. | was just examintmgyself. | am an engineer. | think | have
the right to know what you are going to be questigrme about.”

“All in good time.” The officer tapped his comlgel “We have the suspect. You can beam

us to the Brig.”

* k% %

The Changeling materialised in a small roomhmroom was a table where a Starfleet
officer sat. Behind him were two security guardd another officer. No doubt they were

from Starfleet Intelligence. The officer who wasitsel told him to take a seat.
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“What is this all about?” asked the Changelinghtat have |1 done wrong?”

“Now, now, don’t act innocent. We know you arspy with the Dominion.”

“What proof do you have?”

“Apart from the Dominion device you were foundng® Well, the sabotage attempts on a
dozen ships and your communications with a Fouhder.

The Changeling couldn’t hide his surprise. Tlam$mission was supposed to be totally
untraceable.

“You thought it was untraceable? Well, normatlywould be but this station doesn’t just use
Starfleet sensors. Whoever made this has bettanscs It picked up your very first
communication to the Founder. We knew you were frera the very beginning. But if you
want irrefutable evidence?”

The officer behind him pulled out a phaser anetfit at the Changeling. The phaser was set
to wide disbursal and hit a large area of the Chhng; the Changeling winced in pain and
started to return to his normal form. The officEpped firing when the Changeling returned
to the golden liquid form that was the Changelinggsural form. The Changeling returned to
his Ensign Muir form.

“I see | have been found out,” said the ChangeliBut you’ll never get any information
out of me. The Jem’Hadar will be here soon and thidyrescue me and kill you all.”

“You still don’t understand, do you? You helpesd Mou helped lure the Dominion here, we
wanted them to come. Thanks to you the Federatithiget their first large scale fleet
victory.”

The Changeling’s smile faded.

“This is but a minor setback,” spitted out thea@beling. “The Dominion cannot be
stopped. By holding me you will receive the mostregiating deaths!”

The Changeling started to yell and threaten ereryn the room.

The officer sitting at the table turned to theestofficer.

“Beam him to the special cell we have preparediim.”

The Changeling heard this and lashed out. Hisstretiched out like a whip. But it only got
halfway across the table when it hit a force fiflde Changeling looked over at the Starfleet
officers with pure hatred.

“For a God you are pretty inept,” said the Sesflofficer as he stood up. “Energise.”

The Changeling yelled and lashed out as thepater beam dematerialised him.

Page 22 of 62



Star Trek: Swiftfire | 23

Regression

“The Dominion fleet is exiting warp on the edgdshe system,” reported a commander in
the Guyra Moonbase’s Command Centre.

Admiral Harvey stood next to a display table thatl a hologram of the Guyra system, a
large number of red dots appeared on the edgeecfytbtem.

“Analysis?” asked the Admiral.

“735 ships, three-quarters, 550 are Jem’Hadaselesvith 185 Cardassian vessels.
Confirmed Jem’Hadar vessels as from the Thirte®iNision, communications between the
ships seem to indicate that they are split intedfstrike fleets of roughly equal size.
Cardassian fleet has been identified as the Ei§htddar, Twenty-Third Order. Gul Deerjal
is the fleet commander. We've detectddudet class dreadnought in the fleet that was not
included in the most up-to-date Intel files on @weler; suspect that it is the Cardassian
command vessel. Thé&eldonclass heavy warshigurath’ir, her usual command ship is also
present and has been assigned also as a priogst.ta

“The enemy blocks all easy paths out of the sysfievo groups are heading in system. The
smaller group is heading for Guyra Ill, the largesup of 582 ships are heading for the ships
orbiting Guyra IV. We have ships launching from base and heading to join the fleet. The
Excelsioris reporting that the 3rd and its Klingon continggare ready and waiting for the
order. 24 minutes until they reach the fleet.”

“Excellent, this is just like we planned. Sigtia¢ fleet that the plan is still go, remind them

to keep to the game plan.”

Admiral Robert DeSoto gripped the armrest ofdaigtain’s chair.

“Report!” yelled the Admiral.

“The ridge that supported the forward hull habagsed. We have sunk more into the
crater,” reported the Flight controller.

“Are we stable now?”

“I've got minimal thrusters now propping us up.”

“Okay. Just try and keep the energy emissions W don’t want to give away our
position.”
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Admiral DeSoto looked out of the viewscreen aiiv ithe darkness. He could barely make
out any of the moon’s surface. TEgcelsiorwas a state of the art ship, a completely
different ship from théloodhe had spent so many years in command of. Theasdssitting
in a crater on the far side of the Guyra IV mooheExcelsiorwas in charge the 3rd Tactical
Wing and a similar number of Klingon warships, ltke Excelsior sitting on the moon. The
group was hiding from the Dominion force, waitiray them to reach the right position
before they got up and moved to the rear of the iDmm fleet and trap them between them,
the rest of the fleet, the planet and the moonlkidsavasn’t exactly such what would happen
then but Admiral Harvey said he had a surprisétferDominion. DeSoto couldn’t wait to
see what it was.

“Admiral, Admiral Harvey has given us the pernossto go.”

“Helm, get us off this moon. Keep a low altitudalgil we reach the other side and then
proceed to the coordinates that the Admiral hat sen

TheExcelsiorrose from the moon surface, collapsing large sestad the crater it was
sitting in. The rest of the ships with tB&celsiorfollowed suit. TheExcelsiorsurged
forward; DeSoto flinched as the ship headed owehtirizon and into the light. The
Dominion Fleet was over the planet and headinghfermain Starfleet/Klingon fleet, which
was position forward of where the Planetary Staelvess. DeSoto led his group of over sixty

vessels to a position behind the Dominion fleet.

The Dominion fleet slowed to a stop as the siipsm DeSoto’s group got into position
behind the fleet. The large Dominion fleet was casgal of the small Attack Ships and
Hideki class vessel to the lar@alor and Battle cruisers. The fleet moved to a position
where it was just out of the weapons range of #eFation and Klingon ships. On one of
the Battle cruisers the Vorta Sadok’toran in charfgéne attack hailed the commander of the
Federation and Klingon forces. Admiral Harvey an®aedhe hail.

“Ah, Admiral Victor Harvey, how pleasant to talk you. | have studied your career and
you are a fine officer. It was a pity you abandosedtor 432 when you did, if you had stayed
just two more hours we would have met then.”

The Admiral didn’t look impressed with the Voradttitude.

“Yes, it is a pity, Pulnon. Why did you hail m&f2 you ready to discuss the terms of your

surrender?”
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Pulnon laughed. “Why Admiral your file didn’t mgon you had a fine sense of humour.
But | must ask you why you would think that we waslrrender? You may surround my
fleet but my group outhumbers you and you are ldddkom escape. | think you should be
the one surrendering,” said the over confident &ort

“I don’t think that is going to happen. You'llgaa lot of lives if you surrender.”

“So will you, Admiral. They can always breed mdem’Hadar and they can release a new
clone of me. Can they do that for you Admiral?”

The Admiral didn’t try and hide his contempt fbe Vorta.

Smug little twerpthought the Admiral.

“I didn’t think so,” continued the Vortd!'ll give you two minutes to surrender this system

and your fleet.”

* k k%

As the Vorta’s communication to the Admiral endlee Guyra IV moonbase’s Command
Centre erupted into activity.

“How long will it take for the system to power tpmaximum?” asked Admiral
Harvey.

“Four minutes, Admiral.”

“You’ve got two minutes. Transfer as much enexgyou can to the system.”

“Do you want me to deploy the weapons, sir?”

“No, keep them in their bays until the last pbEsmoment. How many can be bring to bear
on the Dominion force?”

“28 of the weapons can target them, but becatideeaange | think only 6 will be of any
use,” reported the Tactical Officer.

“You think?”

“Yes, sir,” said the now uncomfortable Tacticdfi€er. “All this is in theory. We need to
actually fire them to see what their range is. Thiall based on what we know about the
firing system and the energy decay rate.”

“l understand.”

The Admiral paced around nervously before fordimgself to sit.
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“You shouldn’t worry, Admiral,” said his seconad command. “By all accounts you should
be very optimistic. We have been exploring this méw over 70 years. 50 years ago we
found the first traces of a weapon system thaptbgious owners had left on the moon. It
took forty years to map then entire weapons systernis moon, but it took an hour to bring
it back online.”

The Admiral nodded. He knew the history of tlasility and had been briefed fully by the
old commander when he first moved the fleet heher&d were many amazing stories about
this place, but one that was most interesting Wwasmoon’s weapons system, which he was
surprised to know the moon had. The system wasmplex one and that because there had
been many cave-ins since the original ownerstefas hard for the Engineers to map the
moon’s systems and power relays, it didn’t helg rrecorders had difficulties penetrating
the moon. But from the damage to the base fronelargteor strikes it was not hard to
believe that the weapons system was to destroynaoyning asteroids, which had seemed to
plague this system over 1,000 years ago. Seveeksago they had found the main power
junction for the entire weapon system, which leghtito the systems control room. In a
testament to the construction of the control systemilt by the original owners it only took
an hour for the entire weapons system to be baltheodespite been inactive since 1500
BCE. The next question was what to do? Despite B0 years old the weapon system
was comparable to modern day weapons employedebdyatengi, it was a type of Plasma
weapon, thought the Plasma balls it fired were madler than the ones used on Ferengi
Starships, or at least that is what the Researtiaershought. A lot of what was going to
happen was all theory, even up to the point on kdrahey would actually fire! But the
Admiral had confidence that the system would work, if it didn’t there was a backup plan.
There were several Phaser and Photon torpedo eenpégats on the surface, the Dominion
fleet was at the edge of Photon Torpedo ranget uauld be enough to get their attention
and force them to move closer to the moon andlattalf not he would play his final card
and move the moon to them.

