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Chapter 1

January 2255
Stardate 4301.20

The Argelius Approaches—a beautiful respite in a violent plasma storm that
stretched for nearly three parsecs in every direction. Little more than natural
ruptures in the immense Argelian Nebula, the Approaches were a conduit that led
directly to the only habitable planet in the system. Narrowest in the middle and open
wide at either end, it was the only way for anyone outside the system to get to the
mineral-rich planet, and the only way out into open space. A dangerous bottleneck,
easily capped off by a waiting flotilla of Federation starships, it was almost a
complete mystery why the Klingons had suddenly taken an interest in the hard-to-
hold planetary system inside the nebula.

However, “almost” was the key word. In the last several weeks, Vice Admiral
Max Zukof, the stout and deep-voiced Russian commander of the 19™ Defense
Squadron, had taken a keen interest in the message traffic being relayed from
Starfleet Intelligence concerning the Klingons’ movements inside Federation space.
Since their defeat at Thranstor—not to mention the decisive victory Starfleet scored
during the Battle of Sire Yopat two weeks ago—the Klingons’ activities could be
defined by some as desperate. In fact, as Zukof attempted to put the pieces together
himself, he found himself agreeing with that assessment more each day.

The latest report as of stardate 4301.05 was showing that the influx of Klingon
forces into Federation space had all but come to a halt. In fact, a handful of the
enemy squadrons currently engaging the Federation had been either surrounded or
forced to flee to other systems closer to Klingon-held territory. The scuttlebutt was
that the Federation had succeeded in cutting off a majority of the Klingons’ supply
lines into Federation space, and the invaders were becoming increasingly frantic for

raw materials to feed their never-ending war machine. And Argelius, rich in metals
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and dilithium, was seen as a potential target. Thus, Zukof and his forces had been
ordered to blockade the only entrance to the system.

On the view screen of the Bonhomme Richard-class USS George Patton, Max
Zukof watched the undulating mass that was the Argelius Nebula from the comfort
of the central command chair. Standing to his right, Commander Doug Eckhoff
looked on with wonder.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it,” Eckhoff said as he nodded to the turbulent, glowing mass
swirling around the wide opening to the Argelius system.

“What’s that, Commander?” Zukof said in his Russian dialect.

“That an aperture so small could remain open for so long in all this mess.”

“Small is relative, Mr. Eckhoff,” the admiral said as he, too, examined the outer
fringes of the Approaches. “That opening is over 1200 meters wide.”

“True, but it narrows to only a few hundred near the center,” the ship’s science
officer agreed. “That the nebula wouldn’t just absorb it . . . it’s quite—"

“Fascinating?”

Eckhoff smiled and turned to face the admiral. “If I were a Vulcan, I might agree
with that. I think I’ll just say that it’s quite remarkable and leave it at that.”

Zukof smiled with understanding. “There’s a lot of gravitational force in there,
Commander. You of all people should be aware of that.”

“What science officer in the fleet isn’t? We’ve all studied this phenomenon in the
textbooks at one point or another in our careers.”

“But how many of them actually get to experience it as you are right now, yes?”

The commander beamed at the nebula on the screen. “Exactly my point, Admiral.
I know a dozen officers who’d give anything to be where we are right now. To see
this . . . to study it.”

Zukof grunted in approval. First and foremost, the admiral fancied himself an
explorer. The strange forces at work in the Approaches—although studied by
many—confounded all of them. Space, it seemed, would keep her secrets of this
area to herself for the time being. Zukof wished he had the time to turn the Patton’s
powerful sensors at the nebula and see what his ship could glean from it, but that
was not to be. Not now. And if the Klingons were intent on taking this area, not

anytime soon.
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“Sir, message coming in from the Gettysburg,” a Hispanic-accented voice came
from behind the admiral.

Zukof turned to face Lieutenant Citlalmina Serrano, the slightly overweight, jovial
communications officer. Although she could stand to spend more time in the ship’s
gymnasium, it never impeded her performance on landing party missions. “Very
good. Put Captain Bridgemon through immediately.”

The screen faded to show Ron Bridgemon in the command chair of the Larson-
class destroyer that was just pulling alongside the George Patton. “Greetings,
Admiral Zukof.”

“Likewise, Captain. Thank you for making the long journey so quickly.”

Bridgemon raised a hand and nodded. “Don’t mention it, Admiral. Gettysburg is
more than happy to assist in the blockade. Besides, mandatory shore leave was
getting a little tedious.”

“I know you’re bending regulations by being here,” Zukof said, referring to the
recent order by the commander of Starfleet that all crews be ordered to partake in
mandatory rest between engagements. “It’s appreciated, Captain. I trust you and
your crew are well rested, then?”

“We’re more than ready to handle anything the Klingons can throw our way, sir.”

“Excellent. I’d like the Gettysburg in quadrant 4-J. That should allow you to
provide excellent cover for two cruisers in adjacent areas, as well as an excellent
field of vision for your long-range sensors. Please align them along a heading of 42-
mark-3.”

“Understood, sir,” Captain Bridgemon acknowledged. “We’ll get underway now.
Gettysburg out.”

The image of Bridgemon faded, to be replaced by the Argelius Nebula once more.

“Two more ships coming in now, Admiral,” Commander Eckhoff said from the
science console. “The Proxima and the Tolstoy.”

With the addition of the two starships, Zukof’s fleet of fifty-seven vessels was
now complete, and well before the Klingons arrived. “Very good. Lieutenant

Serrano, hail the Proxima. I’d like to speak to Captain K’ren.”
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On board the Loknar-class frigate USS Proxima, Ensign Jonathan Thompson
placed a hand to his earpiece receiver as the ship was hailed. “Captain K’ren, there’s
a message coming in from the George Patton. It’s Vice Admiral Zukof.”

K’ren, the Vulcan captain of the Proxima, had taken over the ship from Paul
Prulhiere when the latter was promoted to commodore and assigned to Starbase 10
five months ago. Since then, the science-minded captain had taken it upon himself
to train the ship’s science officer, Commander Dewitte Baisch, in how to properly
relay data to his Vulcan captain. Although Baisch initially seemed happy with the
offer, it’d quickly turned into a monotonous routine, and the science officer was
glad to have K’ren’s attention diverted elsewhere for the time being.

K’ren, with typical Vulcan stoicism, moved out from looking over Dewitte’s
shoulder to face the view screen. “On screen, please.”

The image of the Patton was replaced by the silver-haired vice admiral.
“Greetings, Captain. It’s been too long.”

K’ren, Max Zukof’s former aide at Outpost 5, had served with the admiral when
he’d held the rank of lieutenant commander. Zukof, a newly promoted captain at the
time, had worked closely with the Vulcan as the two were tasked by Starfleet
Intelligence to covertly monitor activity in Romulan space. When Operation
Burgundy was deemed a complete failure, each had been reassigned to other duties.
Now, light-years away from Romulan space, the two looked upon each other for the
first time in two years. K’ren nodded slowly to Zukof, the two of them the only ones
in their respective crews to know of the highly classified nature of their past
association.

“I was glad to hear the Proxima would be joining us for the mission,” Zukof said
with a smile, but his voice held more emotions than K’ren could count.

“The request from Starfleet to join the Defense Squadron was irrefutable,
Admiral.”

Zukof looked skeptical. “Are you saying you would have turned down the mission
if given the opportunity, Captain?”
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The Proxima bridge crew watched as their captain’s face was a blank. “In fact, I
would have. The Proxima was scheduled for an overhaul at Starbase 12. The ship is
in desperate need of maintenance, and our raw organic materials are quickly being
depleted to unacceptable levels.”

“I understand, Captain,” Zukof offered apologetically. “I’ll see to it personally
that reparations are made to your ship and crew once this is all finished.”

“And do you know, sir, when this will indeed be finished?”’

“I do not,” Zukof said, his temperament losing all sense of sociability. “You’ll
know it before I do.”

“Oh?” the Vulcan asked with an arched eyebrow.

“I want the Proxima at the forefront of our forces. She’s a fast ship, no doubt
thanks to your vigilance with your engineering department. I need her speed.”

“As a scout, I presume.”

“You presume correctly, Captain. Take the Proxima out to one light-year past the
farthest edge of the Argelius Nebula. Keep your long-range sensors on a wide beam.
As soon as you pick something up, get it back to us ASAP.”

“Understood, Admiral.”

Zukof stopped K’ren before the captain could close the channel. “One more thing,
Captain K’ren.”

“Yes?”

“If we both make it out of this alive, I’d like you to beam over to the Patfon for
dinner. I have some things of interest I’d like to discuss with you concerning our . . .
past associates.”

K’ren’s smile conveyed that he fully comprehended the meaning of the statement.
“Understood. Proxima out.”

When Zukof’s image faded from the viewer, Commander Baisch turned to face
the captain from the science console. “Anything I should know about, sir?”

“Nothing that could possibly concern you, Commander,” the captain replied in a

very un-Vulcan perturbed tone.
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Reaching for the stylus at his side, the captain entered a long series of notes that
Baisch couldn’t make out. When he’d finished, he stepped up to the science console
and handed the computer tablet to the commander. “Now, if you’ll please make
these modifications to the long-range sensor array, I believe it will give us the
information the admiral has requested.”

Dewitte looked over the figures, recognizing some, furrowing his brow at others.
“It’s going to take some time to make these changes, sir.”

“Approximately one hour, forty-seven minutes, based on your aptitude with the
equipment and my estimation of your skill level. This is precisely the time it will
take us to reach the coordinates provided by the admiral if we leave now at a speed
of warp two.” He said the latter as he turned to face the ship’s helmsman.

“Course already laid in, sir,” John Villanueva said from the navigator’s seat.

“Very well. Engage at warp two. Mr. Baisch, I suggest you get to those
modifications. The sensors will not adjust themselves.”

Dewitte and Villanueva, along with the weapons officer, Lieutenant Endima
Kitarju, shared a passing glance, each wondering why their normally somber
captain had become so emotive. “I’ll need to get to sensor control, sir.”

“I presumed as much, Commander. You are dismissed.”

“Honestly, I don’t even know what’s gotten into that guy.” Commander Baisch,
firmly frustrated with Captain K’ren’s attitude, had just finished venting to the
ship’s chief engineer, Lieutenant Commander Darren Frank Keith.

Keith, an old salt of Starfleet who’d worked his way up from the enlisted ranks,
shook his etched face as he huffed a laugh. “You’ve got to relax, kid, or you’re
going to blow a plasma conduit.”

“’Relax,” the man says,” Dewitte muttered from underneath the main sensor
control computer terminal. “’Blow a plasma conduit,” he says.” With the last of the
adjustments nearly done, Baisch hauled his torso out of the computer and jumped to
his feet. “Tell that to the old man up there,” he retorted to Keith, an auto-
neutralization spanner in his right hand waving toward the overhead.

“Be careful where you wave that thing,” Keith laughed. “It’s the only one I've

got, and if you break it, we’re going to be up the nebula without a paddle.”
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Dissatisfied, Dewitte turned and placed the tool in the box at the engineer’s side.
“I tell you, Chief, I’ve just about had it with our Vulcan captain.”

“Vulcans are notoriously hard to work with, De,” Keith said in his most affable
tone. “But he’s the captain, and you’d be well advised to lead by example.”

“And just what’s that supposed to mean?” Baisch said as he balled his fists and
put them on his hips.

Darren leaned back against a console near the wall, looking as if he’d light an old-
fashioned pipe if he’d had one. “This is your first tour as executive officer. Those
people on the bridge—not to mention the entire ship—are going to look to you for
guidance. You need to stop berating the captain and just live with it.” When he
could see the words weren’t having the desired effect of calming Dewitte’s attitude,
Keith smiled widely. “Besides, he’s only here for eighteen months. After that, you’ll
have someone else to complain about.”

“Or I’ll be captain myself,” the commander muttered.

“Only if you keep your head in the game and your record clean, my boy. If you
can do that, I’ll be glad to call you captain.”

Unconvinced, Dewitte turned back to the main computer. “Let’s bring the new
sensor modifications online. I'm willing to bet we’re going to be in position in the
next few minutes.”

Keith turned to face the computer opposite Baisch and, flipping a series of
toggles, craned his head to the right. “Primary and secondary palettes online, sir.”

“Confirmed,” Dewitte said as the status lights of his console changed of their own
accord. Making one final adjustment, he switched on the intercom channel to the
bridge. “Sensor control to bridge. This is Baisch. The requested modifications are
online.”

“You’re 2.7 minutes behind schedule, Commander,” K’ren’s voice came over the
speaker. Rolling his eyes, Dewitte turned momentarily to the chief engineer, who

was giving the ship’s exec an expectant look.
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“Apologies, Captain,” Baisch said with all the fortitude he could muster, wishing
he could just explain that he and Keith had run into a slight snag with one of the
ship’s computers a half hour earlier. “I’ll do better next time.”

“Of that there is no question.”

Perplexed over whether the captain’s statement was a compliment or an insult,
Dewitte once again looked to Keith, who simply shrugged his shoulders.

“Please report to the bridge, Commander,” the captain’s even voice said. “I would
like you to begin making use of your adjustments.”

“Understood.” When he’d closed the channel, Dewitte inquired whether Keith
would accompany him to the bridge.

“I get the luxury of having someplace else to be other than the bridge, sir,” Darren
Keith replied cheekily.

“You’re just going to slink off to engineering and leave babysitting the captain to
me?”

Keith patted Dewitte on the shoulder. “You’re the executive officer, De. That’s

your job.”

* % %

Admiral Max Zukof, in the privacy of the admiral’s personal stateroom aboard the
George Patton, brought the small heating element closer to his goal, effortlessly
lighting the cigar dangling from his lips. It wasn’t something he did often, but in
moments of deep contemplation such as the one he was currently facing, he relaxed
his own personal regulations and gave in to the old habit that refused to die.
Besides, rank had its privileges, and what good was a box of fine Andorian tobacco
doing him sitting on his desktop? Taking a long, sweet inhalation, he turned to the
few officers he’d asked to be there: the ship’s executive officer, Commander Doug
Eckhoff, the ship’s engineer, Commander Lawrence Nelson, and Lieutenant
Commander Shane Rose, the ship’s navigator and weapons officer.

Nelson and Rose were in one corner of the room, each nursing a glass of Saurian
brandy. Eckhoff was standing to the admiral’s right, gazing pensively at the star

field beyond. “See anything out there?” Max asked his first officer.
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“Not nearly as much as I’d like,” Eckhoff said as he took a drink of his own.

Zukof nodded, then turned his gaze to the stars once more. “They’re out there,
Doug. And they’re coming this way.”

“I just wish they’d hurry up and get it over with,” came the reply from the ship’s
engineer.

The admiral turned, giving Nelson a passing glance before returning to the stars.
“Are you so anxious for a confrontation, Commander?” he asked in his deep
Russian-accented voice, taking another long pull from the cigar.

“Don’t get me wrong, sir. I’d be just as happy if they never showed up. I just hate
the waiting.”

“You can say that again,” Rose droned.

“Still nothing from Starfleet Intelligence?” Eckhoff asked, already knowing the
answer was no.

Zukof simply shook his head slowly. “Not a word. That’s what’s truly bothering
me. That a confrontation with the Klingons here is inevitable . . . I have no doubt. I
just wish I knew how many of their forces we’ll be dealing with. This lack of
information makes planning an effective counterstrategy tenuous at best.” He then
turned to the assembled officers. “I have no doubts that you will all do your very
best in the coming engagement. I hand-picked each of you for this assignment
because I feel that you are the most competent officers to handle the difficulties
associated with fleet maneuvers. You’ve all been in similar situations multiple
times, and your performance records in those engagements has been stellar.
However, there are members of this crew—to say nothing of our fleet—who will be
in combat for the first time. I’'m relying on each of you to help these personnel
through what I’m sure will be a difficult time.”

With pride-laced stares, each of the men nodded wordlessly to the vice admiral.