“Admiral, the Vorta is hailing you.”

“Tactical, how long until the system is ready?”

“I need another minute, Admiral,” reported theciieal officer.

“Okay. | should be able to stall them for a meutell he’s a Vorta | could get him talking

and he would never shut up. On screen.”
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An overly smug looking Vorta appeared on the @engen.

“Well, Admiral your time is up. | don’t see yosinips standing down.”

“That is because | want assurances,” counteredtmiral. “I'm making a decision on
behalf of thousands of beings. | want to make theg get the best possible deal.”

“You are in no position to negotiationrétorted the Vorta in a less then pleasant manner.
“But to demonstrate that the Dominion is not thé,daloodthirsty empire you think we are |
can guarantee that you and your men will be treatedd and moved to a secure facility in
Cardassian space away from the dangerous frontlingsid the Vorta in a totally opposite
tone to his previous statemet®f course you will be required to answer a few sjiens and
any help you can give the Founders to stop thisifioevar that is taking the lives of both
our fine soldiers will be appreciated.”

The Admiral managed a mock smile. “I'm sure itultb”

The Admiral looked over to the Tactical officehavgave him a thumbs up.

“I will start to give out the orders to my shijgsstand-down.”

“Excellent. You have saved many lives todayonystvill smile fondly on you, Admiral.”
The Admiral signalled for the transmission to bé cu

“I hate Vortas. The sooner we run them out ofAlgha Quadrant the better. Tactical, target
the front and rear Dominion cruisers. It shouldfose them.”

“Targets are locked, Admiral.”

“Fire.”

Various places on the moon’s surface split opehaut of the darkness raised large turrets
that would not have been out of place on Earth kwpssof the 20th century. Several of the
larger turrets rotated and the barrels shifted timtly pointed towards the Dominion Fleet.
Huge spherical balls of Plasma energy burst oth@barrels of these weapons with such
power the ground around the weapons shook, therrmononquakes were of enough power
to cause several crater walls to collapse. Thelke drzergy flew through space with only one
mission: death.

The Vorta in charge of the joint Dominion fleetried his head as he surveyed the
Federation and Klingon ships ahead of them. Thene 839 ships ahead and behind them.
An impressive fleet if only half of the ships thlhé Cardassians said were based in the

region. Plus there were two ships in system thaQrdassians had no records of. From
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there registries the Jem’Hadar had informed hiny there prototype starships. It was
disturbing that the Cardassians did not know abwege ships or that they were in this
system, though the Cardassians Intelligence gatipenethods weren’t that impressive, in
fact there wasn’'t much to be impressed with inGlaedassians. Their main importance to the
Dominion came from the fact that the wormhole wiagked. Without the steady lines of
supply to their main support base in the Gamma €umadhe Dominion forces in the Alpha
Quadrant were vulnerable. However, once the worentvals open again for travel the
Dominion would assert itself fully into the quadramd the Cardassians would be put in their
place.

But no matter, once the Federation were goneetsteof the Alpha and Beta Quadrant
powers would fall quickly and the Cardassians wdadgut into their place in mere servants,
not equals. But if they didn’t know about these twew ships and that Federation had been
ready and had plans to trap his fleet between waeFation/Klingon attack groups, the
planet and its moon, what else did they fail tafout? The notion that the Cardassians had
failed to find something that could destroy him malde Vorta worry. But he soon saw the
foolishness in fearing beings that were not undemerciful gaze of the Founders.

“Have the Federation and Klingon ships shut dtvair weapon systems yet?” he asked the
Jem’Hadar First.

The head Jem’Hadar, or first, moved and chedkedénsor station.

“They have not.”

“I did not think the Admiral would just surrendéte is probably buying time for the rest of
his forces to get here. Tell the forward shipsatgét the Federation and Klingon vessels and
destroy them.”

The Jem’Hadar nodded and started to order théHaetar on the communication system to
signal the fleet when out of the Vorta’s field aéw several large balls of golden energy
appeared and slammed into the large Dominion Betttissers at the front of the fleet. The
Vorta watched as one ball of energy hit the upjpet ghield of a Battle cruiser causing it to
dance with light at it tried to dissipate the enyeitgut it was of no use. The shields failed and
the ball of energy hit the ship’s hull, vaporisihgut it didn’t stop there. It continued to melt
through the hull until it was just about right tvay through when the Battle cruiser
exploded, destroying two Attack Ships that werelase formation to the ship.

“Vorta, we have come under attack,” reportedRist.
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“| can see that!”

“They have also hit the rear ships.”

Pulnon turn around and saw a dying explosionaalud of debris.

“Where are we under attack from? Who attacks saif the Vorta in panic.

“It appears to be coming from the orbiting moon.”

The Vorta look up until he had the moon in viavd &e saw balls of light getting bigger and
bigger.

“The moon is armed? Cardassian Intelligence didmention this! What type of weapons
are they using? No Federation weapon can carvaghrour ships like that!”

“It appears to be some sort of advanced Plasmedbaeapon.”

“That is impossible!” shouted the Vorta. “For a$ma burst fired from that distance to
contain enough energy to do that to a Battle cruisgeould need to be the size of a space
station! The weapon to fire it would need huge. Weild notice a weapon like that on that
moon. We would be able to see it from here!”

“I do not disagree with your statement, Vortat Biat is what our sensors tell us.”

The Vorta could not hide his anger. He lookedkladat at his fleet. The Jem’Hadar were
still in position and getting slaughtered. He krtéat the Jem’Hadar would stay where they
were until he told them otherwise. As for the Casllans, most of their ships had broken
formation, the smaller ships kept in motion in hopat they would not be anywhere near the
next blast while the larger ships had moved sodhlm’Hadar ship stood between them and
the moon.

“First, signal all ships and tell them to convei@n the moon orbiting Guyra IV. Tell all
ships blockading the system to also join in thacktt

“That will allow the Starfleet and Klingons shifzsescape,” argued the First.

“Do as | order! We cannot take this system if Hegleration have such a powerful platform
to attack from. We must destroy it!” decreed Pulnéte turned back to look at the moon but

found his view completely obscured by a ball ohtig

“Take that you arrogant Vorta!” cheered the Adrhas he watched Pulnon’s flagship
disintegrate as it was annihilated by a plasma .bldarvey felt extra joy seeing the
Jem’Hadar ships explode. They were from the Jertiér@hirteenth Division, which had
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driven the Fifth from Sector 432 and had houndeantisince. Pulnon’s death would not
hamper the Dominion for long as one of his subatis would quickly take charge.
However, it still felt good to turn the tables aedr the enemy apart.

“Sir, I've noticed something,” reported the Taaliofficer. “The Plasma fire is not
disbursing.”

“What do you mean?” asked the Admiral.

“Well, the major reason that most races don'tRlssma energy weapons on their starships
is that once it fires, the Plasma quickly disbursesking it a purely short range weapon,
which at short range has the ability to destroytrsbgs in one or two shots. When facing a
hostile ship armed with Plasma weapons the beas tioi do is stay at long range so that the
enemy ship’s fire has little effect. But this syateomehow manages to keep the Plasma
charge from disbursing at all, until it hits whéracts a lot like a torpedo and explodes.”

“Do these weapons have any bad points?” askedradralking to himself more then to
anyone else.

“Yes, their firing rate is nowhere near that bapers or the latest torpedo launchers. They
would also be of limited effectiveness againstdhmaller and faster enemy ships. Whoever
created these weapons obviously intended themstooydarge and fairly slow targets.”

“Since they don’t dissipate then we should fildree weapons, even the small ones would
be able to hit the Dominion fleet.”

“| already tried and it doesn’t work. The Plasemergy managed to overwhelm its
containment, but it does have a much greater rédregewe first thought but not that great.”
Admiral Harvey watched as another wave of firetlvet Dominion Fleet, destroying more
ships. The Dominion Fleet suddenly started to mowe. small Attack Ships artdideki class
ships quickly turned to face the moon and chargédllampulse. The larger Dominion ships
turned and accelerated towards the moon, thouglslatver rate than the smaller ships.

“The Dominion Fleet is heading towards us,” thetical officer checked the sensors.

“Even the ships at the edge of the system arengpim.”

“What about the ships heading for Guyra I11?”

“They are still heading for the planet. Strange.”

“Tell Admiral DeSoto and General G'tor to closean the fleet and engage. Tell Admiral
Masters to stay at Guyra Ill and protect it, | domant the Dominion to slaughter civilians

because we failed to protect them.”
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“Here they come, Captain. | have 24 Dominion shipBattle cruisers, 4 Strike Cruisers
and the rest are Attack ships,” reported Lt. ConoteawWhitechapel. Captain Masters shifted
in his captain’s chair. The 268th numbered 32 bitpss the same number as at the start of the
conflict. They had not suffered any losses yetHmutioubted that would hold. They only had
a small numerical advantage in this battle agdivessenemy. Not all of the ships would make
it out of the battle intact.

“Captain, your...” Terri was about to sayour father” but quickly moved to fix the
mistake. “I mean, Admiral Masters is hailing usatbhput it on the main screen?”

The Captain nodded, not giving any indication thenoticed the Lieutenant’s mistake.
Admiral Masters appeared on the main viewscreemndehim you could clearly make out
the bridge of a starship.

“Captain, the Dominion is moving in on the moosbaround Guyra IV. Admiral Harvey
wants us to stay and protect the Guyra Ill. I'mitsiplg my group into two, a rear and
forward group. | am going to command the rear shipgant you to command the forward
ships.”

Jonathan was surprised. “I'm not even in commafmhe of the wings,” he said.

“You are now. | prefer not to link my commandaiatspecific wing. You have command of
Brand’s wing, your current wing.”

Tactical wings were made of several smaller wimgsch of course had a lead vessel. This
meant that the tactical wing commander could jasisphis orders to the lead vessel and have
them organise their group. The 268th was made tipefvings, two cruiser wings, a
Mirandawing, a frigate and destroyer wing.

The commander of the tactical wing had a choibetiner or not to include their ship in a
specific wing, it was more common for them to tihemot. TheSwiftfirewas part of cruiser
wing 6 (in relation to the Fifth Fleet, it was ar wing 1 in the tactical wing), with the
Warwickas their lead vessel. He had assumed that hig fathdd just take command of his
wing as well.

“I don't think that is a good idea.”
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“Once again, it wasn’'t my idea. Brand suggesteat tyou take command if | didn’t.
However, if it makes you feel uncomfortable | ceve ghe command to another captain.”
Jonathan did want to be in command, even if it fwas short time. It would be an
opportunity to show what he could do. On the otiaard it did feel like he was getting a hand
out from his father, which was something he alwagsted to avoid. He had to make a
decision quickly.

“Okay,” he replied monotone.

Admiral Masters obviously had expected a moratedaesponse and seemed to be off
balance for a few seconds.

“Your task is to engage and keep the large cmsisit there, take out as many of the
smaller ships as you can but don’t worry if any g&s$t you, that’s what my rear group is for.
It is just about impossible for a static group togsships like the Attack ship from
penetrating.”

“I will do my best, Admiral.”

Jonathan’s cold response continued to throw tth@iral off.

“I know you will. If you need any help, just heik.”

The group broke up as tAenbassadoled a dozen ships, part of the other cruiser wimg) a
the frigate wing, closer to the planet. Jonatharermeed the ships he had been left in
command of. He placed his larger force, his cruigag, in the centre and had to two other
wings flank him.

“Lieutenant Letac, send these formation ordetfi¢oother ships. Inform me when they are
all in position. Helm, move us into position also.”

The wait for the Dominion to reach weapons ramnge not a long one but the anxiety felt
by everyone on the ship seemed to make it laselong

“The Dominion fleet is in range, Captain. The tRatruisers are shielding the Attack Ships
so it is hard for us to get a clear shot.”

“Ignore the Attack Ships. Target the fourth atfith fBattle cruisers. Signal the rest of the
ships to open fire.”

The Starfleet ships opened fire on the incomiognimion Ships. The Dominion
immediately replied in kind and the two sides gt@tio exchange fire.

The Swiftfirerocked as it received fire from one of the Battigigers.
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“Signal theT’hanuand theFrontier and have them make hit and run attacks on the
Dominion ships from the left flank. Signal tRéar LapandLongto hit the right.”

Lieutenant Letac nodded and sent the orders ttotiveships, twdVliranda class starships
broke formation and looped around to the right eileMediterranearclassT’hanuand the
Challengerclass Frontier went to the left.

“Order all ships to move forward in formationydered Jonathan.

The two formations started to close on each otherStarfleet formation was spread out in
a more defensive wall pattern while the Dominiomfation was closely packed with the
Battle cruisers shielding the smaller ships. Badles hammered each other with energy
weapon and torpedo fire. But the Battle cruiserseve¢ a disadvantage, not only were they
outnumbered but the four flanking ships meant tteydn’t concentrate their fire or shield
power forward like the Starfleet ships could.

“Lt. Commander, prepare to fire three Quantumpédoes from the port facing tubes.”

“There are no ships in their arcs, Captain.”

“You don’t have to target any ships just launoérh when | say.”

Nikki nodded not fully understanding what the @ap had planned. Then she noticed that
the Captain had not even looked up from the scoedms armrest since the battle begun.
Even now he was busy pressing buttons; it washi&kevasn't interested in the battle.

From out of the Battle cruiser shield the four&rCruisers moved into view. Nikki
wondered what they were doing. From their headnegy tvere heading for gaps in the
formation, including a gap between tBwiftfireand another ship, but they were too far out,
they would be cut apart by the Starfleet ships. Sdresible thing would have been to wait
until the Battle cruisers hit the Starfleet forroati

“Are the torpedoes ready, Lt. Commander?” askedthan.

“Y-yes, Captain,” said Nikki, embarrassed that Bad been distracted from her duty.

The Captain turned to her.

“Excellent. Fire.”

Nikki fired the torpedoes and looked up to thewscreen just in time to see the Strike
Cruisers accelerate impossibly fast. The viewscseelilenly changed to show the view to
port where three blue streaks moved away fronSiudtfire Then the ship to th8wiftfires

port opened fire with its Phasers, Nikki was altougell a warning when the blurry image of
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a ship appeared and ran straight into two of theetboes, the third impacted on its side,
though the view was obscured by the explosions fiwertorpedoes Nikki was sure that the
Phaser blasts had hit the ship on the other sige Slrike Cruiser continued on its course for
a few seconds before exploding.

“What the hell was that?” asked Susan.

“It was a Strike Cruiser. Damn things have “bunstpulse engines. They give the ship a
sudden burst of speed so they can penetrate emeesy’ lexplained the Captain.

“How do you know that?” asked Terri.

“The privilege of having the rank of Captain. @idy of the Strike Cruisers get through?”
Terri quickly checked the sensors.

“One did. Its shields are down and it has hudldmhes. An easy kill for the guys at the
back.”

The ship rocked again as it received more fioenfthe Dominion ships.

“Ah, they haven't forgotten about us. Order tve bther wings to break formation an

engage their flank fully. Let’s whittle down the&iumbers.”

Meanwhile at the Guyra IV moon the Dominion fleat closed and were bombarding the
moon, while fighting off the Starfleet and Klingships. High above the moon the Battle
cruisers andsalor class cruisers poured fire down onto the moonmntben returned in kind,
photon torpedoes, phaser fire and plasma fire thnpeat the ships. Closer to the moon
Strike Cruisers anborin class ships dived down firing at the moon. Attaleips ancHidekis
flew metres above the moon’s surface as they athtikle weapons on the surface. Birds of
Prey followed the Dominion and Cardassian shipsipguisruptor fire at Dominion ships.
Sending some crashing into the surface but mateif fire just chewed up the moon’s
surface.

Deep in the moon the Changeling who had beerucaptooked nervously up at the ceiling
as the room shook, a true testament of the amdydveer been thrown at the surface.

“There is no need to worry, Shapeshifter. Yoierfds aren’t going to save you. The
defences of this moon are destroying your shipefdlsan your ships are destroying the
defences,” said one of the two guards

“You are fools if you think this cell will hold Bounder,” snarled the Changeling.
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“We’ll see. | hope they decide to throw you iatdlack hole.” The guard turned to the other
guard. “I'm going to get a drink, you want one?”

“Sure,” said the other guard who had his feetng was reading a PADD.

The guard got to the door and turned around.

“Make sure you watch our guest.”

“Sure. I'll even fluff his pillows before he go&s bed.”

The two guards laughed. The Changeling looked vthe guard who returned to his
reading. With the other guard who kept an eye améwery minute gone this was the
Founder’s best chance of escape.

A few minutes later the other guard returned.

“The replicators on this level are...” the guaroizie as he saw the cell. It was empty.

“The Changeling, its escaped!” he yelled.

“WHAT?” The other guard yelled as he jumped t® fieiet. He grabbed his Phaser rifle and
both guards carefully moved to the cell weaponise

They both lowered their weapons. “Totally emgigw the hell did it escape?”

“The mattress, it's turned against the wall. lishhave cut a hole in wall. Probably turned
into some type of metal eating beetle and chewsdavhy out. Set your rifle to stun, if it
jumps out at me | don’t want you to accidentallly kie. Lower the force field.”

The other guard nodded and moved to the controte@mwall next to the cell. The other
guard raised his rifle and nodded. The force fileldhed as it was shut down. The other
guard quickly positioned himself behind the firgiagd as the first guard slowly entered the
cell. He reached out with one hand to the mattrassful to keep his rifle trained on it. He
quickly grabbed it and threw it back.

“Watch it!” yelled the other guard. “You hit mettv the mattress. What do you see?”

“Nothing.” He heard a gurgle from the other guatHey, don’t make noises at me! You
lost him.”

The guard turned around to see the other guasithgehis rifle at him.

“What are you doing?” asked the guard.

He was about to ask again when he saw the botheadfther guard behind the other guard.
It dawned on him and he quickly pulled his rifle lugt it was too late, the Changeling fired
his rifle, hitting the guard in the head.
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The Changeling looked down at the dead guards.

“I told you that the cell would not hold me.”

The Changeling went to the nearest console ahedoup a report of the battle so far.
Unfortunately for him the guards had been righte Dominion fleet was been slaughtered.
From the reports the Dominion fleet had destroyketha Starfleet weapon platforms on the
surface, but the alien weapons were harder toaedtew had been destroyed so far and at
this rate the Dominion would run out of ships beftite Federation ran out of surface guns.
He needed to do something; it was his fault the D@n fleet was in this predicament. If he
didn’t do something the Dominions single greatesslin a thousand years would happen.
Not only would this be a material defeat but a rmdedeat. The Federation moral would
increase when the news that nearly 800 Dominiopsshad been destroyed in a single
engagement. They would get more bold and confiadeghger races and empires in the Alpha
and Beta Quadrant might decide to join the Fedmnaince they see that the Dominion was
not unstoppable. It could lead to the Dominionfstfdefeat in its history and if that
happened...he didn’t want to think of the repercussibwould have in the Gamma
Quadrant. The Changeling brought up a view of giéldraging out in space. He ended up
staring at the planet in the distance. Suddenlyesioimg came to him; he had a plan, one that

would win the battle for the Dominion.

Jonathan gripped his armrest as the ship shdukbattle had progressed much like he
thought it would. Once he had broken up the foramaéind the Starfleet ships started to make
slashing attacks against the Battle cruisers adidiitt take long for the Battle cruisers to
release the Attack ships, half went for the pldhetrest moved to support their larger
brethren. It was going well but it had not beerhwiit loss.