“I will be on the bridge from the first moment to the last, gentlemen. Nothing
short of death will extricate me from that command chair. I know that each of you
feels the same about your respective posts. I’'m counting on that. We all need that

fortitude if we are to survive this war.”

Star Trek: The Four Years War, Vol. IV



The chime of the intercom on the far wall drew all eyes to it. Setting his cigar
aside, Max Zukof moved to it and opened the call. “This Admiral Zukof.”

It was Lieutenant Serrano at comms. “Admiral, we’ve just received word from our
long-range scout. The Proxima reports that Klingon ships are entering the area.”

“Have they reported the combined strength of the enemy forces?”

“Captain K’ren has reported contact with approximately fifty-two vessels, but due
to the extreme range of the contact, he cautions that there could be more.”

“Understood. I’ll be up to the bridge shortly.” Sighing, he slowly turned to see
each of the officers staring at him. “Any further debate on if or when the Klingons
would arrive is now settled. Return to your posts immediately.” After each man had
left the room, Zukof moved over to the still-burning cigar. Inhaling one final deep
breath, he extinguished it. Giving the peaceful stars one final glance, he left his

cabin and made his way to the bridge.

“Admiral on the bridge!”

Zukof began issuing orders as he exited the turbolift alcove. “Lieutenant Stringer,
what is our current heading?”’

“It’s 210-mark-5, sir.”

“Mr. Eckhoff, bearing on the Klingons.”

“At 245-mark-0. They’re on an intercept course.”

“Helm, bring us around to face the Klingons.”

“Aye,” Stringer said as his fingers moved over the controls.

“Serrano, any more news from the Proxima?”

“Yes, sir. She’ll be at our location in four minutes, present speed.”

“Have her come alongside the Patfon,” Zukof said over his shoulder. “Then send
a request out to the Reliant. I want Captain Scollon nearby as well.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll hail them now.”

“Mr. Eckhoff, are we still registering fifty enemy vessels?”

Doug peered into the sensor hood, scrutinizing the data the long-range sensors
were reporting. “Negative. It seems that, initially, some of the vessels were formed
so closely with one another it was confusing the sensors. I’'m now reading sixty-one

vessels, sir.”
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“Can you determine hull types?”’

“Approximately thirty-five cruisers, ten battle cruisers, nine frigates, four
destroyers, and three troop transports.”

Fifty-seven Starfleet vessels to sixty-one Klingon combatants. And we outgun them
in all areas except battle cruisers. This is going to be a hell of a scuffle. “Hail Fleet
Captain Davis on the Manark. Tell him to advance his squadron to the head of the
fleet. Mr. Eckhoff, distance of the Klingon fleet?”

“Forty-nine million kilometers and closing at one-half impulse.”

Zukof quickly did the calculations in his head. “That’ll put them here in less than
ten minutes. Communications, send to all hands on all ships: red alert. Repeat, red
alert. Man all defensive stations and deploy to their prearranged vectors. Stand by to

repel enemy forces.”
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Chapter 2

Captain K’ren spun in the command chair to face the communications officer.
“Lieutenant Thompson, hail the George Patton. Tell them we have acknowledged
their signal and will be commencing our attack shortly.”

Jonathan Thompson nodded to his Vulcan captain. “Aye, sir.”

Pressing the intercom button on the command chair, K’ren began speaking.
“Commander Keith, status of the impulse drive and reaction control thruster
systems.”

“RCS is online and in standby, sir,” the chief replied quickly. “Impulse power
available in all power modes at 100 percent operational efficiency.”

“Have a team of engineers stand by the emergency plasma conduit in the
starboard nacelle. If we incur excessive damage to that area, we will need to reroute
power quickly.”

“Aye, sir. I’ll get a team over there right away. Keith out.”

“Three minutes to intercept,” Dewitte Baisch called from the science console.

“Composition of the forces we will be engaging, Commander.”

“There are three D-7 cruisers heading straight for our formation, sir. Forward
disruptor banks appear to be armed, but I’m getting odd readings from their power
emissions.”

“The word ‘odd’ is not nearly descriptive enough, Commander. Please be more
specific.”

Baisch turned from the sensor readout display to face the captain. “That’s just it,
sir. I can’t think of a better term for it. It’s almost as if the vessels were damaged in
a previous engagement.” Turning back to the display, he shook his head in wonder.
“They’re definitely not operating at 100 percent, sir. Forward shield strength is
erratic, disruptor power is at ninety percent, and something else . . .” His words
trailed off as he fine-tuned the short-range sensors. “It seems that the hulls of some
of the vessels have been hastily repaired. Definitely not their finest work, either.
Uneven hull plating in key areas along both their dorsal and ventral sides.” He then
turned back to Captain K’ren. “It’s like that for a lot of the enemy vessels. It’s . . .

well . . . odd, sir.”
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K’ren arched an eyebrow. “It seems that the reports of the Klingons being in
desperate need of supplies has turned out to be true. That will definitely be to our
advantage, wouldn’t you agree?”

For the first time in his recollection, Dewitte smiled at the captain. “I would, sir.”

“Then we will not waste this opportunity. It’s very likely that the rest of the fleet
has deduced this as well, but we must nonetheless report it. Communications?”

“Yes, sir?”” Thompson asked.

“Send a coded message to both Vice Admiral Zukof on the George Patton, as well
as to our squadron commander, Captain Scollon, on the Reliant. Inform them of our
discoveries. Advise them that we will attempt to take advantage of the Klingons at
their weakest points.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll send it right away.”

With their ships leading the defense of the Approaches, once the communication
was received from the Proxima, Captain Paul Scollon on board the Reliant wasted
little time in taking advantage.

“Distance to the nearest target?” the captain asked as he turned to the science
officer.

Commander Bud Keegan, having correctly anticipated the request, was already
looking to his captain. “The lead D-7 will be in torpedo range in thirty seconds.”

“Lisa, target the enemy vessel. When they’re in range, fire two torpedoes.”

“Aye,” came the sharp reply from Lieutenant Lyons at the weapons station.

Seconds seemed to stretch into minutes as the Klingons steadily drew closer. On
the view screen, the bulbous bow of the D-7 nearly filled the view before the deck
beneath Captain Scollon’s feet vibrated softly.

“Torpedoes away!” Lyons called out.

“Decrease magnification,” Scollon called out. Just as the image panned back, the
two torpedoes from the Reliant, as well as two others from a nearby vessel,
impacted squarely against the single target. The D-7 immediately lurched down as

the forward bridge was hit, then twisted to port as the secondary hull was hit. The
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final impact elicited an explosion near the enemy’s stern and, a moment later, the
vessel vanished from the screen.

“Target destroyed,” Commander Keegan called out.

“Lisa, target the next cruiser and fire.” However, before Lyons could
acknowledge the order, the Reliant was pushed violently to port as multiple impacts
registered.

“We’re being flanked by a destroyer!” Keegan called out.

“Helm, evasive starboard!”

Lieutenant T’Sienna, the young Vulcan woman who’d only just reported on board
the Reliant two weeks prior, was quick to act. Her highly skilled fingers raced
across the console, sending the Anfon-class light cruiser hard to starboard and down,
narrowly avoiding two more disruptor strikes aimed at the Reliant’s bridge. Though
the action had saved them from one strike, the bridge crew watched as the view
screen was filled with a D-10 battle cruiser bearing down on their position.

Lisa Lyons didn’t wait for the order. Seeing the lights on her status board a
beautiful green, she fired two bursts from the forward phasers at the incoming
vessel. One missed, one struck the starboard disruptor pylon.

“Damage to their forward shield,” Keegan said as he peered into the sensor hood.

Captain Scollon watched as the D-10 returned fire with both her disruptors and
torpedoes. The Reliant, however, was not the intended target. The blasts rocketed

over the saucer of the cruiser and hit the frigate Proxima broadside.

Lieutenant John Villanueva took the full brunt of the blast as the helm console
exploded before him. Flailing, his body was thrown clear of the high-backed chair
and his limp form crumpled in a heap to the left of Captain K’ren’s command chair.

With a quick call to sickbay to report the emergency, K’ren leaned down toward
the lieutenant’s still, smoldering form.

A split second later, Ensign Tapia, who’d been standing near the environmental
control console, was at the captain’s side. She watched as K’ren held his fingers to
the lieutenant’s face, momentarily forgetting the captain’s Vulcan heritage. “Sir?”
K’ren’s eyes closed, and for the briefest of moments, she watched as a pained

expression washed over his face.
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“He is alive, but badly hurt.”

Looking at the man’s blood-soaked tunic, it was impossible to believe. But, when
she saw Villanueva’s chest rise and fall slowly, she found herself whispering a
silent prayer of thanks.

“I will induce a pain-relieving meld with him. It should keep him stable until the
medics arrive.”

From the other side of the bridge, Commander Dewitte Baisch watched the
exchange for a moment before his attention was drawn back to the sensors.
“Captain, the D-10 has passed us. However, we’re straying even farther into the
Klingon fleet.” Dewitte watched as K’ren nodded, then locked eyes with Ensign
Tapia and said something to her, too quietly for him to discern over the red alert
klaxon. What shocked Baisch the most was when the normally emotionless K’ren
reached a reassuring hand out and gently grasped the ensign’s shoulder. Through
tear-filled eyes, she gave an understanding smile, and K’ren stood and returned to
the command chair.

As he turned to face Dewitte, the two men shared the briefest of glances, Dewitte
nodding in silent understanding. “Damage report, Commander?”’

“Impulse power down to fifty percent. Maneuvering thrusters down to twenty.
Minor hull damage to the primary hull, G section.”

“Weapons?”

“Photon torpedoes offline. Phasers holding at ninety percent.”

“Find the nearest enemy vessel and fire main phasers,” K’ren called down to
Lieutenant Kitarju.

“Targeting a D-4 off the port quarter, sir. Firing phasers.”

Baisch watched in the sensor hood as the D-4, blissfully unaware of the Proxima’s
presence and engaged with another Federation frigate, took three direct hits to her
port side before she veered away from her intended victim. “The D-4’s shields are
down, but main power is steady. She’s moving outside the combat area.”

“Phaser bank power down to fifteen percent,” Kitarju sounded.
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Pressing the intercom button, K’ren quickly opened a channel to Darren Keith in
engineering. “Engineering, there is a power falloff to the phasers. Explain.”

“Two power relays have blown on deck six,” Keith called back with frustration.
“Until I can bypass them, phaser charging will be severely hampered.”

“Endima?” K’ren said, calling out to the weapons officer by her first name and
earning another surprised glance from Baisch.

“Phasers now at nineteen percent, sir.”

“Bring the engines up to three-quarters impulse. Concentrate the phasers at the D-
4 and fire once again just as we pass over them.”

Taking use of the emergency helm controls on her console for the first time in her
short career, Lieutenant Kitarju programmed the flight sequence with her left hand
as her right was inputting the firing solution into the phaser emitters. “Ready, sir.”

“Execute!”

On the bridge of the cruiser George Patton, Vice Admiral Zukof watched as the
Proxima sailed over the D-4 she’d been attacking with less than twenty meters to
spare. Just as the saucer cleared the Klingon vessel, the phaser banks on the ventral
side sprayed the upper hull of the D-6. With the D-6’s shields in shambles, the
Proxima left a wake of destruction that quickly put the enemy vessel out of
commission.

“The Proxima is leaving the area, sir,” Commander Eckhoff said from the science
console.

“Captain K’ren sends his apologies, Admiral,” Citlalmina Serrano said from the
communications console. “His weapons systems are offline, although he states that
the situation is only a temporary one.”

“Acknowledged, Lieutenant. Order him to bring the Proxima to the rear of our
forces. Once he’s back up to par, he’s more than welcome to rejoin the front line.”

“Aye, sir.”

The Bonhomme Richard-class Patton again fired a spread of torpedoes, the second
in the last few minutes. Intended for a nearby battle cruiser, they were intercepted

by an enemy destroyer that had come between the two.
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“Damage to the D-4, Captain,” Eckhoff said. “The battle cruiser is continuing to
fire at the destroyer O Sullivan.”

The O’Sullivan, one of the oldest destroyers in the group, was woefully
outmatched by the powerful D-10. She’d been wrangled away from her squadron
mates, and was now easy picking for the bullying Klingon capital ship. Intent on
evening the odds, Zukof was far from giving up.

“Lieutenant Rose,” Zukof called to the weapons officer, “disregard the enemy
destroyer! Continue to fire on the D-10. We need to get the O’Sullivan out of
harm’s way.”

“Yes, sir,” Shane Rose said, just as two more photon torpedoes streaked toward
the enemy battle cruiser. With no other screening vessels in range, the two warheads
struck the D-10 with devastating accuracy. The first made a sizeable dent in the
starboard flank of the secondary hull. The second torpedo hit the connecting
structure which attached the secondary hull to the elongated neck assembly. With
the D-10 at maximum range, the strike blew fragments of the structure clear, but the
spine was still not broken. Zukof intended to change that oversight.

“Lieutenant Stringer, bring us in closer to the target. Phaser range.”

Eckhoff turned from the science console. “Sir, she’s picked up speed. Now
moving at one-quarter impulse away from us.”

“Stringer, bring us around to her stern, but watch for her aft firing weapons!”

Martin Stringer, palms glistening with sweat, did as he was ordered. With just
enough room to maneuver, he brought the Patfon up and around another Federation
cruiser that’d been pummeled beyond repair. The D-10, weary of the cruiser coming
around on its stern, fired a single aft torpedo, but the weapon impacted the already
dead cruiser nearby, separating its primary and secondary hulls, doing no damage to
the Patton as she continued on her turn.

“Rose, target their rear weapons. Fire torpedoes when ready!”

Shane Rose’s aim was true. The Patton’s torpedo hit the aft end of the larger
vessel, sending out a plume of fire and debris that was short-lived in the cold

vacuum of space.
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“Aft weapons offline, sir,” Eckhoff called out.

“Shane, target the neck connection ring, full phasers! Fire only when you’ve got a
clear shot. Stringer, maintain course and speed. Bring us over the target. We’re only
going to get one shot at this.”

The Patton raced up behind the D-10, and without her rear-firing weapons, she
was a sitting duck for the coming attack. Just as the Patton’s saucer crossed over the
secondary hull, Lieutenant Rose’s lock with the phasers was solidified, and he
instantly fired. The shot was perfectly timed as the phasers impacted the already-
damaged support structure, and a moment later, the neck was cleanly separated from
the main body. The Patton continued on course for another moment before turning
to port.

“All power to their bridge is down, and life support has failed,” Doug Eckhoff
cried triumphantly. “The secondary hull is damaged, but continuing to fire . . .
probably from auxiliary control.”

“Then we’ll need to swing around again and finish her off,” Zukof nodded.
“Stringer, prepare to—" but the words were cut off as the Patton was pummeled by
a jarring hit to her port side. Zukof, Stringer, and Serrano were each thrown from
their consoles and tumbled to the cold, unforgiving deck.

“We’ve registered an impact!” Eckhoff shouted, but when he turned to see the
admiral and several members of the crew on the deck, he ducked beneath the bridge
railings and slid to Zukof’s side.

“I’m . . . all right, Commander,” Max muttered as Doug helped him to his feet.
“What hit us?”

“Debris from a nearby explosion, sir.”

Zukof looked at the other fallen members of his crew, themselves now standing
on shaky legs. “One of ours?”

Eckhoff shook his head as he looked to the forward view screen. “No, sir. An
enemy frigate. She was coming in below us, but must have been hit in her warp core
by weapons fire. The explosion took out most of the ship, but the inertia carried the

debris into our ventral shields.”
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Nodding, Zukof looked around himself. “Is everyone all right?”” he asked, and was
answered with uneasy acknowledgements. Stepping to the side of his chair, he
opened a channel to engineering. “Mr. Nelson, damage report?”

“Sir, this is chief engineer’s mate Lieutenant Peterson. Chief Nelson was severely
wounded a few moments ago.” Peterson’s voice was distant, carrying an ominous
tone as he continued. “I’ve called for a medical team but . . . I’'m not sure there’s
anything that can be done for him.”

Nelson was an old friend of the admiral’s, and no one was more aware of that fact
than Doug Eckhoff. The three had served together for some time, and the thought of
rushing from his console to see his old friend—possibly for the last time—crossed
his mind more than once in that instant. However, he knew his place was on the
bridge. Though Zukof would feel the same, the idea of having them both present at
the moment was not paramount. Eckhoff looked to the scanners once more to verify
what he already knew. “Sir, the battle is beginning to thin. The Patton is out of
danger for the moment. The port power coupling is damaged, and our ventral
shields are down. I suggest we take a small breather to get some minor repairs
done.”

Zukof seemed distant as he responded. “Our forces?”

“Holding, sir.”

“Lieutenant Serrano, hail the Antietam. Advise Commodore Hippensteel to
assume temporary command of the fleet in our absence. Commander Eckhoff,
please take the conn. Organize damage control parties and begin effecting repairs.
I’ll be down in engineering.”

Wishing he could join the admiral, Commander Eckhoff dipped his head
sympathetically. “Aye, sir.”

“Captain, there’s a call coming in from the George Patton. They’re in need of
repairs and moving away from the combat area. They’re advising us to take

command of the fleet.”
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Fleet Captain Daniel Hippensteel acknowledged the communications officer
without turning to look at her. The heavy cruiser Antietam, along with the old
Heston-class cruiser USS Lancaster, was too busy defending their sector to do
anything else. Currently the two cruisers had a D-10 in their sights, one captained
by a particularly skilled commander, and neither of the Federation captains was
ready to give way. Between the two of them, the Lancaster had produced the most
damage, but the old Heston-class ship had been ill prepared for a Klingon destroyer
that had broadsided it a few minutes ago. Now limping on impulse power only and
pinched between the two enemy vessels, the old cruiser was alternating from one
target to the other, while the Antietam held squarely onto the D-10.

“We need to swing this skirmish into our favor,” Daniel said from the command
chair. “Commander Grafius, what do you have up your sleeve?”

Lieutenant Commander Will Grafius looked at the ship’s computer, shaking his
head in disbelief. “Our complement of torpedoes is dwindling—not to mention the
guidance computer is fried—and the last hit we took knocked our phasers down to
fifty percent efficiency. It’s just not enough to get through the armor on that battle
cruiser. Damage control parties are still fighting the fire on deck eleven. We should
be trying to figure out a way of extricating ourselves so we can take on some repairs
of our own.”

But Fleet Captain Hippensteel, now in overall command of the fleet, was having
none of it. “Don’t tell me what we don 't have, Commander. Tell me what we do.”

Grafius waved his hand around the battered, smoke-tinged bridge. “We’ve got life
support,” he said with obvious frustration. “Gravity controls. Tractor beams.
Environmental system. That’s about it.”

Daniel looked around the bridge as well, nodding at the burnt-out engineering
console. Then, something that Grafius had said made a tickle in his mind. The tickle
quickly turned into a full-blown itch as the captain formulated a plan. “Tractor
beams!”

“Sir?”

“How much power can you divert to them?”
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Grafius all but shrugged, wondering where the captain was going with this. “All
the power you need, sir. But what for? If anything, we re going to be the ones who
need towing in a few minutes.”

Hippensteel looked at the science officer as a smirk played across his lips. “Not a
tow, Commander: a push.”

“Sir?”

But Daniel disregarded the question. “Weapons officer, target the enemy
destroyer. We should have enough torpedoes left to disable them or, at the very
least, scare them off.”

“Aye, sir!” A second later, the last of the Antietam’s torpedoes sped toward the D-
4. Two impacted, but with the targeting computers down, the third missed by only a
few meters. However, the damage to the enemy vessels had been done. Combined
with a phaser barrage from the Lancaster, the Klingon destroyer quickly increased
speed and moved away from the now-lone D-10.

“The D-4 is escaping, sir,” Grafius said. “And we’re out of torpedoes.”

“I’ll take the bad with the good, Commander. Besides, I have a feeling we’re not
going to need the firepower for what I’ve got in mind.” Stealing a long glance at the
turbulent Argelian Nebula filling the view screen, he then spun his chair toward the
communications console. “Hail Fleet Captain Seaford on the Lancaster. Let him
know we’re maneuvering to push the D-10 into the nebula. If he’s got the spare
power, I’m sure we could use it.”

“Aye.”

“Navigator, take us to within two kilometers of the D-10. When we’re within
range, lock on the tractor beam and engage the impulse drive.”

“It’s going to put an enormous strain on the engines, sir,” Grafius said from the
science console after giving a cursory glance to the on-duty engineering officer.

“Let it. I’'m not letting this target out of my sights.”

A moment later, the navigator spoke up from his console. “Tractor beam engaged.
We’ve got him, sir.” Just as soon as he’d finished speaking, the Antietam began to

shake violently.
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“The Klingons are attempting to break free from the beam,” Grafius said while
looking into his monitor.

“Distance to the nebula?”

“Ten thousand kilometers and closing slowly. At this rate, the Klingons will break
free two minutes before we arrive.”

“More power to the impulse engines.”

Grafius shook his head. “None available. We’re using everything we have to keep
a hold of him.”

“The Lancaster?”

“Closing. She has locked on her tractor beams as well. Distance to nebula
perimeter now 8,000 kilometers and closing rapidly.”

Daniel nodded. “We don’t need to push her all the way in, just get her close
enough for her hull to come into contact with the gravimetric distortions.”

“The Klingon vessel is firing on the Lancaster. She’s taken a direct disrupter blast
to her forward shields. They are down to thirty percent.”

“Helm, distance to the nebula?”

“Two thousand kilometers and closing rapidly.”

Grafius adjusted his scanners to compensate for increased distortion from the
nebula. “We’re nearing a gravimetric pocket, Captain. Advise caution.”

“Navigator, steer us toward that pocket. Best possible speed,” Hippensteel said
loudly over the increasing vibrations in the hull.

“The Klingon is firing again at the Lancaster . . . her shields are down. One more
hit and she’ll lose tractor beam control.”

“Distance to the pocket?”

“Two hundred fifty kilometers. Impact in fifteen seconds.”

“Navigator, plot a course away from the nebula. As soon as the Klingon vessel
hits that pocket, I want to get out of here as fast as possible.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Impact with the gravitational pocket . . . now.”

On the view screen, Daniel and the rest of the crew watched as the mighty D-10,
an example of the strongest of the Klingon fleet, was instantly crushed as it passed

through the outer rim of the gravimetric pocket. A split second later, the navigator
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executed his escape maneuver. Using all available power, the impulse drive went
into full reverse as the reaction control thrusters pushed the Antietam to port. A split
second later, when Daniel realized they were still alive, he exhaled a long-held
breath.

“We skirted the edge of the distortion,” Grafius said with an equally heavy sigh.
“Minor damage to the secondary hull, but no casualties reported.”

“The Lancaster?”

Grafius smiled. “She turned to starboard at the same moment we turned to port.”

Thank God. I hope I never have to do anything like that ever again. “Excellent.
Hail Fleet Captain Seaford and send him my compliments.” He then turned to Will
Grafius. “Commander, locate the bulk of our forces. I don’t relish sitting on the
sidelines, but we’re out of torpedoes for the moment. If we have to support them

with phasers, | want to be able to rush in at a moment’s notice.”

At the same moment the Antietam and the Lancaster were facing the D-10, Vice
Admiral Zukof was entering the engineering level of the George Patton. The
passageway outside main engineering, normally kept pristine by Lieutenant
Commander Nelson, was now a mess of charred bulkheads and dangling conduits.
As he rounded the final corner, Max could see that the frame surrounding the
entrance to main engineering had buckled, and technicians had resorted to using
phaser welders to cut away the doors. Cautiously stepping inside, he saw a team of
technicians hunched over a form on the floor. As he approached them, one of the
crewmen noticed and snapped to attention.

“Admiral on deck!”

The young man, no more than twenty-three, was caked in filth and dried blood,
the blood likely not his own. As the rest of the men acknowledged Zukof, one
crewman remained crouched near the fallen form of Lawrence Nelson—the ship’s
chief medical officer, Dr. Jan Rodich. Kneeling beside the doctor, Zukof could see
that Rodich was hard at work tending to the chief engineer; a protoplaser in one

hand, a thumb-sized medical scanner in the other. Nelson, Zukof could see, was
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conscious, moaning as Rodich attempted to seal the deadly gash in the chief
engineer’s midsection. Looking farther down the body, Zukof sucked in a quick
breath when he reached Nelson’s legs—or lack thereof. They’d both been
completely severed below the knees.

“Doc?” Zukof croaked.

Rodich’s attention to his duties was unwavering as he answered. “The bleeding
from his legs has been stopped, thanks to the quick actions of the engineers here.
However, Nelson has lost a lot of blood. In fact, he’s still losing it. Massive internal
injuries. He can’t be moved—"

“Transporters?” Zukof snapped, as much to Rodich as to the nearby engineering
team.

“The power to the pattern buffers is fluctuating,” one of the engineers said, “to say
nothing of the internal sensor malfunctions. The results of any internal beaming
would likely be worse than . . .”

“Understood, crewman,” Zukof said, his tone downcast.

“Max . ..” It was the labored, distant voice of Nelson.

Zukof leaned closer to his fallen friend, reaching for and gently grasping his hand.
“I’m here, Lawrence.”

“Tell . . . tell the doc . . . not to worry about me. There’s more important crewmen
to . .. to worry about.”

Zukof looked into Rodich’s eyes, silently imploring the doctor to produce a
miracle that wasn’t standard issue. Rodich, his gray eyes filled with sorrow, only
shook his head.

“I need you back at your post, Mister,” Max said as he fought to form his lips into
a smile. “Who else is going to put this ship back together?”

Nelson’s grip on the admiral’s hand tightened as a wave of pain wracked his body.
“You tell him, Max. You make it an order. I need . . . I need to hear you say it to the
doc.”

Zukof fought back the water that was welling in his eyes. As much as it pained
him to realize it, this was the dying request from an old friend. The look he now

shared with Rodich confirmed as much. “Doctor,” he said, his voice choking for a
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split second. “You will . . . attend to other crewmen.” Even though he knew the

doctor would do no such thing, the words were like acid coming out of his mouth.
“Thanks, Skipper,” Nelson said from the cold floor. His grip slacked, then

tightened once more as he winced in pain. A moment later, the grip went limp.
Rodich ceremoniously waved the medical scanner over Nelson’s body, though

Zukof already knew the diagnosis. “I’m sorry, sir. He’s dead.”

Star Trek: The Four Years War, Vol. IV



Chapter 3

The Lancaster, having assisted the Antietam with destroying the D-10, was now
swinging widely to starboard as she came about the battlefield. On the forward view
screen, Fleet Captain Morgan Seaford watched as a pair of D-7s, who’d previously
been firing on a Saladin-class destroyer, were flanked by three Federation frigates.
The tide of the battle was decisively swinging in favor of Starfleet, and it brought a
reserved smile to his face.

“Communications, hail Commodore Hippensteel on the Antietam. Inform him
we’re heading in to assist those frigates.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Navigator, plot an intercept course. Weapons officer, load a spread of
torpedoes.”

“Yes, sir,” came the replies from both men.

When the Lancaster was in range, three torpedoes streamed out, two hitting the
lead D-7, the other striking the second cruiser amidships.

“Shields on both enemy ships have failed, sir,” the science officer called out. “The
Antietam is coming around our starboard flank.”

“Helm, bring us about. Let’s give the commodore some breathing room.”

The Lancaster swung once again, narrowly avoiding two decrepit Klingon frigates
in the process. As soon as she was clear, the Antietam fired full phasers on the lead
D-7. The blasts ripped open the secondary hull, spilling the vessel’s contents into
space. Not wasting any time, the cruiser fired on the second Klingon, pulverizing
the bridge with a single well-placed shot before veering away herself.

Fleet Captain Seaford watched the exchange with satisfaction. Just as he was
about to turn to his science officer to inquire about their next target, the old cruiser
shook with a thunderous jolt, knocking the science officer and the communications
officer to the deck.

“Damage report!” Seaford shouted to the engineer at his left.

“Something hit us, sir! Damage to the port nacelle.”

“Enemy fire?”
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As the science officer got to his feet, he peered into his display. “Negative. It
appears to be a gravetic mine.”

“They’re peppering the area,” Seaford shouted. “We need to stop them. This area
is littered with warships. It could cause an enormous amount of damage to our
forces.”

“But sir,” the helmsman asked, “won’t they also damage themselves?”

Seaford pushed a strand of fallen hair away from his eyes. “I don’t think they care
too much about that, Lieutenant. This is an act of desperation.”

“Sir, I’ve detected the mine-laying ship,” the science officer said. “It’s a D-6,
bearing 332-mark-5.”

“Distance to that target?”

“Too far for either phasers or photon torpedoes.”

“Who’s in that area?”

The science officer studied his readout for a moment before responding. “The
Reliant and the Condor. However, the Condor is severely damaged. Her crew is
being evacuated to the Reliant.”

“Communications, order Captain Scollon to break off his rescue operation for the
time being. Advise him to destroy that D-6!”

“Aye!”

“Sir,” the science officer shouted, “there’s another vessel heading toward the D-6.
It’s the destroyer Ford.”

Seaford nodded. “She must have figured out the same thing we did.”

“She’s also been heavily damaged. Life support is minimal, and her weapons
appear to be offline.”

“Then what is she intending to do?”” Seaford asked in confusion. “Life signs?”

The science officer adjusted the short-range scans toward the smaller vessel.
“Negligible. No more than a handful at best.”

“Is she adrift?”

“Negative. The destroyer is maneuvering around several other vessels . . . and is

increasing speed.”
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That was when it dawned on Seaford. “Get me the Ford now!” he barked to the
communications officer.

“Communications are down on their vessel, sir.”

“On screen, full magnification!”

On the view screen, Seaford and the rest of the bridge crew watched as the D-6
ejected two more mines into space from her aft launcher. When the vessel was in
the center of the screen, just as it was about to release a third, the Ford came
rushing up to her stern. In quick succession, the small Federation destroyer
impacted with one mine after another in a deadly chain that ripped open her saucer
section. Undeterred, and with momentum working in her favor, the now-wrecked
hulk plunged into the stern of the D-6. The impact against the mine launcher must
have set off the remaining mines inside the Klingon ship. After a brief but blinding
flash of light, both vessels were disintegrated.

Seaford and the crew watched the empty area of space for a moment longer before
he turned to the communications officer. “Please log that the Ford and her crew
have perished. Note that they should receive Starfleet’s highest commendation for
their sacrifice.”

“Yes, sir,” she said softly.

“Sir, the Reliant is continuing her rescue operations,” the science officer said.

Seaford sighing heavily. “The rest of our forces?”

“There are only a handful of Klingon vessels still functioning. It appears they are
regrouping, attempting to flee the system.”

“That’s what the mine layer was doing,” Seaford said he once again looked at the
monitor. “It was covering their escape.”

“Should we pursue the enemy vessels?”” the helmsman said.

As much as he wanted to avenge the loss of life on the Ford, there was still a
matter of protocol. “No. Communications, hail the George Patton. Find out Vice
Admiral Zukof’s status, and what his intentions are. Advise them we will remain

here until told otherwise.”

Stardate 4301.21
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His ship temporarily repaired, Vice Admiral Max Zukof had the cruiser George
Patton back in action and underway. However, with no additional Klingons in the
area, his next task was clear: it was time to lick their wounds. Deciding that
discretion was the better part of valor and that the Klingons should not be pursued,
and after collecting preliminary status reports from his commodores and fleet
captains, he’d called the senior officers together for a meeting on board the Patton.

The last of the officers to arrive was Commodore Hippensteel and his good friend,
Fleet Captain Seaford. The two, dressed in full parade uniform, strode confidently
into the main briefing room on Vice Admiral Zukof’s flagship.