TheSwiftfireand a Battle cruiser exchanged broadsides as #ssed each other. The
Swiftfireswung around to put the Battle cruiser in its fax@rpedo arc. With four impulse
engines and numerous thrustersAlk@a was far faster and more manoeuvrable them the
Dominion Battle cruiser. Th8wiftfirewas soon directly behind the Battle cruiser where i
fired a several quick Phaser beams and severadogs. The Phaser beams hit the Battle
cruiser’s shields, quickly followed by the torpedo®ne torpedo penetrated and impacted on
the back of the top left nacelle. TBwviftfire quickly veered to port as the Battle cruiser fired

its impressive Phased Polaron beam complementhitetve Swiftfire
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“Report,” asked the Captain.

“Shields at 84%. We haven't lost any more shipsestheLong All of the Attack ships that
headed to the planet have been dealt with. OnlyBaitle cruisers and two Attack ships
remain.”

Jonathan looked at the viewscreen, which displdlye battle. Th&xcelsiorclass USS
Aldrin fired at one of the remaining Battle cruisers viishPhasers. The Battle cruiser
returned with a murderous amount of fire. Eheelsior'sshields gave way and several
blasts hit the ship’s hull vaporising hull and cralike. One blast hit the impulse engines at
the back of the saucer section. The engine explddkuhg a large section out of the back of
the saucer. The other impulse engine received shfFdmm the explosion, taking it offline.
TheMalinchemoved so to shield its sibling from the Battle saxiwhile theShokiaand the
Phar Lapattacked from opposite sides. They battered th@ssbhield down and ripped the
Battle cruiser’s hull apart with Phasers and togssd

“Lieutenant Letac, where is the nearest Domirsbip?” asked the Captain.

“There is a Battle cruiser at Bearing 163, Mari81

“Helm, get us on the heading. | think we needdd another Dominion ship to the tally.”

* k k%

The Changeling stepped over the dead bodiesdfib security guards who had been
stationed at the entrance to the propulsion congntre. He opened the doors and stepped
into the room where half a dozen Engineers wereitmramg the system. The head Engineer
looked up from his console at the Changeling.

“Is everything alright? We heard a lot of noise.”

The Changeling turned and shut the door, lockiimgthe process.

“The situation looked bleak, but it is about tiort around,” said the Changeling as he faced
the door.

The head Engineer looked to the officer nextito. iBoth shrugged.

“Ah, what exactly does that mean?”

The Changeling slowly turned to face the Engisgleis Phaser rifle raised.

“It means your presence is no longer required.”
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The Changeling opened fire at the stunned Engin&don he was the only one standing.
The Changeling rushed over to the main operatimgae. Just as he thought the Engineers
had been moving the moon so that the fighting hadlg moved away from the Planetary
Starbase. The Changeling did some quick calculat@om then started to reorientate the

moon.

“Admiral! We've changed course!”

“What?” asked the stunned Admiral Harvey as hedd to face the officer.

“We’re going in the opposite direction, back todsthe Starbase. | can’t raise the crew in
the propulsion centre. | can’t even raise the galardside the centre!”

“Something has happened. Transport a security teaghe centre, now.”

The Admiral had a bad feeling about this. Lostogtact with crew was normally a bad sign
and during battle it was a very bad sign.

“I can’t beam them. There is a force field préiteg the room.”

This was a very, very bad sign. Admiral Harveuylda’t understand how this had
happened? No Dominion or Cardassian troops haddstarto the facility. Who could have
taken over that room?

“Lieutenant, send a security team to the Brig.”

The Admiral waited a nervous few minutes untilgo¢ a report back from the Security.

“Admiral, the two guards are dead. One shot amel dther had his neck broken. We did a
Phaser sweep of the whole room and the Changedingti here,reported a Security officer.

“That is because he is in the propulsion certieutenant, get a team to the Propulsion
centre and see if they can get in. Can you shytaifer to the room?”

“No, the room uses a separate power system, vibichly controlled from the Propulsion
room.”

“Damn! Increase Security to all control areas.atMhill the Changeling gain by altering our
position? | don't like this at all.”

20 minutes later and Starfleet Security stillfiachanaged to get to the Changeling.

“The Shapeshifter has managed to put force fieldsywhere. My personnel can't find a
way through. | suggest we bring in some heavy wespad blow our way in, Admiral,”

suggested the Security officer.

Page 38 of 62



Star Trek: Swiftfire | 39

Regression

“No. We can’t damage the systems in that roonstrabit is beyond our ability to reverse
engineer and we need those systems to correcbouse No, there has to be a less violent
way in.”

The Security officer didn’t look too happy withet Admiral’s refusal of his plan.

“Fine. We will try again. Maybe there’s a junctighat connects to the room that we don’t
know about. Security out.”

The Admiral’s adjutant came up and whisperedh&oAdmiral, “Sir, blasting our way
through might be the best thing to do. There igmarantee that Security will get in another
way and not damage or destroy something in thahrdde longer we leave...”

“We’ve stopped!” cried the officer who had beeaonttoring the moons orbit.

“Did Security manage to cut power to the systeasKed the Admiral.

“No, the propulsion system stopped us. For wratesason the Changeling wanted us to
stop here.”

“Where exactly is here?” asked the Admiral’'s Adjut.

“We're still in the moons normal orbit. Locationge’re directly in line with the Planetary
Starbase!”

“He must have moved us so the Dominion Fleetdoukke a run at the base.”

“That makes no sense,” said the Admiral. “The Doan fleet always had the option of
making an attack on the base.”

“Yes, but the Changeling must think that we waisk firing all our weapons on a fleet
heading straight for the base in fear that if wesnwve will help the Dominion will the base’s
shields.”

“But the Plasma fire dissipates when it hitsphenet’s atmosphere,” stated the Tactical
officer.

“But the Changeling wouldn’t know that. | doul® has had the time to notice that,” said
the Adjutant.

“It seems like a rather desperate move,” saidltmical officer.

“Because it is.”

The Admiral mulled the situation over.

“That would be a good plan if the Changeling onbnted to destroy the base but he has

another mission,” said the Admiral. The officersomkere listening just stared at the
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Admiral. “To destroy this moonbase. While we haviaé Dominion can’t take this system.
So he has to do it, somehow.”

The Changeling checked the coordinates he hadhjustted into the Propulsion system and
then checked the power readings.

Foolish solidshe thoughtThey never cut my connection to the main power. gias
system may have its own generator but it could maygply me with the power | need for this
next move. They have contributed to my victoryDitx@inion’s victory.

The Changeling started the countdown and piclellisiPhaser rifle. No one was going to
be using this system in the foreseeable future.

In the Command Centre the room lights dimmedardole lights flickered. Admiral
Harvey was about to ask what was going on wheetitiee room shook with enough force to

dislodge people and consoles alike.

Admiral DeSoto watched as three quantum torpepisesaunched from thExcelsiorcame
to a fiery end when they connected with the briofyaGalor class cruiser. The battle so far
had been a stunning success. The Dominion fleetaas around 350 ships while Starfleet
and Klingon losses had been light. The battle veag @ set of skirmishes instead of a wide
area battle. The bulk of the Dominion ships bomedrthe moon’s surface, the rest fought at
its flanks holding the Starfleet ships back, natt tiney wanted to move forward where a
stray Plasma blast could take out any of the ®trthnd Klingon heavy ships. The small
Attacks ships had taken to the surface where thelletl with theSabre Defiantand
Peregrineclass ships. The entire Cardassian contingentdikshfoack to the far side of the
moon, which had few Plasma weapons engaging the®oi had led a group to harass the
Cardassians to stop them from flanking the Staréied Klingon ships flanking the
Dominion ships. So far the group had set up ar@uwelry large ship, far larger than anything
Starfleet, the Klingons or even the Dominion hathia battle. It was a typical Cardassian
design and had overly long “fins” at the front ditheGalor, though these didn’t house the
warp nacelles they were below on a smaller setin$™ So far the ship had not come
forward to engage the Starfleet-Klingon forces. Taedassians seemed happy to let it sit
back with its five-ship escort and watch.

TheExcelsior'sHelmsman turned the ship around and headed inraedack towards the

moon. He spotted one of the ship’s from his commiaralbit of trouble.
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“You see théGalor andNorin ships attacking the USSreed Move in and take them out.”
As the ship dived at the ships DeSoto looked ahthen’s surface. Thradidekiclass ships
were desperately trying to lose the two Birds ayRhat were pursuing them, firing
relentlessly. One of thididekiscouldn’t avoid the Klingon disruptor fire and itsislds
flared before giving way. The disruptors chewedrtraa of the ship apart sending it
careening into the surface and then all hell bitokse.

The surface of the moon glowed red for a secafdrb erupting, sending huge pieces of
the moon out into space. The remaining thidekisand the Birds of Prey vanished in the
explosion of fire and rock. Asteroids were hurlatbithe two fleets. The USSreed
exploded, as one asteroid ploughed through ititikeas nothing. Th&alor suffered the
same fate but thdorin managed to avoid the rocks. But as it manoeuvresgdape it up
suddenly thrown away from the moon and into anraste

“FULL REVERSE!” yelled DeSoto. “BRING US ABOUT!”

TheExcelsiorstarted to head away and turned to avoid the adtstarm. But it was
painfully obvious that the ship would not out rin i

“ALL POWER TO SHIELDS! BRACE FOR...”