“Gentlemen,” Zukof said as he extended a hand to each of them. “It’s good to
have you aboard. Excellent performances from both you and your crews.”

“Thank you, sir,” they each said in return, then took empty seats at the table
before them.

Zukof took his place at a podium set up at the head of the table. “As you are all
aware by now, the Klingons have fled the region. For the time being, the Argelian
Approaches are secure. However, the damage to our forces has been extensive.
Although we managed to destroy or disable the bulk of the Klingon fleet, we lost
twenty of our own forces in the process. Each has been noted, and should be
remembered by all the officers seated here, as well as your respective crews. Each
of those captains not with us gave their all to maintain the freedom and security of
the Federation, and they will be honored for it. A moment of silence, please.”

As a yeoman on the far side of the room rang a single bell, each of the officers
bowed their heads. After several minutes had passed, Zukof took a deep breath
before continuing. “In the shadow of our losses, I would like to bring to light some
of the more . . . interesting outcomes from this battle. I’'ve gone over all the battle
reports,” he said, then leveled his eyes at Hippensteel and Seaford, “and I must say
that I’ve never before seen two captains work together with such smashing
success.”

Both Daniel and Morgan chuckled at the intended pun before straightening.
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Zukof shared a faint smile with them before continuing. “I’'m sure Starfleet
Command will be interested in discussing the matter with you both further. In the
meantime, once word of that little maneuver gets out, I’m sure you’ll have cadets at
the Academy screaming to learn it for themselves. While you’re on your way to
Starbase 5, I suggest you two think of a name for it.”

Daniel and Morgan looked at one another in surprise. Seaford deferred to
Hippensteel, since it was the commodore’s place to ask the question on both of their
minds. “Starbase 5, sir?”

Zukof pursed his lips and nodded. “For Fleet Captain Seaford, it’s more to do with
the ship than with her captain.”

“She’s in rough shape, sir,” Morgan began, “but I think we can keep her in this
sector a while longer.”

“That’s just it, Morgan. She’s being taken out of the fight. Emergency dispatch
from Starfleet Command. All Hesfon-class vessels are hereby decommissioned, or
will be shortly. The Lancaster’s fate, it seems, has been handed to us.”

“Why weren’t we notified sooner?” Morgan nearly spat, then regained his
composure.

“As I said, it was an emergency communication that I just received this morning.
Starfleet Research and Development has found a critical flaw in the design of the
ship. It wasn’t detected until now, that being the conflict with the Klingons. I’1l
forward the message to you myself once we are concluded here. Basically it boils
down to a complete and utter failure of the warp drive containment system. You’re
sitting—not to put too fine a point on it—on top of a bomb that could wipe out half
the ships in the fleet.”

Morgan’s face lost its color, which Zukof didn’t fail to notice.

“Fear not, Captain. As long as the ship is taken out of combat, I have no doubts
you will make the trip to Starbase 5 without incident. However, that’s also one of
the reasons why the Antietam will be going with you.”

“Seems like I’1l be your date to the homecoming dance,” Hippensteel joked to his
friend, eliciting a laugh from Seaford.

“Looks like.”
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After the brief exchange, Daniel looked to Zukof. “You said that was one of the
reasons, sir. What’s the other?”

“Your presence is being requested by the newly promoted Rear Admiral Balkwill.
It seems that he’s in need of a commander to lead his forces in that area, and I’ve
fully endorsed you to assume that position.”

Commodore Hippensteel was silent for a moment as he looked around to the
admiring looks of his peers. “Thank you, sir,” he finally said. “I’m not sure what to
say.”

“Say nothing of it, Commodore. You’ve earned this promotion,” Zukof beamed.
“Or should I say, Rear Admiral.”

The utterance of the new rank was rewarded with a round of applause from
everyone present.

“I’ll do my best to make you all proud,” Hippensteel said, and then turned to Fleet
Captain Seaford. “And I’ve got it on good authority you’re going to need a new
command shortly. I’m sure that a newly promoted rear admiral can do something to
make sure that happens as swiftly as possible.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less, Admiral,” Morgan beamed.

“I want you all to know how proud I already am of all of you,” Zukof said to the
assembly. “You’ve all done remarkably well in the most difficult of circumstances.
I can promise you this is only the beginning of the commendations that are going to
be handed out for this engagement. The Approaches, Argelius, and her riches are
secure from the clutches of the Klingon Empire, now and for the foreseeable future,
thanks to your hard work and the sacrifices of our people. In the coming hours, I’d
like each of you to make a full inventory of the damage to your vessels, and of their
supplies. Make all reports ready for me by 0700 tomorrow. After that, we can best
decide where our priorities lie. I’ve sent out a dispatch to Starfleet Command to
send an additional squadron to track the Klingons who escaped this system. But
until we’re back on our feet, and with the exception of those vessels which I’ve
already mentioned, the bulk of our forces will remain here.” He then turned to

Commodores Acevedo and Walton, whom he’d strategically sat side by side. “I’ll
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need you two to remain behind for a moment. The rest of you are dismissed. Good
luck on your repairs and, if you can find the time, relax for a few moments. You

have all certainly earned it.”

Stardate 4302.28
February 2255

Incoming subspace communication . . .

FROM: The Office of the Commanding Officer, Starfleet Public Relations,

Rear Admiral Joselyn Czernovski

TO: All Commanding Officers, Starships and Starbases,
Galaxy Exploration Command
All Commanding Officers, Colonial Operations Command

All Commanding Officers, Military Operations Command

VIA: (1) The Office of the Commanding Officer, Starfleet Command,
Fleet Admiral Matthew D. Luxa, San Francisco, Earth
(2) The Office of the Commanding Officer, Starfleet Intelligence,
Vice Admiral Michael J. Lai, San Francisco, Earth

SUBJ: OFFICIAL INFORMATION RELEASE FOR FORWARD-
DEPLOPYED UNITS AND RESPECTIVE COMMANDERS

1. On stardate 4302.02, the 14™ and 49™ Battle Squadrons, under the overall
command of Commodore Troy J. Acevedo, engaged numerically inferior Klingon
forces near the Vola system. Commodore Acevedo’s forces, consisting of both
Bonhomme Richard- and Achernar-class cruisers, successfully routed the Klingons
in what is now being called the Battle for Sector 12-J. Of the sixteen enemy

combatants engaged in the conflict, only three D-7 cruisers escaped. Due to
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moderate casualties sustained during combat, Commodore Acevedo was unable to
order a pursuit. The Klingons were last detected by long-range sensor scans from
Starbase 12. The Klingons’ general direction was back toward Klingon-held
territory in the Rhinate system. Starfleet commanders in that area are advised to
closely monitor their sensor reports for these vessels.

2. From stardates 4302.09 to 4302.11, the Battle of Rex Ducat was fought.
Klingon forces, having hidden in the Orion-held space near the planet in the Volgas
system, launched a successful surprise attack on the Federation convoy bringing
much-needed medical supplies to the Laxala system. Many of the freighters were
destroyed, with a small number of them being captured by the Klingons. The
convoy'’s protective screen of Anton-class light cruisers and Saladin-class destroyers
was unable to thwart the heavy cruisers and battle cruisers of the Klingon armada.
After-action reports from the /nvincible—the sole surviving cruiser from the
screen—shows that two of the Saladins, the Palmdale and the Ingersoll—were very
likely captured by the Klingons preceding the retreat order by Fleet Captain Ellis
Coombs of the Reliant. Starfleet commanders in the vicinity of Rex Ducat or the
Volgas system should take note of this, and the Klingons may attempt to use these
captured ships to lure unsuspecting vessels into dangerous encounters.

3. On stardate 4302.19, the 1* Battle Fleet, dispatched from Starbase 5 and under
the command of the newly promoted Commodore Morgan Seaford, destroyed both
the Klingon shipyards and starbase in the Tirehe system. While attempting to
engage the Federation forces, one squadron of Klingon D-7s was recorded as going
into combat stern-first. While this initially befuddled the on-scene commanders,
later scans revealed that the Klingon vessels were suffering from having their
forward shields damaged in previous engagements, and they were attempting to
keep their most protected areas turned toward the Federation attackers. This lone
example of desperation tactics appears to underscore the information being
compiled by Starfleet Intelligence that the Klingons are sorely in need of resources

for their repair facilities. They may also be experiencing personnel shortages,
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especially in key areas of command and control, but this is only speculation until

Starfleet Intelligence can gather more data on the matter.

k sk ok

Stardate 4303.09

March 2255

Seated in the large conference room aboard his flagship, the battle cruiser Blood
Angel, Admiral Do’val waited impatiently for the Imperial trefoil on the
compartment’s large viewer to be replaced by the expected message from the High
Council. To his left, seated along the length of the table, were General Mor’tah of
the Imperial Marines, and Captain Mog of the House of Hurric, one of two squadron
commanders present. The other, seated on his right, was Captain K’'neH’A’, captain
of the IKV Gre’Thor. She was as cunning as she was beautiful, and Do’val was
proud of her accomplishments in recent engagements. If she continued to please
him in their next endeavor, he entertained the idea of perhaps making further
advances upon her. However, for the time being, such frivolous campaigns would
have to wait. Her attention, drawn elsewhere for the moment, was diverted to the
admiral for the briefest of seconds before a call came in over the intercom.

“Admiral Do’val. The transmission from the High Council has been initiated,” the
disembodied voice said gruffly. “I am switching now.”

The three-colored Imperial symbol on the man-sized monitor faded and was
replaced by the inner chambers of the High Council on Qo’noS. There, framed by
the glowing embers of torches hung on the wall behind him, sat Governor K’Raal,
the many medals and accolades adorning his flowing robes catching the firelight in
a dozen places. Behind K’Raal, between the torches, was a larger trefoil of blood
red, underscored by a replica of the Sword of Kahless—said to be made only a few
months before the original was lost to the plundering by the accursed Hur'q several
centuries ago. Do’val knew the room well, as he’d been called to it many times. It
was the personal office of the emperor. That K’Raal was seated there raised stares

from the officers around the conference table.
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“Do not be alarmed by my surroundings, Admiral Do’val,” K’Raal sneered.
“Emperor Karhammur is still in power on Qo’noS. He is merely away on . . .
personal business.” K’Raal smiled a deadly grin and leaned back, obviously
enjoying the comfort of their leader’s chair.

“I trust that is why I am receiving a transmission from you, then, Governor.” The
inflection behind his spoken title had the effect on K’Raal that Do’val had intended.
The governor’s smile faded as he narrowed his eyes at the admiral.

“It is within my powers to do so, Admiral Do’val, as you should be well aware.”

Wordlessly, wisely, Do’val bowed his head.

“I bear new orders for your fleet from the Council. Are you prepared to execute
them?”

Do’val’s head dipped. “We stand ready to serve the empire, Governor, and we are
honored. What would the Council have of me?”

“As you know, many of our forces of late have faced a number of defeats at the
hands of the Earthers. This has not gone unnoticed by the Council.”

“The Earthers’ fleets grow in strength each passing week, while ours continue to
weaken,” Do’val said spitefully. “Our forces are in need of parts to repair their
damaged vessels. The Federation, in a show of cunning worthy of a Romulan,
performed a sneak attack on our outpost in the Klethor system three days ago. Our
mining operations there have ground to a complete halt due to damaged processing
equipment.”

“I am aware of your shortcomings, Admiral,” K’Raal shot back acerbically. “So
as commander of your fleet, I expect better results from your next assignment.”

“And what would that be?”

“You are ordered to move your forces closer to Klingon space and, in the process,
take the Federation world of T’Vam.”

Do’val knew the world. It was an Earther-populated trading center, with only a
small amount of materials the Klingon Empire needed to continue their campaign
against the Federation. Yet, it did have materials that were sorely needed, not to

mention repair facilities for smaller vessels up to light-cruiser classes. However,
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those shipyards were said to be guarded by Starfleet, and those vessel commanders
would likely be more than ready to repel invaders. But the system was close to
Klingon space, and that allowed for the possibility of friendly reinforcements if the
situation warranted it.

Still, Do’val’s information was two months out of date. There was always the
possibility they could be walking directly into a massacre, one that the empire might
not be able to recuperate from. His fleet of seventy ships was the second largest in
Federation space behind Fleet Admiral Klutuk’s. But at last report, Klutuk was
headed for the Oco system or thereabouts. That put him several weeks away, and
unable to render any assistance if needed. All their other forces were spread thin—
dangerously so—throughout Earther-dominated territory. A victory was needed, not
only to secure supplies, but to boost the ever-growing dissention in the ranks.

“What has Imperial Intelligence to say of this target?” the admiral asked.

“A scout vessel was dispatched a week ago, returning their information only a few
hours ago. The planet is guarded by five Federation vessels—three starships and
two smaller vessels. There are several others in adjacent sectors, but they are too far
away to be of any use to them if you can secure the planet quickly.”

General Mor’tah, after receiving a silent nod of approval from the admiral, spoke
up. “We have four Marine battalions at our disposal, Governor. But I fear we will
need more if Starfleet sends in reinforcements to the planet. We can secure the
planet, but holding it will be difficult if the Federation decides that an orbital
bombardment is preferable to a sustained ground confrontation.”

Governor K’Raal sneered in disgust. “The Federation is far too sympathetic to
their member worlds to allow such devastation to the planet itself. You would be
well advised to remember who you are dealing with, General. It may benefit you in
your war planning.”

Do’val watched as Mor’tah inhaled deeply, probably with thoughts of
encompassing the governor’s neck with two powerful hands. If that were so, Do’val
approved.

“Of course, Governor,” Mor’tah finally said.

“Besides,” K’Raal continued, “we have three transports full of chlorotheragen at a

nearby depot. They will join you in your efforts at T’Vam. If it becomes necessary,
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you will douse the entire planet with the gas, then strip it of all resources. You will
make the planet useless to the Federation before Starfleet even knows what’s
happening. It will deter any Earthers from rushing to the defense of a dead world.”

Or so you hope, Governor, Do’val mused. Earthers are not known for their lack
of compassion for their fallen comrades. It may benefit you to take that under
advisement in your planning!

“What of our forces in the Spike system?” Do’val asked.

“If you are curious as to whether they will be made available to render assistance
to you, Admiral, then I will tell you that they are not. Although they managed to
repel the Federation in their latest encounter, more than half their ships were lost in
the battle. Several squadron commanders have returned to Ruwan for repairs. Once
repairs are completed, they will return to Spike to maintain our hold on that
location. And, before you ask it, three more squadrons are being dispatched from
Kolm-an to strike the Federation world Namezk. Once that is accomplished—
assuming you have succeeded in your efforts to take T’Vam—we will be able to
launch a two-pronged offensive at the Federation stronghold at Tabulon. However,
until then, your current fleet, in addition to the chlorotheragen carriers, is all the
forces you will have.”

Tabulon . . . otherwise known as Starbase 27 to the Federation—one of their most
heavily protected sectors. Taking it would be an enormous victory for the empire,
and would serve as a powerful weapon to demoralize the Earthers—who were sure
to be reveling in their current successes. Of course, recognizing that any premature
request for assistance would lessen his prestige in the Council’s eyes, Admiral
Do’val nodded and smiled. “I was merely curious who else I would have to share
the glory of this conquest with, Governor,” he said slyly. “That none will be needed
pleases me.”

Whether K’Raal believed him or not, it didn’t materialize on the governor’s face.
“Then your orders are understood?”

“Yes, Governor. They are.”
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“Then I leave you to your fleet. May you win all your battles, Admiral Do’val.”

And with that, the channel was closed.
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Chapter 4

Stardate 4303.11

“Commander’s battle log: tenth entry this cycle. Our forces are now within
striking distance of the Federation world of T"Vam. We have moved cautiously, yet
inexorably toward the system. The Klingon Empire, in our push to capture territory
held by the Earthers, has been more difficult than the High Council would lead most
to believe. As such, the resources of this otherwise insignificant world have made it
a jewel amongst the vast sea of stars afforded to us. Our forces must not fail in this
endeavor, for I am convinced that success in our overall campaign may well hinge

upon the outcome of this assault.