DeSoto was cut off but the roar of the shockwitra¢ had hit thélorin, which was
travelling much faster than the asteroids, hadtaken them. DeSoto was thrown around like
a rag doll as the ship was sent end over end. yuftki the Excelsior,the shockwave had
either deflected the large asteroids away fronohérad shattered them into smaller ones that
now impacted the hull with the strength of a Phdtopedo. The shields tried in vain to hold
out the onslaught but soon the small rock missiese smashing into the hull, some dented
the hull or just shatter but the majority penetldtee hull causing secondary explosions.

As soon as it started it stopped. Admiral DeSotodd himself onto his knees.

“Report!” he ordered in what sounded like a whkisp

The Bridge was full of smoke, sparks flashedlimiaections from ruptured EPS units. He
saw an officer lying next to him. He turned theadf over but from the unnatural angle of
the officer’'s head the Admiral knew that she wasdde

“Report!” DeSoto said again. He couldn’t figunet ovhy he was whispering. He repeated
his order again.
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A figure appeared from the smoke, it was hid fificer. The First officer’s lips were
moving but he couldn’t hear a thing. He stared wghe officer. The Officer paused and
spoke; again DeSoto could not hear him. The Offioait next to DeSoto and grabbed his
shoulders and spoke again.

“Admiral, can you hear me?” the Admiral could &grhear him.

“What's the damage?”

“You’re shouting. You probably have ruptured eards. Your ears aren’t as sturdy as my
Bolian ears. You look like you're in shock; we ndedjet you to sickbay.”

DeSoto grabbed his First officer by his collar.

“How bad is it, damn it!”

The First officer looked away briefly.

“We’re out of it. Engines, weapons, sensor, yama it, its offline. Life support is just
holding. We have multiple hull breaches and we haperts of deaths all over the ship. Only
4 out of the nine officers on the Bridge are stilve. We are in a slow spin heading away
from the moon and the battle; visually we can’t aeg Dominion of Cardassian ships
following. The Dominion are probably still on thther side and the Cardassians probably
were hit as hard as we were. We think we can getihttusters to bring us to a stop. We're
seeing if any of the shuttles are still operatipifado we're going to take one and head back
to the battle and get some help.”

“What about the rest of the ships in the group?”

The First officer shook his head.

“The ones that were any closer to the moon tisenwell, it is most likely that they were
destroyed. We can’t contact or detect fifteen ships our tactical wing. We don’t know
how many of those are destroyed but the shipsictogbe moon...they didn’t have a
chance.”

DeSoto looked shocked.

“How could something like this happen?”

“I don’t know, sir. But I think we should worrybaut getting you to Sickbay before we

worry about what happened back there.”

* k% %
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The Command Centre on the moonbase was a shambl#ies, equipment and parts of the
wall and ceiling were strewed across the room. Tauetical officer was the first person to get
back to their console.

“The Changeling has fired the main thrusterstied@n the far side of the moon. The
thrusters are below the surface and need to bevarem before firing. Not sure if didn’t do it
because he didn’t know or if it was just to causacs.”

“That is if they could be uncovered. We alwayspgcted that this moon was not natural to
this planet. Geographical studies showed a sigmifichange in tidal patterns around the time
this base was built and we suspect this moon vkas tiiom one of the outer bodies. That is
why it has such a powerful thruster system, to loreaut of orbit of a large body not to keep
it in orbit. They must have moved it just so it [wbact as an outpost,” said the Adjutant as he
got up off the ground. “Admiral, you had a bet wileneral G’tor about this didn’t you?
Admiral?” The Adjutant looked around and saw thevial was still on the ground. He ran
over and checked Admiral Harvey's pulse, luckilyies still alive, and then ran a scan of
the Admiral with a Tricorder.

“He’s just unconscious. | don't think it would @my good to take him to Sickbay it will be
full of patients with more serious injuries,” saige Adjutant.

“Sir, Security got into the Propulsion room aha/as empty. The Changeling destroyed all
the consoles. We can’t shut down the engines.”

“Where are we heading, Lieutenant?” asked theitad.

The Tactical officer’s fingers danced over thesale as she tried to find the answer. A look
of absolute shock came to her face.

“We’re heading for Guyra IV!”

“That insane fool! He's sent us on a crash couisie a planet!” cried the Adjutant in shock.
“Can you cut power to the engines?”

“Even if | could it wouldn’t stop us. We haveotmmuch momentum.”

“How long until we hit the atmosphere?”

A grim look came to the officer’s face. “Two moiies and thirty-two seconds.”

“Send out orders to evacuate the base. Sena calt and see if you can get more ships to
aid the evacuation.”
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The evacuation order went out across the endise ko the hundreds of personnel that were
manning the base. Currently only a few ships reewinside the base and some of those
were there because they were too damaged to fighgdjutant knew that the ships that
could leave would have a hard time to get everyaridefore they had to leave. People
were going to be left behind. He pushed that thbogt of his mind as he picked up
Admiral Harvey. The admiral’s flagship had remaime the base and it was now the
adjutant’s mission to make sure that Harvey escapddy extension him as well no matter
how sick it made him feel.

He tapped his combadgeTdsmantwo to beam out.”

As the seconds counted down the ships that deala the base were forced to leave, all
knowing that they were leaving behind friends aolieagues to perish. Several other ships
had moved close to the moon to assist in beamihthblbase’s protection against
transporters made things difficult. The Dominitips did not take pity on them either and
attacked the ships aiding the evacuation. Witherseconds left the last ship exited the
moon and the moon stuck Guyra IV’s upper atmosphBieectly below an assortment of
shuttles rushed to the air as they evacuated Hrb&te, they were packed with as many
people as they could hold.

The surface of the moon glowed as it burnt ity d@wn towards the surface. Chucks of
the moon broke apart under the force but it wagnguing to be enough. The moon

completed its four minute journey in devastating apectacular fashion.

The crew of th&wiftfire watched as the moon disappeared as Guyra IV edlips Then
over the horizon came a wave of fire that lit up tlark side of the planet like a sun. The
wave continued, vaporising plants, animals and myvéaving nothing in its wake.

“By the Prophets!” muttered Terri in a voice Hgrabove a whisper. “An extinction level
event. It's all gone.”

The crew had just withessed the tide of the datitin. They had seen the explosion as the
moon’s engines ignited that had devastated thél&taand Klingon forces holding the
Cardassians at bay. The moon’s sudden shift lsadcalught ships close to it off guard and
several crashed into the surface. The base’s wsapent offline and once that had

happened the Dominion’s telling numbers came baitkplay as they took advantage of the
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confused forces as they were split between aidiagvacuation of the moon and holding
their ground. The Cardassians then outflankedsateeof the fleet resulting in heavy
casualties for the defenders. The position at &ilyrwas lost.

A large group of Dominion and Cardassian shipeewew heading for Guyra lll. The
Starfleet ships guarding the planet could not eixapg meaningful reinforcements from the
rest of the fleet. With that the evacuation of @Gull had begun. However, evacuating over
100,000 colonists would be a slow task. Buwéftfireand most of the ships had moved far
from the planet. The plan was to engage the ersgmpg and fight a delaying action to give
the evacuation as much time as possible. AgaiptataMasters was in charge of the
forward group.

“Captain, the ships have entered the maximumeafgur torpedoes,” reported Nikki.

“Order all ships to open fire. Target the snradleips, they are the fastest and if they get

past use they will have an easy time with the exon ships.”

For the next forty minutes tt®&wiftfires forward group fought to stall the enemy advance
on Guyra lll, but a steady stream of reinforcemémtbie shape of light cruisers and smaller
vessels was seriously hampering their efforts.

Jonathan gripped his armrest as the ship rockedport!”

Lieutenant Letac pushed herself off her cons@leod stained it and from the pain in her
nose she guessed that she had broken it whendeeama the console had come into contact.

“The Frontier just bought it. She took one too many hits todragineering hull and its
warp core destabilised,” she reported. “Captamhmikal Masters has sent use orders to fall
back to his position. He also says that we afeltow the course he has sent us.”

The forward group had done their best to slowetlemy down but they were losing ships
and if they stayed where they were they would altlbstroyed.

“Well, we aren’t slowing them down one bit. Fa#ick. Helm, follow that course the
Admiral sent us. Order all ships to do the saW#hitechapel, keep those enemy ships off

”

us.

TheSwiftfire fell back with the remaining eight ships of itsvi@rd group and joined with
the rear guard ships. The forward group had taksimange route back to Guyra lll; it had
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looped around instead of going the most directaouiuckily the smaller Dominion and
Cardassian ships had decided to stay with thejetaorethren instead of harassing them all
the way back. The evacuation was still ongoing gindtles, transports and freighters were
making their run from the planet. Fortunately test of the fleet had rallied somewhat and
was holding the main enemy fleet at bay allowingtlf@ civilians to escape.

TheSwiftfiretook position to the port of thtmbassadar Jonathan hailed thlembassadar

“It's good to see you got back in one piece, Captasaid Admiral Masters‘Now you
called to ask me why | sent you on the scenic roatk here? Just keep your eyes forward
and prepare to fire on my mark.”

The Admiral cut the transmission before Jonattmrid say anything. He looked over to
Susan who just shrugged. Jonathan watched asaitmenidn and Cardassian ships got
closer.

“They have entered weapons’ range,” reported Nikk

“Wait for the Admiral’s signal,” he ordered. Whihe didn’t get on well with his father he
would still acknowledge the chain of command andh&e to admit his father’s reputation
was well deserved.

“They've locked weapons on us,” said Terri. “Whahe Admiral waiting for?”

Nobody answered Terri’'s question because theg aglin the dark as she was.

“They are powering up their weapons and are pregéo fire.”

“Put maximum shield power to the forward shi€ldsid Jonathan.

The Dominion ships opened fire. Their phasednpoldbeams didn’t travel far. The beams
stopped only a few metres ahead of the ships anel rgplaced by explosions. As the
explosion spread out it set off more explosiongrSihe Dominion fleet was hidden behind
numerous explosions.