My fleet commanders are poised to begin their first strike, which will coincide
with dawn on the capital city of T’Vam approximately one stellar hour from now.
But first, we must deal with the Starfleet vessels in orbit. Though our fleet is more
than a match for the five vessels in scanning range, I still have my misgivings. The
report from Governor K’Raal—relayed to him from Klingon Intelligence—had
stated that few to no Federation vessels were in range to assist their forces at T’Vam
should they come under attack. However, I have roundly put those same reports to
the fire. There are indeed Starfleet vessels in the immediate area—a small flotilla, in
fact—that may present a problem to our forces if they arrive at an inopportune time.
We must strike quickly if we wish to ensure a victory. However, if we fail, and
there is but one of us to survive the day, rest assured it will be me, and I will
personally wrap my fingers around the throat of the Intelligence officers who failed
to notice the foes on our periphery.

Then I will take that same message to Governor K’Raal.”

Switching off the recorder, Admiral Do’val gently placed the cylindrical device in
a reinforced safe in his stateroom aboard the Blood Angel. Deciding that the mission

was too critical to fail, he had ordered Fleet Captain Mog to personally assume
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command of his D-10 battle cruiser. Mog would ensure that the vessel performed as
expected, while Do’val would coordinate the entire attack from the confines of the
protected war room in the belly of the ship. Once the battle was complete, he would
order General Mor’tah to begin the ground assault, again overseeing the entire
operation from the Blood Angel. Only when victory was assured would he venture
out of this compartment. And if defeat should befall them, then this place would
likely be his tomb.

Turning his chair, he looked beyond the compartment’s single, angled view port
on the underside of the Blood Angel, surveying the harsh landscape of the large
moon that stood between them and victory. Nearly the size of Qo’noS, the long-
dead world was littered with thousands of craters from millennia of meteor strikes.
Its mottled red and orange colors reminded Do’val of the fierce storm clouds that
had often encircled the coastal province of his youth on the homeworld.

Lifting himself from his chair, he stepped over to the large holographic table that
dominated the space. Lining the walls where the bulkheads met the overhead were
arrays of monitors showing everything from the status of the Blood Angel’s life-
support systems to the transporter status of the troop carriers at the rear of the fleet.
The table, with a glowing representation of T’Vam at one end, showed with
exacting measurements the location of each of Do’val’s fifty-three vessels, with
each of those vessel icons able to relay critical information at the push of a finger.
The admiral required such information, as he felt there was never enough of it at
critical moments.

He watched in silence as the squadron commanders arrayed their vessels into their
prearranged coordinates. It was the beautiful K’'neH’A’ who had suggested that the
fleet position itself behind T’Vam’s farthest moon to shield their approach to the
planet. It was working handsomely. The Starfleet vessels were still on the far side of
the planet, and blissfully unaware that they were about to meet their end.

The entire assault would be three-pronged: first, the alluring Captain K’neH’A’
and the Gre 'Thor would lead the attack against the Federation vessels farthest from
the planet—three Starfleet cruisers. Her six-ship squadron would be more than a
match for the Earthers. Nevertheless, Do’val wanted the victory to be more than

decisive. He wanted it rapid.
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That’s when Captain Mog would lead an entire flotilla of battle cruisers—the
Blood Angel in the lead—against the cruisers, assuming K’neH’A’s initial attack
left any survivors. He would then divide his forces, some continuing on to destroy
the small number of Federation destroyers near the planet at the same moment that a
detachment, again led by the Blood Angel, would take the shipyards high in orbit
over T’Vam.

Once the space around the planet was secure, General Mor’tah would be allowed
to begin the ground assault operations. Aided by orbital bombardments from Mog
and K’neH’A’, General Mor’tah’s somewhat small contingent of 5,000 warriors
would be able to quickly capture the two small population settlements.

But first, the Federation cruisers must be dealt with. When he noticed that
K’neH’A’s flagship had inserted itself at the front of the first wave, Admiral Do’val
reached for the icon and tapped his finger against it. A direct communications
channel was immediately opened.

“Captain K’neH’A’, are you ready to begin your attack?”

Her voice, simultaneously brusque and soothing, carried the conviction in her
heart. “We are ready, my lord.”

“The Federation cruisers still have not detected your fleet’s movements. You are
to be commended, Captain.”

“My honor is to serve, Admiral,” she cooed.

“Then go. Serve your leader and be victorious. And should you perish, die well!”

“Qapla’, my lord!”

As he raised his finger, the channel was instantly closed. Do’val watched as the
three D-7s of the 6™ Cruiser Attack Wing sped away from the main body of the fleet

and toward the unsuspecting Starfleet cruisers.

On the bridge of the Gre 'Thor, Captain K’'neH’A’ sat with her obsidian eyes
locked on the hexagonal screen at the front of the rectangular compartment. The D-
7 battle cruiser had been her home for the last year—a gift from the emperor

himself as a reward for the successful capture of several Federation starships in a
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single engagement. Prior to that, she’d cut her teeth commanding a destroyer in
some of the fiercest fighting in the Klingons’ current campaign—and had lost a
great many comrades in those missions. Now, with a far more powerful and well-
defended vessel under her boot heels, she hoped that such loss would be a thing of
the past. After all, she needed everyone under her to perform at their peak levels if
she was to ensure all the glory that an assignment such as this held.

“We are approaching apogee with the planet T°’Vam, mistress,” the scanning
officer said from the console on the far left of the bridge.

Her hands, all but the tips of her fingers covered by heavy gauntlets, caressed the
edges of the command chair armrests. Raising the right to her face, she stroked at
her smooth chin, the leather of her uniform creaking making the loudest noise in the
compartment. “Distance to Federation vessels?” she asked casually as she continued
to study the tactical map on the screen.

“Fifteen thousand kellicams and closing,” the first officer said. Disregarding her
contemplative mood—always a most dangerous endeavor—the officer cautioned a
suggestion. “Should we intercept?”’

“You presume we should simply rush in and destroy them?” she asked calmly, not
turning her eyes from the screen.

“To crush them is our duty, mistress.” This received a round of approving grunts
from the rest of the bridge crew. K’neH’A’ had heard this from the men before.
This would be yet another lesson for them to learn.

“It is not enough to simply destroy your enemies,” she began as she stood slowly
from the chair and rounded it, coming toe to toe with her taller and bulkier first
officer. “You must also understand them, Commander. And in all my encounters
with the humans, I believe that is something I can now do with great patience.”

Nodding, as much in submission as in understanding, he took a wise step
backward and bowed. “Of course, Captain.”

Smirking, K’neH’A’ stepped away as well, her left hand slipping away from the
hilt of the knife she’d been ready to draw the moment she felt her authority was to
be challenged. Moving close to the main view screen, she reached out to the images

representing the Federation cruisers on the far side of the planet, stroking the shapes
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lovingly. “They will rush into the fight the moment they detect us. We need not
waste the fuel to take the battle to them.”

“And what of our orders?” the first officer asked.

Captain K’neH’A’ smiled to herself, her hand instantly back on the hilt of her
blade. In a single, swift move, she’d slipped it from its sheath and sent it flying
across the bridge. The blade skirted past the first officer—close enough to slice into
his right sleeve and draw a bead of pink blood—before embedding itself into the
steel of the bulkhead behind him. “You will concern yourself with my orders,
Commander, or next time my intentions will not be to simply silence your
insubordinate questions!”

The first officer—completely disregarding his superficial wound—bowed his
head. “Yes, Captain.”

K’neH’A’ sneered in contempt, then moved to sit in the central command chair.
“Helm, maintain course and speed.”

“The Federation vessels have entered scanning range,” the weapons officer stated.

Back at his post, the first officer read out the sensor report. “The three Federation
cruisers have increased speed. They are now on an intercept course with us. Their
offensive and defensive systems are online.”

“Raise our shields,” the captain said without turning from the forward screen. “Do
not attempt to arm weapons at this time.” When her request went unanswered, she
turned to see the first officer staring at her in disbelief. “Did you fail to hear my
order?”

“No, mistress.” Shaking his head, he looked away to his controls. “Shields have
been raised. Weapon systems are still offline.”

“And the remainder of our forces?”

“Awaiting your command, Captain.”

Smiling, she turned from the screen and looked at the insubordinate officer. “As
soon as the Federation vessels are within range, we will cut off their escape route.

Adpvise the rest of the squadron to be ready.”
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The first officer grunted to the communications officer, who sharply turned to his
duties.

Waiting until the last possible minute, K’'neH’ A’ barked out the order to the helm
officer. “Now. One-hundred-eighty-degree turn to starboard. Take us back on our
original heading.”

The Gre Thor, along with her two escorts, quickly pivoted just as the Federation
cruisers opened fire. The Starfleet torpedoes sailed past the Klingon vessels without
a single hit. However, the Federation vessels were close on their heels. Dangerously
close. Gloriously close, K’neH’ A’ mused.

“Concentrate all power to the stern shields,” she ordered. “The Earthers may get
lucky. I wish to take as little damage as possible. And hail our forces on the far side
of the moon. Tell them that we come bringing guests.”

As she spoke, the Gre Thor shook as the ship took a direct hit.

“Torpedo strike to our aft shields. They are holding. No damage.”

“Good, Commander Klen’daH. See that it stays that way. Increase to flank speed.
Take us around the far side of the moon. Release the jamming probes. I don’t want
these Earthers to warn the rest of the ships in this system.”

As soon as the Gre’'Thor had crested the planet with three communications
jamming probes in its wake—the Federation vessels quickly followed the trail.
However, when they realized that they were now staring down the barrel of an
entire Klingon attack fleet, they wisely attempted to change their tactics and beat a
hasty retreat. But it was far too late for that. At full impulse speed, they flew right
into the weapon ranges of the lead squadron of D-10 battle cruisers.

The more powerful Klingon ships wasted little time pressing their advantage.
Dozens of bolts of green disruptor fire rained across open space, striking each of the
Starfleet vessels multiple times. When a cruiser attempted to turn again, its
underbelly was struck by torpedoes from D-4 and D-6 squadrons coming up from
the z-axis. It was over in seconds. The three Federation vessels, once the
distinguished peacekeepers of his systems, were nothing more than twisted tombs of
death.

Klen’daH looked at his scanners with joy. “No life readings on the enemy vessels,
Captain.”
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“Excellent. We will leave the scraps to the vultures of our fleet. Plot a course for

the remaining Federation vessels in this sector quickly.”

On the bridge of the Saladin-class destroyer USS El Cid, all was as it should be.
Captain Roderick Collins, one of the few people in the crew to have worked his way
from the junior enlisted ranks to his current position, was looking over the day’s
reports and smiling as he came to the final entry. “Well, it seems Ensign Jones
finally had that baby of hers.”

To his left, Commander Steve Firestine, the ship’s executive officer and
navigator, sipped at his cup of coffee and smiled. “I heard she was in labor for the
better part of the night.”

Collins smiled, remembering his own wife’s troubles with not one, but both his
own boys. Now, with both of them well on their way to graduating the Academy
with honors, he wished he could still hold them as they were when they were newly
born. “I trust you’re giving her a few days to recuperate.”

Firestine wagged his head. “Well, the doc did say she could return to duty
tomorrow.”

Captain Collins waved away the exec’s words with a wave. “I know all about
modern medicine, Steve. However, duty or not duty, she has a right—and my
blessing—to spend a few well-earned days with her baby . . .?”

Firestine was quick to pick up on the captain’s query. “A boy, sir.”

Collins beamed. “Yes. Excellent. Be sure the ensign receives my compliments.”

Firestine sipped his coffee once more then chuckled. “I’1l do that.”

“Speaking of which, we’re supposed to link up with the Dresden this morning,
yes?”

Firestine nodded at the mention of the lead cruiser in their group. “Yes, sir.
Supply transfers. Honestly, they’re running a little late. They were supposed to be at
these coordinates twenty minutes ago.”

“That’s odd,” Collins mused, giving the main viewer a perplexed look. “She’s not

known for being tardy.”
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“I was just about to call them.”

“Good idea,” Collins agreed. “When you get them on the channel, remind them
that—" but the last of his words were cut short by the sound of the science officer’s
voice.

“Captain, three vessels closing on an intercept course.”

“You sound surprised, Mr. Miles,” Firestine said as he turned to look at him.
“Sounds like our ships have finally decided to join us.”

But Lieutenant John Miles’ voice was far from convinced. “Sir, they’re not
Federation craft. Sensors indicate three Klingon cruisers.”

Roderick shared a concerned glance with Steve. “Where is the Indiana?”

“Our starboard quarter, sir,” Miles replied as he read off the destroyer’s position.
“She can see the Klingons as clearly as we can. She’s raised shields and armed her
weapons.”

Collins nodded to Firestine, who quickly slipped into the vacant chair behind the
weapons console. “Shields up, sir. Phasers charging.”

“Long-range scan, Mr. Miles. Are these the only hostiles in the area?”

“Sensors are showing no other Klingons in the system, but neither are they
showing the location of our cruiser detachment.”

“They could have been destroyed by these ones,” Steve said, nodding toward the
quickly approaching Klingon vessels on the main viewer. “Three cruisers on three is
a pretty even fight.”

“Damage to the Klingon vessels, Mr. Miles?”” Captain Collins asked. “Any sign of
a recent battle?”

John peered into the scope, but shook his head. “No apparent damage to the
vessels, sir. At least nothing to indicate they’ve seen combat in the last few hours.”

“Time to intercept?”

Miles checked his instruments one final time. “Three minutes, twenty seconds.”

“Communications, send an emergency distress call to any and all Federation
vessels in nearby sectors. Tell them that Klingon forces have invaded the T’Vam
system, and that we require assistance.”

“The signal is being jammed, sir,” the young woman said in obvious frustration.

“John?”
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The science officer was studying his instruments intently as he replied. “Jamming
satellites have been deployed by the Klingons, sir. The only way to get a signal out
is to get as far away from their location as possible.”

“Effective range of the jamming devices?”

In a very Vulcan-like gesture, Lieutenant Miles raised an eyebrow before
answering. “Several hundred kilometers, at least. And there are multiple,
overlapping devices to contend with.”

Turning to the dark-skinned communications officer, Collins knew there was
precious little time to waste. “Can you raise the Indiana?”

“I’ve got her now, sir, but the signal is very weak. We may lose it at any
moment.”

“Order her to the far side of T’Vam. Have her link up with the orbital shipyards.
Together they may be able to get an emergency signal out to Starfleet.”

“But what about us?” Firestine asked, both under his breath and in disbelief. “The
Indiana is our only cover.”

“Two destroyers are no match for three fully operational Klingon cruisers,
Commander. I’'m not about to sacrifice hundreds of lives for a no-win scenario,”
Captain Collins responded in his quietest, yet most commanding tone. “Speaking of
which, I need to beam Ensign Jones and her baby off the ship as soon as possible.
She may have signed up for this kind of danger, but her child hasn’t. Get security to
handle it quickly before the Indiana is out of range.”

Nodding, Firestine went to his assigned task.

“Klingons will be in weapons range in sixty seconds,” Miles called out from the
science console just as Captain Collins stepped back into the command chair.

“Lower the shields long enough to transport the ensign and her child to the

Indiana, then get them back up.”

“Mistress! One of the Federation starships appears to be retreating. The other has

lowered its shields.”
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What game can they be playing? Captain K’'neH’A’ steepled her fingers to her
chin as she watched the first destroyer quickly speed away from the second. “Are
we within weapons range of the first target?”

“Almost.”

But K’neH’A’ was impatient. “Fire a spread of torpedoes at the closest
destroyer!”

Abruptly, the Gre'Thor lurched as two torpedoes streaked away into the darkness.
A half-minute later, Commander Klen'daH yelled from his console “Impact!”

“Well done, gunnery officer,” the captain cooed. “Damage report, Commander
Klen'daH.”

“Only one of our weapons impacted with the Earther vessel, and they managed to
raise their shields before the warhead struck. Damage to their forward shields is
minimal.”

“Have they altered course?”