“The Admiral must have left a minefield of tores there,” said Terri. “The weapons fire
was enough to set them off. He have a messagetfredmiral,all ships open firé
Jonathan signalled for Nikki to comply with the erdTheSwiftfires torpedo launchers fired
and were followed by the Phaser arrays firing thivdistance. There were explosions as the
rest of the fleet fired on the Dominion fleet.

“All ships close and engage at close rangegime Admiral Masters’ orders over the fleet

comm. Channel.
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The Starfleet ships engaged the Dominion and&3ardn ships at close range. The space
around the ships was filled with beams of bluig#lopv and golden light, flashes of red and
blue, and explosions. For a violent twelve minukesStarfleet ships held the Dominion and
Cardassian ships at bay.

“Captain, three Cardassian ships have...” Nikkik#acas a power unit overloaded behind
her. “They have broken through.”

“On screen.”

The three Cardassian ships in question appearéuoviewscreen. Twlorin class light
Cruisers and the over kilometre and a half longd@ssian ship were way towards the planet.
TheNorinswere already accelerating away from the larger ahgbwere headed for the
refugee ships.

“Ensign Cole, intercept tho$éorin class ships. We need to take them out or they'll
slaughter the colonists,” ordered Jonathan.

Fortunately th&wiftfirewas closer to the refugee ships thenNloeins but theNorin’s
speed meant that they would be only just out @idirange on the refugee ships by the time
the Swiftfirecould engage them.

As soon as they were in range Jonathan orderdd téi fire theSwiftfirés weapons. The
Norinsimmediately started evasive manoeuvres wheisthiétfirewas in range. Despite the
manoeuvres the Phaser and torpedo onslaught dedtooy@Norin. The remainingNorin
closed on the refugee ships and opened fire. Tlagee ships were easy targets. Though all
were shielded none had the state of the art sHikklshe shields of Starfleet’'s combat ships
and the few that were armed had few weapons Nidra targeted the large, slow transports.
By the time theSwiftfirehad destroyed the Norin well over a thousand csterfiad been
killed.

“Captain, we are getting a request for assistémore Admiral Masters. Audio only,”
reported Terri.

“Play it.”

“This is Admiral Masters of thAmbassadarl need help near Guyra lll. | can’t stop the
massive Cardassian Dreadnought bearing down ompldueet.”

“Put theAmbassadoon screen.”

The viewscreen showed the massive Cardassiamnibyaght heading for the planet.
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TheAmbassadocame in from the starboard side all Phasers fiflinge Cardassian ship
returned fire at thdmbassadarBoth ships’ shields took the onslaught.

“Are any other ships going in to assist krabassaddt” asked Susan.

Terri checked the ship’s sensors.

“No. All ships are currently engaged. We're tmtydree Starfleet ship nearby.”

“Okay. Helm, full impulse to th@mbassadat

* *x % %

The Bridge crew watched as tAmbassadoand the Cardassian ship duelled. The
Cardassian ship just flew straight towards the glahheAmbassadoflew around the ship
attacking it, trying to destroy it or at least ggb change course. Despite the size difference
the Ambassadowas the one to breach the others shields first Athbassadostruck several
points on the Cardassian ship’s hull. But the stag also very well armoured. TBaviftfire
closed and opened fire at long range. Admiral Madtailed theSwiftfireto convey his
appreciation.

“Thank you,Swiftfire. | didn’t think anyone was going to come and hedpWe haven't had
any luck stopping it. | want you to hit this arearé as you pass the ship. Can you do that?”

“Of course we can do it.”

“Just like | thought. Fire at it now.”

As the transmission ended Jonathan gave outrtiegn As the&Swiftfire made its pass of the
Cardassian ship it opened up with several of ijsetdo tubes and its Phaser arrays. The
Swiftfirepassed over the highest part of the ship, whiclatham presumed was the Bridge.
The Swiftfire hit the top shield of the Cardassian ship withva terpedoes and as many
Phaser beams as it could. As it cleared the Casataskip theAmbassadocame roaring in.

It hit the same shield area as Bwiftfirehad. The already weakened shields gave way and
the Ambassadohit the area where Jonathan thought the Bridge AstheAmbassador

pulled away it fired three torpedoes from its redre that engulfed the presumed Bridge area
in fire. Once the explosion had gone all that vedswas a blackened hole in the ship. But the
vessel did not miss a beat, either that had nat bezBridge or they had a good crew in the
secondary bridge.

The Cardassian ship arrived in orbit of Guyraaitl immediately opened fire.
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Destructive energy from its Spiral Wave Disruptained down on the planet. From space
you could see parts of the colony disappear iréaf light.

Admiral Masters again hailed tBaviftfire

“It failed. That must not have been the main Badl should have known it was too
obvious. Keep attacking the ship, I'm going to tHieAmbassadoand put it in their firing
line. Our regenerative shields will take their baanttment for a while. Hopefully for long
enough for the rest of the colonists to escap@oydu to destroy it.”

“We will do our best, Admiral,” said Jonathan.

“I've come to expect nothing less from you, Joaat Good luck.”

“You too.”

The Admiral smiled, it seemed that the ice inrtheationship was slowly being chipped
away.

Admiral Masters’ smile didn’t leave his face aftiee transmission ended. Dalton knew his
son cared but it was nice for him to show it. Heoliad the viewscreen as the ship moved to
shield the colony below from the Cardassian ship.

His Tactical officer spoke, “Sir, I've noticedreething unusual.”

“Well, don’t keep it to yourself, Lt. Commander.”

“The ship hasn't fired from its two primary weaysobanks.”

Dalton looked at the ship. It was one of the méwtetclass dreadnoughts built by the
Cardassians; in fact it was theitetitself. It was a huge ship, similar in size to Dideridex
class warbird. Like th&alor the ship this Cardassian vessel had a large primeapon
bank at the front of the ship, right in the midddus it had a second bank situated slightly
below the first one.

If you were in front of th&alor it would always use its weapon bank but this $tag not.
Maybe it was just a deflector, not a weapons bank.

“Are you sure it's a weapons bank?”

“Positive, it is of similar design to th@alors It has to be a weapon, yet it wasn't fired. It
has only fired its other weapon banks, which dagsng now. The ship is launching another
barrage.”
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The crew braced as the Cardassian ship firedtamekbapons fire hit the ship’s shields.
Despite the powerful barrage tAenbassador’sdvanced shields easily held. The barrage
stopped as the Cardassian ship waited for its wesafmorecharge.

“Admiral, it is powering its main weapon banksh®d, this is a very high power reading,
much more than its spiral wave disruptors. | ddblstis an ordinary disruptor bank.”

The Admiral was going to ask what this all meahen he saw the ship fire from its top
primary weapons bank. A thick yellow beam lancetlamd hit theAmbassador'shields.

The ship shook in a way Dalton had never felt kefor

“Report!” he yelled over the sound of an explappower unit.

“It struck the top rear part of the shield. Tiitire shield system is overloading!”

“What?” said the Admiral. It hadn’t been ten seds yet the shields were already close to
failing.

Suddenly the second primary weapons bank fingkirgg the front of the shields. There was
a large explosion and the lights flicked as the @ogistribution system was interrupted.
Dalton watched as the beams continued and hituhehhis ship. They sliced through the
vessel; it was like the hull was not there. Thenhe@assed right through and continued to the
planet below. The beams disappeared as the Caadagsp stop firing.

“‘Report!”

“We have major hull breaches at the front ofshacer section and the rear engineering
hull. The beams passed right through!”

“Did the beams hit the colony?” asked the Admiral

The officer checked.

“Oh my god! Admiral!”

The officer put the planet on the screen. Thdinent below was on fire. A firestorm was
spreading across the continent. The storm wasmded to the ground it reached out
kilometres into the sky and it destroyed severaheffleeing shuttles, which were below ten
kilometres high.

“There were still 5,000 colonists still on thegnd,” said one of the officers. “I read no
lifesigns on that continent. There all dead.”

Admiral Masters could just stare. There was majlie could have done. His ship, despite

its advanced defences had proved useless to thigome There was nothing he could do for
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the 5,000 men, women and children who had beerugegctheir only crime was that they

were Federation citizens.

The Admiral was shocked out of his staring bydhig rocking under weapons fire.
The Cardassian ship was again firing on them.

“Shields?”

“Offline. Hull is holding.”

“Return fire.”

“I can’t the weapons are offline.”

“Get us out of here. Full impulse.”

TheAmbassadostarted to move away but the Cardassians woultedenied. They
continued to fire on the Ambassador, causing mareatje. In one of their assaults the
Dreadnought hit thAmbassador’'smpulse engines, destroying them.

“Admiral, engines are gone!” said an officer .

“Thrusters.”

“Not enough to gets us into a stable orbit. Weestarting to lose altitude. We're going
down.”

“Evacuate the ship, now.”

“The escape pod system is fried and access tshilitle bay was destroyed when the
Cardassian ship sliced through our rear hull. Tparters are also gone. We're trapped.”

“Order all crew to move up from the lower deckeose decks will take the brunt of the

impact. Tell them to brace for a hard landing. Hedee if you can steer us to crash into a
lake or the ocean. That might give us a chancemiang. This is a long shot, people. If |

were you | would make peace with whomever and wiaitgou believe in.”

“Sir, theSwiftfireis closing on us. | think they are going to try amck a tractor beam on

”

us.

51

“If they do they will either be pulled down witls or stuck in the atmosphere of this planet

with that Cardassian dreadnought above us. Eithgrtiney will die,” said the Admiral. “Too

many Federation citizens have died today; | will In@ responsible for the death of another

500.”