“Negative. They are still on course to intercept us.”

K’neH’A’ approved of this Earther captain. While he couldn’t possibly hope for a
victory in the coming engagement, he—unlike the captain of the quickly retreating
destroyer—had guile.

“Allow the Earther captain to come closer,” she sneered. “Put our other two
cruisers slightly ahead of us, but order them not to fire. When I give the order, we
will swing out from behind our forces and disable their warp drive.”

“We are not going to destroy them?” Klen'daH asked.

“No. I want this Earther commander myself. If he is to die, it will be at my hand
and my hand alone. Stand by to beam over boarding parties. I trust it will not take

long to dismantle their shields.”
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Chapter 5

Stepping though the rust-colored hatch, Admiral Do’val was greeted with a stench
he had not been privy to in some time. The compartment was small, only few
meters on each side, and lit by a sickly glow from behind a grated panel in the
overhead. In the center of the room, with Captain K'neH'A' on one side and a
security officer on the other, was a Federation officer. He was seated in a chair,
shackled to it by his wrists. His pink face showed signs of bruising, and a fresh cut
above his left eye and near the right corner of his mouth oozed with the inefficient
red blood of humanity. His dark hair was disheveled, and he was breathing heavily,
as if he’d just run a marathon.

“And what do we have here,” Do’val asked calmly as he stepped into the
spotlight, then looked to Captain K'neH'A'. “Have you found a new pet?”

“A prisoner, my lord,” she said with a gracious bow. “One of many from the
disabled Starfleet vessel.”

Do’val leaned closer to the human, coming nearly eye to eye with the man. The
Earther, despite his obvious discomfort at his wounds, kept a steady gaze into the
admiral’s eyes. Commendable.

“I’m not a believer in carrying excessive baggage, Captain K'neH'A',” the admiral
admonished. “Prisoners waste resources. I assume he and his people are of some
redeeming value?”

K'neH'A' shrugged, flashing her commander a devilish smile. “I can say little of
the other prisoners at this time, Admiral. This,” she scoffed distastefully at her
captor, “is the captain of the Federation vessel.” She noted that this seemed to perk
the admiral’s interest. He stepped back a pace as his eyes widened.

“Is he now?” Do’val clasped his hands behind his back, looking squarely into the
Earther’s eyes. “And, does this captain have a name . . . or shall I continue to
address him as Earther?”

The Federation officer’s eyes narrowed. “Captain Roderick Collins, USS EI Cid.

Service number 572-312.”
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Do’val smiled. “Dash 312, did you say?”

Captain K'neH'A’, obviously unsatisfied with the answer, backhanded the
Federation officer’s shoulder, eliciting a grunt from the human. “That is all I’ve
been able to get out of him. He refuses to talk.”

Do’val chuckled. “And you expected something more, my dear Captain
K'neH'A’? This human is a Starfleet captain, if we are to believe what little comes
from his mouth. Like us, they are more than adequately trained to resist more casual
forms of questioning.” The smile on Do’val face quickly faded as he once again
leaned toward Collins. “But, my dear Captain, rest assured . . . you can be broken,”
he said in an ominous whisper. “I have done so myself to a great number of your
contemporaries. You shall be no different.”

“Talk is cheap, ridge for brains,” Collins spat back.

“We shall see, Captain Collins.” The admiral tilted his head to look at K'neH'A’.
“And his ship?”

“Adrift at the moment. My men are attempting to return maneuvering power to it
as we speak.”

“Keep your filthy paws off my ship, Klingon bast—" but Collins’s words were cut
short when the admiral’s heavy gauntlet was rapped against the side of his face.

“Captain, Captain,” Do’val began playfully, then made a tsk-tsk sound. “Such
language, and in front of women, no less.”

“She’s no lady. She’s a Klingon.”

Do’val’s eyes fell squarely on K'neH'A’, examining her quickly from head to toe
and back. “And a fine example of one, I assure you.”

Roderick licked at a fresh trickle of blood coming from the left side of his mouth
as he felt the side of his face begin to swell. “Whatever you say, Jack.”

Do’val turned his attention back to Collins. “You have spirit, Captain. However
misplaced it might be, I admire it.”

Although Collins had more to say on the matter, he decided that rather than
risking another strike to his already-battered body, he’d conserve what little strength
he had remaining for the more intense questioning session he was sure to undergo in
the next few hours. Perhaps he could use the time to get some information on his

people. “You’re the admiral in charge of this invasion force?”” he asked of Do’val.
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Glaring down at him, Do’val nodded slowly.

“My people?”

“Many of your crew are injured. Many more are dead. They were fortunate to
have been spared your fate.”

How many that meant, Collins knew he wouldn’t be able to get from the
Klingons. It was likely they didn’t have access to the ship’s roster. At least, not yet.
Thankfully, based on recommendations from Starfleet Intelligence three months
ago, all Federation starship computers were now encrypted with three layers of
security. While it hadn’t been proven that the Klingons had since been able to crack
into any computer system they pilfered, the simple fact remained that the longer the
Klingon technicians spent poring over the El Cid, the sooner they’d come across
something helpful. It was simply a matter of time.

“And the other Federation starship?”

“Cowards, like the rest of you Earthers.” Captain K’neH’ A’ snorted distastefully.
“They escaped the system under high warp before we had a chance to destroy
them.”

The Indiana escaped. That’s one bit of good news. “And the shipyards?”

K’neH’A’ reached down and grabbed a handful of Collins’s tattered tunic, pulling
his back away from the chair. “You are the one being questioned, Captain. Not us!”

Admiral Do’val put a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Patience, my dear. In time, the
captain will tell us everything we need to know. There is no use in harming him
further.”

Unsatisfied, but acquiescing to her superior, Captain K’'neH’A’ released Collins
with a shove. “As you wish, my lord.”

Do’val turned, looked over her shoulder, and then jerked his hand toward the
captain. There was a screeching of metal, and Collins watched the admiral step
sideways as a seat was provided for him. Throwing the folds of his cloak behind
him, Do’val slowly sank into the chair scarcely two feet from Collins’ own.

“So,” Do’val leered, his eyes narrowing as a slick smile spread across his dark

face. “What shall we talk about?”
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“The station.”

Do’val snickered. “You really do have a one-track mind, Captain. But no matter.
Our people beamed over to the station a short while ago. Though they found the
equipment quaint, it will no doubt serve us well. As for the personnel . . .”

“Yes?” Collins asked, hoping to not sound too desperate.

Do’val shrugged as he leaned back, then put one leg over the other casually.
“None have yet been found. That allows for three possibilities: they are hiding, they
have beamed down to the surface, or they managed to escape with the other
Starfleet vessel. If, in the course of our investigation, we discover that either of the
first two has happened, I have no doubts the personnel will be executed on the spot
as soon as they’re located.”

That means that either the Klingons haven’t bothered to scan the planet T'Vam
for life-forms—a very unlikely possibility—or they have, and didn’t find anything.
There were only a few hundred colonists down there, but easily more than the
Indiana could handle by herself if she tried to evacuate them. The real question is,
where are they? The personal shelters—built by the Starfleet Corps of Engineers
deep into the sides of granite mountains—were more than capable of withstanding a
prolonged orbital campaign, but they were far from scan-proof. The Klingons
should know exactly how many people are down there.

“I rather like the idea that they, too, have escaped far beyond your reach,” Collins
said with a half-smile.

Do’val seemed to be weighing his answers as he examined Roderick’s bruised
face. “We will know soon enough, Captain. I have an entire legion of troops
preparing to assault the surface installations as we speak. However, if you were to
perhaps answer a few of my questions . . . I could be persuaded to stay the execution
of more innocent people.”

“Such as?” Collins asked, his mouth becoming more dry with each passing
second.

“We can begin with the Federation’s strength for this sector,” Do’val smiled.
“From there, we can talk about neighboring sectors. After that, perhaps we will
discuss the deprivations of your people on the planet.”

Collins harrumphed. “Once you find them, of course.”
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Do’val sneered back. “Of course.”

Before Collins could think of his next words, the admiral’s attention was pulled
away by the request of a junior officer. “Yes,” Do’val barked.

“Admiral, message coming in from Captain Mog.”

Do’val turned back to Collins and smiled, baring his sharp teeth. “The commander
of my forces investigating your space station. I imagine they have located your
people and are requesting orders to begin executing them.”

Collins doubted it, but would humor the Klingon admiral—for the time being. He
put on the most convincing concerned expression he could, hoping it would placate
the Klingon’s need to elicit such a reaction. When Do’val sneered with satisfaction
and turned away, Collins knew he’d succeeded.

“Yes, Captain Mog,” Do’val said into the provided handset as he turned back to
Collins. “Please, speak in the Earther language. It would please me to see our
captive’s reaction and getting the news firsthand.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“I trust, then, that you’ve found what you were looking for?”

There was a marked pause before Mog continued. “In a manner of speaking, my
lord.”

Collins watched as the smarmy smile on Do’val face faded almost imperceptibly.

“What have you to report, then?”

“There are faint Terran life sign readings on the far side of the engineering
section, sir. However, a security bulkhead bars our path.”

“Then you will force it, Captain, and be quick about it!”

“Forgive me, Admiral, but that is the very reason why I have contacted you. It
seems that the door can only be opened by voice command. They are magnetically
sealed. All other attempts to cut through them have failed.”

Engineering? That'd be the last place anyone on the station would be hiding,
Collins thought to himself. Thankfully, the Klingons have no idea why it’s sealed. If

they did, they’d get as far away from that compartment as possible.
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That was when Admiral Do’val caught Captain Collins’s eyes again. Narrowing
his gaze, Do’val stepped away from the wall speaker and strode toward the captain.
Heavy boots thudded on the floor as he did so, the only sound in the compartment.
“I trust you know the way to open that hatch?”” he asked of Collins.

Roderick, still playing the part of the concerned Starfleet officer, nodded shakily.

“If you would be so kind,” Do’val said as graciously as any Klingon could muster.
“It will go well for those barricaded inside, I assure you.”

Collins didn’t believe him for an instant, not that it mattered. His only concern
was how far away the station was from the Klingon vessel he was on. Was it right
outside, or on the far side of T’Vam? There was only one way to find out.
Swallowing, Collins licked his lips once more. “I have your word that the prisoners
will be treated humanely?”

Do’val’s head bobbed, but he said nothing.

“Blue-7-2-1-Alpha-6 . . . initiate.”

Do’val smiled. “Well done, Captain. I believe that you and I will have many more
productive conversations.” Turning, he repeated the words into the wall speaker for
Captain Mog to hear. “Once you are through, shut down the main reactor.”

“Yes, my lord!” Mog replied, then signed off the channel.

Do’val stepped back to the unoccupied chair opposite Collins, obviously satisfied
with himself. “Now Captain,” he began as he started to sit, “we can begin to discuss
the Federation’s—” but his words were silenced as the entire vessel was tossed
sideways. Captain K’neH’A’ and Admiral Do’val were tossed to the deck, and
Collins’s chair toppled over, slamming the captain’s shoulder into the unforgiving
deck with a dull thud.

“What has happened?” Do’val barked into the intercom as he got back to his feet.

“The Federation station has self-destructed!” a voice shouted back. “Our systems
are heavily damaged!”

That much was obvious to Roderick Collins, who was smiling from the deck. The
entire ship was shaking violently, threatening to come apart at the seams.

“Compensate!”

“We can’t, Admiral!” the officer’s voice once again sounded. “Thrusters and

impulse controls are down. We’re being pulled into the planet’s gravitation well.”
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Do’val turned and seethed at Collins. “You! You have done this to us!”

“On the contrary,” Collins replied from the floor. “That’s a taste of a little trick we
picked up from the Klingons. A nice little booby trap, complete with false life sign
readings provided by a low-yield scanner.”

Do’val, wide-eyed and furious, turned back to the speaker. “Order the nearest ship
to tractor us before we hit the atmosphere!”

“Every ship in a ten-kilometer radius was vaporized in the explosion. Many others
are damaged!”

“I will be up there shortly!” Do’val then turned and approached Collins.
Withdrawing his dagger, and with every intention of killing the Earther, he stopped
over the captain’s form and looked on him with a mixture of disgust and fury.
However, in the moment before he plunged the knife into the Earther’s heart, a
thought crossed his mind, one that reminded him that no matter the circumstances,
the human was unable to fight back. Bound to his chair, there would be no honor in
the death. Besides, Collins had used the cunning worth of a Klingon to thwart
Do’val’s plans at capturing the orbital station and ship yards. Those acts alone
demanded Collins die warrior’s death. Sheathing the knife, he glowered down at the
fallen human. “If I cannot stop our descent, you will die in a fiery ball as we
plummet to the surface.”

Collins, despite all the pain of his injures, managed a chuckle as fresh blood began
to ooze from his lips. “Die poorly, Admiral.”

His eyes burning with rage, Do’val turned to K'neH'A’. “Watch him closely, my
dear. If we survive this encounter, he will die at my hands.”

Reaching down with one hand, K'neH'A' pulled Collins back to an upright

position. “Yes, my lord.”

k ok sk

Stardate 4303.15
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March 2255

Office of the Commander in Chief, Starfleet Command, Fleet Admiral Matthew D.

Luxa, San Francisco, Earth

“Admiral Luxa, President Vanderbilt’s shuttle has just landed,” the melodic
female voice came through the speaker on Matthew’s desk. Reaching for the
leftmost yellow button, Luxa pressed it gently as he leaned forward.

“Thank you, Emily. Please, do me a favor and put on a fresh pot of tea for the
president,” the commander of Starfleet said kindly, knowing Vanderbilt’s
predilection for non-synthesized beverages.

“Of course, sir,” the young woman replied before Luxa closed the call. To his left,
the cube-shaped computer terminal began to chime pleasantly. Reaching up, he
opened the channel to Starbase 23. The screen brightened to show the gray-haired
commander of Starfleet Intelligence. “Michael, it’s good to see you again.”

Michael J. Lai smiled back, his eyes holding a twinkle for the first time in Luxa’s
recollection. “You too, Matthew. Am I late?”

The joke—for that’s what Matthew knew it to be—was laughable. Lai was never
late. Matthew found himself chuckling at the remark. “No, no. Of course not. The
president’s shuttle just set down.”

“Very good.”

“You know something, I think you have too many sets of eyes, Michael. You
know just a little too much of what’s going on for your own good. That’s why
you’re never tardy.”

Lai smiled warmly. “I like to think it’s because I have a well-oiled chronometer,”
he said, brandishing his right wrist and examining his silver wristwatch—a gift from
Luxa himself last Christmas.

“Fair enough,” the fleet admiral responded just as the doors to his office swooshed
open. Expecting only Vanderbilt to pass through them, Luxa was surprised to see
that the Federation president was followed by a Vulcan diplomat. Presuming the
Vulcan was someone of great importance, Luxa first looked at Vanderbilt, then to

the newcomer.
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“This is Ambassador Sarek of Vulcan,” President Vanderbilt said formally.
“Ambassador, this is Fleet Admiral Matthew D. Luxa.”

Luxa was more than aware of Vulcan customs. After all, his only son had recently
become engaged to one while serving near the front lines. While Matthew had his
reservations about the pairing, he was nonetheless very happy for his offspring.
He’d taken it upon himself as of late to learn many of their customs—of which there
were more than a few. This impromptu meeting was to be his first test, and he
silently prayed he would avoid embarrassing the president in the process. Holding
his hand up in the traditional Vulcan salute, Luxa stood as upright as a raw cadet.
“Peace and long life, Ambassador Sarek.”

Sarek regarded him silently for a moment—or, as Luxa would later recall,
inspected him—then gracefully withdrew his hand from the folds of his robe and
returned the gesture. “Live long and prosper, Admiral Luxa.”

“Can I get either of you gentlemen anything?” he asked, then looked to
Vanderbilt. “Emily will have tea ready in a moment.”

“Very good,” Vanderbilt nodded.

“I do not require anything, Admiral,” Sarek said formally. “But the offer is
appreciated.”

“If you gentlemen will have a seat, ’ve got communications with Admiral Lai of
Starfleet Intelligence linked up for the meeting.”

Vanderbilt and Sarek took seats at the far end of the desk. Luxa shifted his chair,
then turned the monitor so that everyone could easily see one another. Introductions,
Sarek had said of Lai, were ‘unnecessary,’ as the two had met some months ago on
Starbase 23.

“I’m anxious to hear your report, Admiral Lai,” Vanderbilt said to the Intelligence
officer.

“To put it bluntly, sir, we’re making some serious headway in our efforts against
the Klingons. We’ve bested them in nearly every encounter over the last several

months.”
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Vanderbilt had suspected as much, but hearing the news directly from the head of
Intelligence was music to his ears.

“After we secured the Argelius Approaches,” Lai continued confidently, “I
believe we effectively sealed their fate. Since then, the Klingons have been scouring
the territory they’ve captured, desperate for raw materials to keep their ships combat
ready.”

“The results?” Vanderbilt asked, which Luxa answered.

“Mixed, sir. Many of the systems the Klingons conquered early in the war were
not well-seeded with precious materials, as luck or fate would have it.”

“I doubt the inhabitants of those worlds feel such divine providence, Admiral,”
Sarek said evenly.

Knowing that it was—for lack of a better word—illogical to argue with a Vulcan,
let alone an ambassador, Luxa let the comment slip. “After the Battle of Sector 12-J,
the Klingons began moving away from their push coreward.”

“This was further reinforced by our victories at the Battles of Rex Ducat and
Tirehe,” Lai continued from the screen. “In effect, their wedge-shaped invasion of
our sector is being flattened—but also widened—along the former Federation-
Klingon neutral zone.”

“Are you suggesting they may be attempting to move the location of the entire
zone more into our space?” Vanderbilt asked.

“It’s beginning to look that way, sir,” Lai acknowledged with a nod.

Sarek also seemed to approve of the idea. “Logical, if one takes into the account
the mind of a Klingon. They are opportunists, but not overly foolish. This could
signal both an end to hostilities, as well as a difficult series of negotiations in the
future. If they acquire a vast amount of territory along the length of the zone, the
Federation may well accede that space to them in an effort to end the violence.”

“I take it you approve of that, Ambassador?” Lai asked.

Sarek sat silently for a moment before speaking again. “No, Admiral Lai. I do not.
As well, I do not believe that other founding members in the Federation assembly
feel that way either. To give in to the Klingons—at this juncture—would be
imprudent. It will show a weakness on the part of the Federation, one that I believe

the Klingons would well try to take advantage of in the future.”
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“I’m in agreement with the ambassador on this, gentlemen,” Vanderbilt said. “We
must push the Klingons as far out of Federation space as possible, and reclaim our
pilfered systems along the way. Anything less would be interpreted as a show of
weakness by the Klingons—assuming we can ever get them to the negotiation
table.”

“And what of T’Vam?” Sarek said after a moment. “They are rich in resources,
surely enough to bolster the Klingon advance in that area.”

On the screen, Lai nodded. “As you all know, we received a distress call from the
starship Indiana a few weeks ago. We quickly sent in a small fleet to render
assistance to the planet. To our surprise, it really wasn’t that necessary.”

“What do you mean?” Vanderbilt asked in confusion.

“The captain of the destroyer E/ Cid was taken prisoner by the Klingons shortly
after they arrived. We found him, as well as a handful of other Federation officers,
stranded on the surface. Seems that the E/ Cid’s skipper managed to disable a large
portion of the Klingon fleet before our forces arrived. Our shipyards in the system
were destroyed, as well as all our cruisers in the system. However, the Klingon
victory was short-lived. It’s likely they beamed off a small portion of raw materials
before fleeing the system. I’ll have the whole report of Captain Collins’s
imprisonment and escape forwarded to you, sir.” Lai smiled as he said it to both
Vanderbilt and Luxa. “It’s worthy of a read. Although at times unconventional, it
got the job done.”

“And the colonists?”” Sarek asked.

“Alive, but a little worse for wear.”

“Chlorotheragen?” the Vulcan asked quietly.

“The Klingons tried, but the antidote worked perfectly,” Lai replied.

Sarek’s eyes closed, almost as if he were grateful at the news.

“An antidote?” Luxa asked.

Sarek nodded slowly. “Devised by my people at the Vulcan Science Academy

some time ago, and distributed by special Vulcan courier ships over the last month
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to all Federation planets in the war zone—at least, as many as they could get to
undetected.”

Luxa was beside himself. “Your people have had an antidote and you’re just now
making Starfleet aware of it?”

“I was aware of it,” Vanderbilt countered, “and I agreed with Vulcan Intelligence
that it should be kept a secret as long as possible. This was an ace in our sleeve,
Admiral—one the Klingons weren’t counting on. If they knew of the antidote, they
may have tried to develop something more powerful. Now that they’ve run out of
resources, they’ve also run out of time.”

Luxa was less upset that the president had kept him the dark than that Admiral Lai
had done it. Matthew knew that before the day was out, he’d make sure to inquire
about it.

“As for our next encounter,” Lai continued, “we’re expecting the Klingons to
make another push for more resources, somewhere in Sector 23. We’re getting a

fleet together now.”

76



Chapter B

Stardate 4303.30

All around the light cruiser Polaris, dozens upon dozens of Starfleet’s finest
starships were at rest, as if anchored to invisible piers jutting from the central
flagship, the Achernar cruiser Gallant. Flying the flag of newly promoted
Commodore Barbara Sach, the Gallant was preparing to get underway, a signal to
the rest of the fleet commanders that they should do the same. As the deck plates
beneath Captain Shanayda’s feet began to show the vibrations of the engines
coming to life, he gave himself this small moment to reflect on what was about to
transpire.

The 8" Battle Fleet, in which the Polaris was one of ten Tikopai-class frigates,
was made up of an assortment of every vessel in Starfleet’s arsenal. From their
mooring on the outer fringes of the formation, Shanayda and his bridge officers
were treated to a wide-angled shot on the view screen that captured most of the fleet
in all its splendor—and its destructive power. Lined abreast, as if they were cadets
about to be inspected, a row of Achernar- and Bonhomme Richard-class cruisers
stood ready to get underway. Even the namesake of the class, the ubiquitous
Bonhomme Richard herself, was counted amongst their ranks—each strikingly
similar to one another, yet each as unique as the crews that manned them.

From the helm console, Ensign Gene Kendrick tried to grasp everything in his
periphery at once. There was simply too much to see, and while his eyes were
darting from one vessel to another, he couldn’t count their numbers.

“It’s quite a sight to behold, isn’t it?” Captain Shanayda said as he stepped up
behind the ensign, placing a firm yet yielding hand on the younger man’s shoulder.

“Yes, sir,” Kendrick agreed with a deep sigh. “T’ve never seen anything like it.”

Shanayda, collected but equally awestruck at the sight, could well understand that.
“Not many have, including myself. But Starfleet has decidedly shifted from
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defensive to offensive mode, and this fleet represents a major attempt to take back
some of our lost territory.”

“Do you think we’ll be able to, sir?” Kendrick asked, his voice thinly laced with
apprehension.

Shanayda smiled down to the young man. “Take heart, son. Mind your training,
and be alert for rapid changes in orders. Do that and, no matter what, you’ll be
fine.”

“Sir, chief engineer Bac’tol on the line,” the fair-skinned communications officer
said from behind the two.

“At my chair, please,” Shanayda said as he took a seat, then pressed the intercom
button. “Yes, Commander?” he asked.

The deep voice of the chief engineer—one of the few Vulcans in all of Starfleet to
hold such a post—came back smoothly. “Engines are at maximum operating
efficiency, Captain. Impulse and thruster controls are at your command.”

“Superior, Commander. Defensive systems?”

“Phaser control reports all banks ready for primary charge. Photon torpedoes
check green. I have taken the liberty of priming the forward launchers.”

“Thoughtful, Mr. Bac’tol.”

In his mind, Shanayda saw Bac’tol raising an eyebrow in the ensuing pause before
the Vulcan spoke again. “I felt it sensible.”

“Of course,” the captain said with a faint smile. “Damage control parties?”

“Mustered at their assigned posts, Captain. I’ve also taken the liberty of assigning
a second detail to both deflector control and the primary drive system sub-control
stations.”

“Very good. We’ll be getting underway shortly. Will you be joining us on the
bridge?”

“With your permission, Captain, I will remain in engineering for the duration of
the confrontation.”

In truth, Shanayda expected nothing less. If one was bold enough to say it aloud,
Bac’tol was enamored with the ship’s engines. However, given the Vulcan’s

brooding nature and uncharacteristic bulk, such a thing was never said. Besides,
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engineering was where the Vulcan would be at his best, advising repair teams and
overseeing every minute detail of the operations of the engines.

“Understood, Commander. Stand by to depart the system.”

A few dozen meters off the Polaris’s port beam, another Vulcan officer—a
contemporary of Bac’tol at Starfleet Academy—was making final adjustments to
the already fine-tuned sensors of the Heston-class battle cruiser Bogart. The
Bogart’s captain, Todd Cooper, watched with fascination as Commander S’laron’s
eyes stared into the blue glow of the sensor hood.

Over the last few months, the old battle cruiser had begun to show her age.
Although she’d come out on top in the last few engagements with Klingon forces, it
was only due to assistance by more capable, modern vessels—and the dedication by
crewmen such as S’laron to keep the older, nearly antiquated systems operating
beyond their peak efficiency. The Bogart was likely the oldest vessel in the
assembled fleet, not nearly as maneuverable or graceful as many others. But what
she lacked in those areas, she more than made up in firepower—something even the
“new gals” with their fresh Thermocoat paintjobs still drying couldn’t say. With
newly installed aft-firing torpedoes, and Gatling-like phasers that could fire 360
degrees on both the ventral and dorsal sides—to say nothing of the dual-layer
shields that would be put to the test for the first time—it was no wonder why she
was to be tasked with leading the charge into Sector 23-D.

Turning his eyes from the science officer, Captain Cooper looked at the stylus in
his hand for the third time in the last ten minutes. On it, Starbase 23 and the four
adjoining sectors were displayed in all their grandeur. The planet Surokos, at the
southern edge of Sector 23-A, was where the 8" Battle Fleet was moored. The
Federation desperately needed to push the Klingons out of this area. The Klingons
were staging their forces in the Aplithin system, which fell at the relative “northern”
end of Sector 23-D—easily within a few days’ travel of Starbase 23. The invaders

had already taken Mandrak VI three weeks ago, replenishing their supplies and
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taking the entire system hostage. Now, poised to capture the only Federation
starbase in this area, it was time to deal with the Klingons here once and for all.

“How are those adjustments coming along, Commander?” Captain Cooper asked,
knowing that any minute now the Bogart would be getting her orders to get
underway.

S’laron nodded into the blue light. “They are completed, sir.”

Cooper had tasked the Vulcan with increasing the resolution of the long-range
sensors, something that many newer ships came with as standard. However, Cooper
was sure that the Bogart could still out-reach those new pups. He’d given S’laron
the job, which the science officer had nearly bubbled over with annoying calmness
to accept. Now they were about to see the fruits of the last three hours of labor put
to the test.

The ship’s navigator, Lieutenant Commander Greg Rozier, spoke up from his
console. “Sir, it looks like the fleet is getting underway.” The lieutenant was
anxious but reserved as everyone watched a small number of vessels on the screen
begin to shift position.

Rozier, a recent transfer from the USS Exeter, was performing admirably in his
new position as third in command. The Exeter, God rest her duranium hull, was
now in pieces—scattered about the Nivalm system with a half-dozen other
Federation vessels. Taken in by a surprise Klingon raid, the Starfleet crews gave
more than they got, but not without suffering some tragic losses. Rozier and a
handful of others had made it to a shuttle in time to see the Exefer be blown from
space a few moments later. Greg’s actions in the crisis—and the resultant accolades
he’d received for the rescue of several crewmen—endeared him to Cooper when the
captain was looking for new officers to fill the ranks of the Bogart. In his heart,
Cooper knew there was a first-rate captain just under the surface of this man’s tunic,
and he was determined to challenge Rozier to perform at his peak to bring it out.
“Maintain position for the moment, Greg. Let’s wait to hear the order from
Commodore Sach herself.”

“Aye.”
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“Message coming in from the Gallant, sir,” the communications officer said a
split second later. “We are advised to take our position at the head of the fleet and
stand by to enter warp.”

“Send our acknowledgement, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Mr. Rozier,” Cooper said, getting the attention of the navigator just as he lifted a
hand toward the screen. “You heard the lady. Ahead full.”

Rozier smiled as he turned to his duties. “Aye, sir. Coming about on course 113-

mark-6 at full impulse.”

His eyes on his sensors, Lieutenant Commander James Webb turned and faced his
captain. “Sir, the Bogart is getting underway.”

Fleet Captain Hunter Schoumacher, commander of the Tikopai-class USS Antares
as well as the entire 15" Cruiser Squadron, nodded briskly. “That’s our signal to get
underway. Helm, put us just off the stern of the Bogart. Match their course and
speed.” He then turned to his communications officer. “Lieutenant, hail the Binar
and the Kuala Lumpur. Inform them to take up their prearranged vectors behind us.”

“Yes, sir,” the officer said, then went to work calling the other two light cruisers.

As the light cruiser Antares came about, the stern of the Bogart came into view on
the forward screen. Sharing the general shape with the Constitution- and Achernar-
class, the only major difference externally was that the warp engines were placed
parallel with the secondary hull instead of angled away from it. Internally, Fleet
Captain Schoumacher knew the differences were more pronounced.

“The Binar and the Kuala Lumpur have acknowledged,” the communications
officer said.

“They’re coming into position now, sir,” Webb said from the science console.
“The Binar is portside, aft. The Kuala Lumpur is starboard-aft.”

With the Bogart in the lead, the cruisers behind it completed the spear-tipped first
wave of the assault that was about to take place. The pieces were set. All that was

needed was the order from Commodore Sach on the Gallant.
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The only thing that gave Schoumacher pause was the lack of intelligence on the
Klingon presence in the system. It was widely known that there were numerous
enemy ships in 23-D, but the exact composition was unclear. Conflicting reports
stated multiple cruisers, battle cruisers, frigates and, in the case of one report,
nothing but a large fleet of freighters. No one had ventured far enough toward the
system to be detected by the Klingons, which meant the Klingons were similarly
beyond the range of the Federation sensors. Commodore Sach hoped that the Bogart
and her escorts would resolve that deficiency.

What was known was what Sector 23-D contained. Bisecting it from corner to
corner, the former Federation-Klingon neutral zone took up a large portion of it,
leaving small wedges for the opposing forces. The agricultural world of Mensae,
and the non-aligned world of Daros, were on the Federation side.

The Kinza D’elma system, otherwise known by the Klingons as “the path to
Sto’Vo’Kor,” was on the other. A violent, volcanically active system, with a pair of
white-hot stars at its center, was clearly visible in the night sky all the way back on
Earth. It was also the site of a major Klingon starbase and training facility—one that
had been a primary target for the Starfleet war planners on Starbase 23 for months.
If the 8" Battle Fleet could push the enemy back into Klingon territory, it made a
future attack on Kinza D’elma well within reach. If Starfleet failed, it would put
Starbase 23 directly in the Klingons’ path of advancement.

Sucking in a slow breath, Fleet Captain Schoumacher leaned back in his chair, the
weight of the coming engagement filling the air around him.

“Signal coming in from Commodore Sach on the Gallant,” the communications
officer sounded.

Hunter let out the breath slowly.

“The Bogart has been ordered to proceed into Sector 23-D.”

“Understood,” Hunter agreed. “Lock our navigational and astrometric systems
into their computer systems. We’ll automatically enter warp on their mark.”