* k% %
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Jonathan watched as the Cardassian ship’s weapoed through thémbassadar
Jonathan was about to say something when he sametdy@on strike the planet. It had a
devastating effect. A huge firestorm wiped outehére colony. Jonathan saw several
escaping ships fail to make it clear of the storm.

“How many?” he asked.

“5,331 colonists were still on the planet waitbogake off. You can add over a hundred
more from the destroyed ships in flight.”

Jonathan shook his head. They had saved aroy@@®8&olonists but even losing one was
painful. They were defenceless and innocent butditia’t matter to the Dominion. Susan
got Jonathan’s attention back to the battle. “Capthe Ambassaddt

Jonathan looked at the ship. It was in flame® Jitip had two huge holes straight through
at, which several fires burnt from. There were aepens of smaller breaches of the hull that
leaked atmosphere and fuelled the flames. The Gaiataship fired at thembassadar
clearly targeting its engines.

“Lieutenant Letac, | need you to find a weak spdhat ship, quickly. We have to get it
before the Dreadnought destroys &mabassadat

Terri quickly ran a detailed sensor scan of thip.sTerri was rewarded with a quick answer.
“I've found one! At the rear of the ship just aheddhe tail, it looks like some sort of
docking facility or bay. The armour is thin and thmors are made of a totally different
material from the rest of the ship, a well-placata@um torpedo will penetrate and do
massive damage.”

“Do it.”

Nikki loaded the torpedo into one of the forwéadnchers and fired it, just as they saw the
Ambassador'smpulse engines explode. The Quantum torpedo kiteaploded creating a
far larger secondary explosion that engulfed tbe sf the vessel. A huge wall of flame
poured out of the side of the ship as the atmosgpleaked unabated out of the ship. The
Cardassian vessel broke off its attack.

“The Ambassadaqrhow is it?” asked Jonathan.

“It is losing altitude. Its transporters and ofé, their shuttle bay is gone and it looks like
the escape pod system has been damaged. Theppeda said Terri.

“Beam them up.”
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“I can’t. The Transporters can’t lock on.”

“Tractor beam, lock a tractor beam on them,” slidathan in a state of near panic.

Nikki brought the tractor beam and locked it baAmbassadar

“Tractor beam locked. I'm latching on now.”

The blue coloured tractor beam locked onAh#assadoand it slowed slightly. Suddenly
the tractor beam started to flicker before it dssared.

“LOCK ON! LOCK ON!" yelled Jonathan.

Nikki tried but couldn’t do it.

“I can'’t, sir.”

Jonathan watched as tAmbassadostarted to pick up speed as it fell into the atrhese.
The ship continued to fall and as it did the vasifites that burned in and around it got much
fiercer as they receive a new, more plentiful sewfcoxygen.

Jonathan watched as the ship disappeared infaghecloud and smoke cover of the planet.

Jonathan fell back into his chair mumbling, “Ol god, no!”

TheSwiftfirerocked as it came under fire.

“The Cardassian dreadnought has return, Captagpdrted Terri.

Jonathan just sat they still repeating “oh my“god

The ship rocked again.

“Orders, sir?” said Terri.

Susan looked over to Jonathan. He was gone. Hearssumed by grief and had no idea
what was going on. She had to do something.

“Get us out of the atmosphere, Frank. Karak, seridh distress call for assistance and tell
them the Admiral’s ship has crashed. Nikki, keepghields up and running.”

All three crewmembers replied, “Yes, sir” and gatto their jobs.

Ensign Cole soon had tBsviftfireon a course out of the planet’s atmosphere. The
Cardassian Dreadnought continued to fire orSWwétfireand despite Nikki's efforts, it
looked like it would hammer down the ships shields.

“One more hit and the shields are gone,” repoxidi. “I can’t keep them up any longer.”

“Commander, we are getting orders to make a tuardto Bearing 34, Mark 290.”

“Do it.”
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The ship dived down as it altered course. Sus@ped her armrest as she watched the stars
twirl in the viewscreen, of course there was nadneedo this as the Inertial Dampeners
made sure that the crew didn’t feel these couraegss, it was a instinctive reaction based
on what the eyes saw not what the body felt.

Four ships dropped out of warp where Svdftfirehad been. Aefiantand twoSabres
screamed past tt&wiftfireat full impulse. They opened fire on the Cardas8leaadnought
whose weapons were still trained on 8wiftfire The Starfleet ships scored several direct
hits before the Cardassian ship returned fire. Mbthe Cardassian’s weapon fire missed the
wildly manoeuvring ships and the ones that dichad no effect. The small Starfleet ships
quickly passed the Cardassian ship and split gy adiacking from a different side. The
already damaged Cardassian ship tried to hammee #teps away but they were too fast and
fresh. The Cardassian ship turned and immediateht o warp.

“ Swiftfire, are you still with us?asked one of ships Captain’s over the fleet tatti
channel.

Susan recognised the voice, it was Captain O’Bléane of th&abresvas theSparrow
“We're still here, thanks to you. What's the siioa®” said Susan.

“Rear Admiral Douglas has ordered the retreateT¥dth is covering the retreat where we
can.”

“What happened to Harvey?” asked Susan feariagvtirse.

“He’s alive but injured.”

That was good news, and then something dawn&iisan. Their normal commander,
Brand, was a Vice Admiral and outranked Douglastsmuldn’t he be organising the fleet.

“What about Vice Admiral Brand?”

There was a paustle’s dead. TheWVarwick has hammered trying to evacuate people from
the moonbase before it went down.”

Susan felt sorrow for their commander. She diindw him well, but he was a colleague.
“Damn, we're part of the 268th. He was our commaride

“I'm sorry, Commander Core. Can you handle yolwrss from here? We have more ships
to help.”

“Yes, thank you again, Captain.” She watched aglitee ships headed off to assist other
ships. “Karak, théAmbassaddt”

The Vulcan checked his readings. “It is unlikiigt it survived the crash landing.”
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That was exactly what she had thought. “I am lentbdetect any lifesigns. There is much
interference on the planet.”

“We’re in no shape to mount a rescue operatioank plot a course to those coordinates
and then go to Warp 8,” she ordered.

TheSwiftfiresoon went to warp and left the ill-fated Guyra syst

As soon as the ship jumped to warp Jonathan swlaqot of his trance he had been in since
Guyra .

“What?” he said slightly confused. “WHAT? We’'realving? But thémbassadois still at
Guyra lll. Go back, Ensign Cole.”

“We’ve been ordered out of the system, Captaiaid Nikki.

Jonathan turned around like a flash. His eyesthwith an intensity that Nikki had never
seen before.

“How dare you!” snarled Jonathan. “How dare y@Ge&t off my Bridge!”

“But...” said Nikki startled.

“YOU KILLED HIM! YOU KILLED THEM ALL!" yelled Jon athan. If a railing had not
been between them Nikki had no doubt Jonathan wvaNe leaped up and picked her up and
thrown her out the nearest airlock. A fire burnhia eyes, a fire fuelled on hatred. “I SAID
GET OFF MY BRIDGE! NOW!”

Jonathan’s voice seemed to fill the Bridge uggigmed to take all the air out of everyone’s
lungs as they just watched in pure shock.

Jonathan pointed to the two Marines standingebtck of the Bridge.

“You two take the Lt. Commander off my Bridge.b#& Marines looked at each other, not
knowing whether to follow Jonathan’s insane ordéosiathan was about to yell again when
Susan grabbed his shoulder. Jonathan’s head swuage her.

“What?” he spat.

“Calm down, Jonathan. It's no one’s fault. Thesas nothing we could do.”

“Nothing!” growled Jonathan. He turned to fullgcke Susan. “Don’t tell me 'nothing’! Did
you even try? Or did you just run away like a sdditde animal? | can’t believe you let
them let my father die! You knew him, you were addriend. You're a traitor!”

“I think you should leave, Jonathan,” said Susaimly.
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Jonathan seemed to rear up. He stared down ah %gsf he could drive her into the ground
with just a look.

“Are you giving me orders, Commander?”

“No, I’'m suggesting you go to your quarters. Yare in no shape to command this ship.”

“I'll tell you...”

“You can go now or I'll get the Doctor to relieyeu of your command.”

Jonathan looked at Susan as if she had justeddatiin in the back several times. He raised
his hand as if he was going to hit her but he ¢leddis fist and then released.

Letting out a deep breath. “You all failed, yalukilled them. | will never forget this.”

He promptly turned and marched to the turbdBfith Marine guards gave him a wide berth
as he past them. The door opened and Jonathan sthivisnclosed fist on the control panel,
closing the door.

Everyone let out a collective sigh of relief.

Frank was the first to speak.

“Wow, the Captain has lost it!”

Susan’s head whipped around.

“Can it, Ensign Cole. Are you okay, Nikki?”

Nikki had fallen back into her seat, her headglamv.

“| failed him. He’s right it was my fault!”

From the sound of it Nikki was crying. Terri lé&fér console and moved next to Nikki.

“It wasn’t your fault,” said Terri.

“She’s right, Nikki. Trapping a ship in atmospéevith a tractor beam is tricky, even if you
had gotten the Ambassador there was no guararde# touldn’'t have dragged us to our
death.”

“No, | meant it really wasn’t your fault. The ttar beam failed because thembassador
overloaded the system.”

“What are you talking about, Terri?” asked Susan.

“As the Tractor beam locked on, tAenbassadoaltered its shield matrix that caused the
tractor beam to break and destroy itself. Anebassadobroke the connection not us.”

“The Ambassadostopped us from saving them?” asked Frank.

“Given that its commanding officer is the Captsifather then it is logical that this event

took place,” said Karak.
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“Of course!” exclaimed Susan. “Admiral Masterslinthat we might be pulled down with
them if we locked a tractor beam with them becaiske Ambassador’snass. Jonathan
would have never disengaged the beam if we didigefged down. If we did stop them from
falling we would then have to drag them into orbihich would have taken time and with
that Dreadnought close it would have been suiditie. Admiral saved us from making a
mistake.”

“And you saved us by retreating, Commander,” gacak. “The Dreadnought did come
back for us if we had tried to go down and restwent we would have meant the same fate.
No one is in the wrong here.”

Nikki still had tears flowing down her face. T@aptain had really hurt her emotionally.

“Terri, take Nikki to her quarters,” ordered Smisa

Terri nodded and helped Susan up. Both sooncethie Bridge.

Once they left Frank asked, “How are we gointgtbthe Captain what we just found out?
He won't listen to me, I'm an Ensign. He won't 8stto Karak because he is a Vulcan and,
no offence Karak, but Karak can be seen as uncarndgiot able to understand emotions.
You can’'t go, Commander. He won't listen to youdngse he blames you and he doesn’t
really know the rest of the Bridge crew.”

Susan collapsed into the Captain’s chair.

“I don’t know, Ensign. | just don’t know.”

* k k%

It took three hours for th®wiftfireto reach the fleet staging grounds. When they edlriv
they found the remains of the Fifth fleet and THdattlegroup. The fleets were shadows of
their former selves. Every single ship showed smfrdamage. Several ships, including the
Excelsiorhad Tug ships moving them around.

Susan got Terri to give a report of the missiagsels.

“Over 200 ships are missing, not sure what peaggnof these were destroyed or are still to
get here. I'm not picking up the IKShe’tha,General G’tor’'svor’chaclass flagship.

Though Admiral Harvey'e&\ndromedaclass flagship is here...we are been hailed.”

“By who?”
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“I don’t know. The communication identificationféware is not working. Here we go, its
Wing Commander Benton!”

“On screen,” said Susan cheerfully. “It's goodh&ar from you, Maxine. | was worried that
we might have lost you back at Guyra.”

Maxine smiled back at Susan.

“It's good to see you too. | almost thought | wanit make it. The battle around the moon
was fierce,”described Maxing'Especially when its engines kicked in. It got tgal
confusing. The last thing | heard about Bwiftfire was that you had gone into the planet’s
atmosphere, | thought you had crashed.”

“No, we made it out. But thembassadodid crash on Guyra IIl.”

“Isn’t that Jonathan’s...?”

Susan nodded and Maxine stopped and looked doxsovegully.

“I only met him once, but he was a nice mans k& ishame. How is the Captain?”

“Not good,” understated Susan. “When you lanchimo speak to you straight away.”

The look on Maxine’s face told Susan that shesustdod that something serious had

happened and she was needed to deal with it.

Jonathan sat in the dark staring out into splee.door chimed indicting someone wanted
to come in.

“Go away,” whispered Jonathan.

The door chimed again.

“Go away,” repeated Jonathan, louder this time.

The door chimed again.

“GO AWAY!” yelled Jonathan.

There was silence and Jonathan thought he was.althen the door chimed again and
again and again.

Jonathan stood up and went to the door readifddhe head off whoever was there.
Jonathan hit the control to open the door.

“What?” he snapped as it opened. There in tighbhallway was Maxine. “Oh, | didn’t
know it was you, Wing Commander. I'm not reallytoptalking right now.”

“But we need to talk, Jonathan. This is reallpartant.”

Jonathan nodded and let Maxine in.
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“Do you mind if we turn up the lights? | don’t miato trip over and break something.”
Jonathan agreed and turned the lights on.

Maxine looked around the room it was a mess. [izatds, cushions, books and other things
were all over the floor. A seat was tipped ovee, ghass table was broken and the Computer
screen that use to be on his desk was now ondbe fl

“Doing a bit of redecorating, Jonathan?”

“Sort of.”

Maxine turned and looked right into Jonathan'sseyHe looked slightly embarrassed that
Maxine had seen him like this but she could alsotkat the fury still burnt deep within.

“I heard about your father and | am sorry. He wamsce man. | also heard about what
happened on the Bridge.”

“I have nothing to say about that.”

“You were a bit harsh on them,” said Maxine.

“A bit harsh! They are lucky | didn’t throw theaut the nearest airlock,” the fire came back
to Jonathan’s eyes. “You weren’t there, Wing ComdesinYou don’t know what happened.
They failed and in that | failed.”

Maxine looked totally unfazed; she had been rdadiiis explosion.

“No, | wasn’t. But | don’t think you know what ppened. Wait let me finish. You feel
responsible for his death but you're not. Haveak lat this.”

She handed over a datapadd. Jonathan took it @mlieed it. He initially looked confused,
then angry and finally dejected as he saw how kestdne had been.

“l was wrong. I-I am so sorry.”

“There is more.”

Maxine pressed several buttons on the datapaddtbught up an image of Jonathan’s
father.

“Your father managed to tie a communication bedth the shield matrix. When it
disbursed our tractor beam it put a message ic@uputer. Lieutenant Letac found it when
she was reviewing the incident.”

Jonathan hesitated before he played the message.
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“| appreciate the effort, Jonathan. But I'm goitginterfere in your life again, | won't let
you get yourself killed to try and save me fronirapossible situation. Tell your mother |
love her. Jonathan, | just want you to know, I'noyot of you. Good luck, Captain.”

The message ended leaving a blank screen. Tiaatexdsto run down his cheek. He let the
PADD fall from his hand and sank to his knees. Maxinelt next to Jonathan and put a
finger under Jonathan’s chin and pulled his heatbudpce her.

“It was no one’s fault. Not yours, not the crews,one. The Admiral made a decision to
stop you from helping them; there was nothing ldntnander Whitechapel could have
done. The Commander saved the ship by retreahed)teadnought had returned and if you
had stayed you would have gone down likeAh#hassadat

Jonathan started to cry openly. Maxine pullecafteem to her and cradled him as he let out
all the pent up feelings he had built up sinceAheassador went down. Jonathan’s tears
quickly soaked Maxine’s shoulder. Within an houttowere asleep on the floor in each

other’s arms.

* k% %

A day after the Battle of Guyra the system wasm@pty, dead place. The only two M Class
planets had been devastated. Guyra Ill had a dbsthoke covering a large portion of the
planet as fires burnt unopposed, its main contidestroyed. Guyra IV was much worse. The
impact of the moon on the planet had thrown laigegs of the planet and the moon back
into space, including several headed for Guyrand in the coming weeks would most
probably hit. Many of the smaller rocks settleaintbit of Guyra IV. The impact had put
Guyra IV into a nuclear winter. In the next few ddlge entire planet would die and as the
orbiting rocks’ orbits decayed they would crashioiato the planet, so it would not be the
last nuclear winter the planet would have. Betwibenplanets the dead hulks of ships and the
bodies of the beings that had been sucked inteedpzated in testament of the battle that had
taken place. With nothing left in the system therid@don had no reason to stay.

Suddenly a small Federation runabout exited whrpe to Guyra lll.

“Admiral, we are in orbit of the third planet.”

A man in an Admiral’s uniform nodded. As he say®d the readings coming into the

runabout’s sensors. At final count sixty-four 8t and eighty-six Klingon vessels had met
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their end in the system. A hundred and fifty shgsd with too few from those ships
escaping. In comparison to the Dominion’s loskas Wwas almost minor. It was impression
and altogether frightening that the Dominion hadlee battle with the losses it suffered
and that despite losing hundreds more vesselstilegrdid that the strategic situation had
changed little.

“Locate theAmbassador’'srash site.”

“Yes, Admiral. | have it. The ship crashed intshallow water system and appears to be
relatively intact.”

“For a ship that crashed into a planet,” commetibe Admiral.

The Admiral had no illusions to the death andmdesion that theAmbassadowould have
suffered. It was more than likely that the entirewe would be dead but he had to check.
He turned to the two armed personnel behind hinne‘fou ready to be transported to the
bridge?”

Both officers nodded and stepped onto the tramsppads. The Admiral signalled the pilot
to beam them down.

It wasn’t even a minute before he received antepo

“Admiral, we are on the bridge and have located Admiral. He is positive for lifesigns
but his badly injured. He has several broken bomgsrnal bleeding and a collapsed lung.”

“Get him stable for transport back up to the hma.”

“Sir, we have confirmed four other personnel lt@on the bridge. It is possible that there
are more on the decks below.”

The Admiral sighed. This was the part he fearlknew if Admiral Masters had survived
it would be likely others had survived also. Theses only one problem; he wasn't here to
save them. He only had the facilities to transpod severely injured person back to
Federation territory and that person had to beAthairal. This was the only rescue that
would be coming to the Guyra system and anyonédéditnd would die.

“Shoot the others.”

“Could you repeat that order, sir?”

“Put the ones on the bridge out of their mis@ityere will be no other rescue. There will be
no other survivors.”

“Understood, sir.”
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The Admiral was glad he could not hear the weagioe as his men put down the other
survivors on the bridge.

“Ready for transport, sir.”

“Beam them into the rear compartment,” he ordef®dam the device down.”

This was the final step of the “rescue”. Thrabassadowas one of the most advanced
ships in the Federation and it had been lost. Buasn't lost enough. By the fact there were
survivors meant the Dominion had not yet come anplped the ship of its components. It
was possible that they might not come at all betribk was too great they would. The same
anti-matter bomb had been beamed onto the shiptimeavarp core. The explosion would
rupture the warp core and destroy the ship. It daldo kill any more survivors on the ship.
This was the cost of war.

The Admiral went to the console and imputed ti@mand to detonate the device. He
watched out the viewport and saw the explosionr&@laas no doubt the ship had been
destroyed and there were no other survivors. Tision was complete.

He sagged back in his chair and rested his hrehi ihands. The dirty work never got
easier. “We've got what we came for. Plot a colnaek to Federation space, maximum

warp.”
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