The helmsman and navigator looked to one another after making the necessary
entries. As they turned toward the forward screen, the Bogart leapt into warp. A

microsecond later, the cruisers of the 15" were right behind her.
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Stardate 4304.08

After three days of continuous warp operations, the ships of the 15" Cruiser
Squadron slowed to sublight. The remainder of the 8" Battle Fleet had jumped into
warp an hour after Captain Cooper had engaged the Bogart’s engines. The latest
subspace communication from Commodore Sach, which Cooper had received no
less than two hours before, showed that the rest of the fleet was still precisely one
hour behind him. That gave him sixty minutes to scan the area in preparation for
their arrival . . . sixty minutes in which they would be vulnerable to any number of
scenarios they could find themselves in.

Thankfully, the outskirts of the Aplithin system were devoid of enemy activity.
Could it be that the Klingons aren’t here at all? 1f they were, it was unheard of for a
Starfleet vessel to get so close without being scanned. The Klingons usually had a
small number of D-4s or D-6s on the periphery of their formations or—at the very
least—patrolling the outer planets of conquered systems. That Cooper had found
none gave him pause where he should have felt elation. The Klingons were, if
nothing else, becoming more and more predictable with each encounter. Anything
out of the ordinary was reason for concern.

Of course, the enemy could be just about anywhere in the system. Aplithin: fifteen
spatial bodies—many of which were capable of sheltering a large number of enemy
vessels—not to mention masking their signatures with the latent radiation that
abounded there. A great number of the planetoids were entirely rocky with no
atmospheres, but rich in mineral deposits. There were two Jovian moons, each far
too inhospitable for life to flourish or to allow any kind of quick-mining operation
to be at all lucrative. An even larger gas giant and a smaller gas dwarf were both

more than adequate to supply vital materials to a desperate enough fleet captain. But
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the real gem was Mensae, the only class-M world in the system, and the one that
Captain Cooper had up on the Bogart’s forward view screen at the moment.

Remarkably similar in many respects to Earth, it gave the captain a sense of
homesickness he hadn’t felt in some time. Slightly cooler at night, and a bit warmer
during the day, the planet was one Cooper wished he had the time to take his crew
down to for some much-needed shore leave. Currently, much of the planet’s blue
water and nearly half of its landmass was covered by billowy white clouds. The
polar caps, accounting for less than two percent of the surface, were coated in thick
layers of water ice, and nearly indistinguishable from the clouds high above them.
But it was the high peaks of the western ridges that called to Todd Cooper.
Recalling adolescent memories of attempting to scale the monolithic Mont Blanc,
Cooper found his sense of adventure reawakened as he stared down at Mensae’s
inviting snowy summits. He could almost feel the crags and crevices under his
fingertips, the rush of the crisp air invading his lungs with each breath as he free-
climbed to views accessible only to the surest of hearts. The reward, he knew,
would be worth the momentary discomfort. His mind strained to hear the soft waves
of wind that would flow over his body as he hugged the cliffs, but it was the sound
of the science officer’s voice that roused him from his momentary daydream.

“Captain, something on long-range sensors,” S’laron said in his usual monotone.

Cooper reluctantly turned from the viewer just as the western ridge disappeared
behind the rim of the rotating world. He could see the Vulcan still peering into his
sensor display. “Yes, Commander?”

“There appear to several mining vessels in orbit around the sixth planet in the
system.”

The gas giant. Nearly twice the size of Jupiter, and with enough materials floating
in its gaseous atmosphere to supply the needs of several fleets of ships. “Can you
get a more detailed scan?”

“Compiling available data now, sir,” S’laron said as he pressed a series of brightly
colored controls. “The vessels are orbiting the planet dangerously close, using
collection beams to mine the material directly from the atmosphere.”

“Can you tell what they’re collecting?”
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“Various precious gases, as well as trace dilithium materials. I’ve also located
three more mining vessels near the inner iron-core worlds. They appear to be
collecting ores. A flotilla of cargo ships is ferrying between the mining vessels,
possibly amassing the collected materials for transport to another location.”

“But are they Klingon?” Cooper asked, as much to himself as the science officer.
The Vulcan nodded.

“Undoubtedly. Specifications are consistent with known Klingon types.”

“Crew complement of the vessels?”

“Only a handful on the cargo freighters—perhaps no more than four or five each.
The mining vessels are fully automated.”

“We’re close enough to the old neutral zone,” Lieutenant Commander Mark
“Crash” Donnelly said from the helm. “They could’ve made it all the way from
Klingon space on their own.”

All things being equal, Captain Cooper would agree. However, things were not
equal. The Klingons were getting more desperate with each passing week. They
needed these raw materials, and would do anything to protect them. “Not this time,
Crash. There are warships nearby. Problem is, we need to find them before they
find us.”

“What about probes?” the helmsman asked, turning his eyes to the science officer.
S’laron directed his answer at the captain.

“Easily detectable, not only by the cargo ships, but by anything else in the
system.”

“Agreed,” Cooper acknowledged. However, caught between a rock and a hard
place, he still needed answers. “Where’s the highest concentration of radiation in
the system?”

“Between the fifth and sixth planets, sir. There’s a radiation belt that encompasses
the two.”

“And the fourth planet?”
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The Vulcan raised an eyebrow as he, too, turned his attention to the class-M
world still spinning slowly on the view screen. “Mensae is too far distant from the
radiation to be affected.”

“But also positioned directly between the minerals of the gas giants and the ore-
rich worlds of the inner moons.”

S’laron’s head dipped approvingly. “Precisely between them, to be exact.”

Todd brought a finger to his chin, stroking it absently as he pondered the idea
forming in his mind. “Let’s assume that the Klingons are somewhere between
Mensae and the sub-Jovian planet. Could they hide themselves from our sensors?”

S’laron’s eyes darted to the overhead as his computer-like mind calculated the
variables. “Possibly, but only for short durations. The orbits of the two bodies are
similar, but not perfectly synchronized. Any vessel hiding near the radiation belt
would become visible every 15.4 hours, and would continue to be visible for
another six.”

“Unless they changed positions,” Donnelly was quick to point out.

Intrigued, both S’laron and Cooper looked to the helmsman. “But to where?”
Cooper asked.

“If it were me, I’d wait until the last possible minute, then move as close to the
central star as possible. That would give some obscurities to passing sensors.”

“Not enough to completely shield a large force, Commander,” S’laron noted, but
Todd Cooper was quick to counter.

“But certainly enough to make those same sensors appear as if they were seeing
anomalies.”

S’laron wagged his head almost imperceptibly. “The Klingons would need to be
very close to the central star to mask long-range Federation scans.”

“How close?”

“Dangerously so. If we are to believe all the reports coming in from Starfleet
Intelligence as to the state of the various Klingons fleets, then their vessels would
likely not be operating at peak efficiency. They would not be able to maintain the
orbit indefinitely.”

Cooper smirked. “They don’t need to. They’ve got the radiation belt to crawl back

to every few hours.”
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“Such a maneuver would have to be done quickly to avoid detection.”

Donnelly chuckled. “But that’s assuming there’s a Federation starship is in the
area and scanning.”

Cooper nodded. “We’re here now, and I intend to keep our scanners peeled.” He
then turned from the forward view screen to face S’laron. “When would the next
transition be?”

“If there is a Klingon force in the radiation belt, it would become mutually visible
to all in less than one hour, assuming we do not change our position.”

“Mutually visible?” Donnelly asked.

“The same radiation that prevents us from currently locating the Klingons is
preventing them from seeing us, Commander,” the Vulcan said as he crossed his
arms in front of his chest. “In forty-seven minutes, we will be detected.”

“And so will they,” Cooper said. “In fact, I have a feeling we’ll see them first.
There’s a good chance they won’t be looking in this exact direction when they
emerge from the belt.”

“There will be a small window of opportunity for our forces to obtain a tactical
advantage.”

“How small?”

S’laron leaned back into his chair, then folded his arms across his chest casually.
“Let us assume that the Klingons will—as Commander Donnelly states—*‘wait until
the last moment’ to set a course for the central star. If they depart the farthest edge
of the radiation belt at maximum impulse, they will become visible to our scanners
approximately six minutes before they reach the central star. If, however, we fail to
intercept them in time, they might use the radiation from the star to again mask their
signatures—thus negating any advantage we might have.”

Cooper then turned to Donnelly at the helm. “But can we intercept them in time?”

Mark turned to his console, sighing in disapproval as he swiped a hand slowly
across the surface. “I don’t think so, sir. She’s got teeth and claws to spare, but the
Bogart’s just too cumbersome. We wouldn’t be able to get the impulse engines up

to speed in time.”
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“What about the Polaris?”” Cooper asked S’laron.

“Only four of our seven vessels have the necessary speed to intercept the
Klingons. The Polaris is one of them. However, they could be severely
outnumbered.”

“They just have to keep them occupied long enough for our reinforcements to
arrive. Besides, the rest of the 15" won’t be far behind them.”

S’laron nodded. “The Antares will be detected by the Klingon cargo vessels as
soon as she enters the system. However, they are unarmed and pose no threat.”

“We’ll take care of the ore freighters and the mining craft,” Cooper said.
“Communications, hail Fleet Captain Shanayda on board the Polaris—Priority

One.”
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Chapter 7

On the bridge of the Polaris, Captain Shanayda and the rest had been waiting
patiently for nearly an hour. Like the Bogart and the rest of the ships in the 15"
Cruiser Squadron, they had kept a continual eye on the Klingon mining ships and
ore freighters passing throughout the system. There seemed to be very little thyme
or reason to their movements over that time, except to transfer what little material
the mining vessels could obtain over to the waiting freighters. The freighters
themselves held almost stationary positions, as if they were waiting for more than
just cargo to be ferried to them. The rest of the 8™ Battle Fleet would arrive soon,
but to what end? If there were a major Klingon force hiding in this system, it had
yet to be located. However, if Captain Cooper’s science officer’s calculations were
correct, the 15" Cruiser Squadron would find out within the next few minutes.

Shanayda had ordered his science officer to maintain a close watch on the
radiation belt surrounding the fifth and sixth gaseous planets. They’d been ordered
to proceed into the system at maximum speed and attack as soon as they detected
anything. At the helm, Ensign Gene Kendrick waited for the order, his fingers
poised over the controls. When the science officer spoke up a moment later,
Kendrick flinched, nearly sending the vessel rocketing into the Aplithin system.

“Detecting something in the radiation belt, Captain,” the Edosian officer said in a
clipped, high-pitched voice.

As he looked to the chronometer between the helm and navigation console,
Captain Shanayda’s head wagged. Right on time, it seems. “What do you have?”

“A large radiation surge. Indicative of a large formation of vessels getting
underway.”

“How large?” the captain asked.

“Vessels are emerging from the radiation belt now, sir. Scanners showing forty
Klingon vessels, with classes ranging from frigate to battle cruiser.”

“Heading?”

“Toward the central star, maximum impulse.”
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They're making their run. No time to waste. “Kendrick, intercept! Maximum
impulse!”

“Aye!”

“Weapons officer, arm phasers and photon torpedoes. Wait until we’re just out of
their weapons range before raising our shields,” Shanayda barked, then opened a
channel to chief engineer Bac’tol. “I want as much power to the impulse engines as
you can muster.”

“Understood,” the Vulcan replied calmly, then closed the channel.

“We’re undoubtedly visible to the Klingons, but they have not altered course,” the
science officer said.

“They’re intent on trying to use the star’s radiation to confuse our sensors,”
Shanayda countered.

“Firing range in thirty seconds,” Kendrick said.

“Target the nearest vessel and fire a salvo of torpedoes as soon as you have a

lock.”

“Aye, sir!”

Three minutes after the Polaris and her three escorts had opened fire on the
Klingon fleet, the heavy cruiser Bogart was on the scene with the rest of the cruiser
squadron. On the main view screen, Captain Cooper watched as the light cruiser
Antares used her perfectly targeted phasers to rip open the top of a Klingon
destroyer. A second later, the vessel exploded in a shimmer of light. The Federation
forces were vastly outnumbered, but they seemed to be holding their own in the
confusion near the fourth planet in the system. Captain Cooper wondered about the
inhabitants of the planet below and what they would make of the strange lights
flashing in the night sky high above them.

“How long until the rest of the 8" gets here?” Cooper asked as he turned to
S’laron at the science console.

“Eight minutes until they have to drop to sublight to enter the system. They will

arrive at this location approximately three minutes later.”

90



With her awesome array of weaponry, Cooper only hoped that the Bogart could
keep the majority of the Klingons occupied until then. “How many targets are in the
immediate area?”

“Two D-7 cruisers off the port bow, with a D-10 battle cruiser off the starboard.”

“Rozier, keep us as steady as you can,” Cooper said to the navigator. “Weapons
officer, target all three vessels—torpedoes to the cruisers, phasers to the D-10.
Reduce magnification on the viewer.”

“Locked, captain,” the young man said.

“Fire!”

On the screen, Cooper watched three torpedoes speed off to the port side as two
beams of phaser fire streaked off to starboard. Faster than the propelled weapons,
the phasers struck first. The D-10’s green-tinted shields flared for a moment before
becoming invisible once again. Then the torpedoes struck the D-7s. The first two
struck the closest, both hitting the enemy’s starboard warp pylon. The vessel’s
shields, already damaged or offline for whatever reason, were completely down, and
the nacelle shattered into several large chunks. The final torpedo hit the farthest D-7
in the stern, causing the shields to brighten for a split second.

“One D-7 is down,” S’laron reported. “The other has damage to her stern shields.
The shields of the D-10 are down to eighty-five percent. No other damage to report.
The battle cruiser is turning to engage us.”

Well, that got their attention, all right. “Target all weapons at that battle cruiser.
Continual fire until it’s disabled or destroyed.”

“Sir, another cruiser’s coming around to our stern!” S’laron shouted a moment
before the Bogart shuddered under the impact of multiple disruptor blasts.

Cooper found himself having to shout over the creaking of the hull under the

strain. “Evasive maneuvers! Fire the stern torpedoes!”

Seated in the command chair of the cruiser Antares, Fleet Captain Hunter
Schoumacher watched as the Bogart was hounded by no less than three Klingon

vessels, with a battle cruiser quickly bearing down to make four. Unfortunately, the
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Antares was engaged in her own scuffle with two frigates and couldn’t detach to
help. “Communications, get the cruiser Maelstrom on the line. Have them intercept
that D-10 before it comes around!”

The ensign at the communications station nodded as he replayed the information.
“Maelstrom is on her way. Ten seconds.”

On the screen, Schoumacher watched as the Federation light cruiser came into
view, swooping down and over the Bogart with only a few meters to spare.
Alternating phaser fire, the Maelstrom successfully hit all three attacking Klingon
vessels before firing torpedoes at the D-10. The two projectiles hit the battle cruiser
amidships, causing it to veer off and away from the Bogart. Cooper clenched his
hand in victory, and was about to ask his communications officer to hail the
Maelstrom’s captain when two more enemy battle cruisers caught the starship in a
deadly crossfire. With the combined firepower of their disrupter cannons and
torpedoes, the Klingons dissected the starship in a matter of seconds.

The two Klingon frigates taking potshots at him reminded Hunter that he didn’t
have the luxury of mourning the dead. How much longer until the rest of the fleet
arrives? A minute? Three? Will any of us survive that long? The Antares shook as a
disruptor beam bounced off the ever-weakening shields. On the view screen, the
captain watched as an enemy frigate passed just ahead of the ship. “Target that
vessel and fire everything!”

As if by providence, Lieutenant Commander Donnelly had already target the
vessel. As soon as Schoumacher uttered the order, Donnelly splayed his fingers
across half his console. Three phaser banks and the photon launcher discharged,
draining enough energy to momentarily dim the bridge lights for the briefest of
seconds. Everything struck the target simultaneously and the Klingon vessel

shattered into an expanding fireball.

“We’re entering weapons range now, Commodore!”

Leaning forward in the command chair on the bridge of the Gallant, 8" Battle
Fleet commander Barbara Sach watched the fracas just ahead of her forces. In
between the mass of gray-green Klingon ships, she could see the Bogart trying

desperately to ward off no less than five enemy vessels—and doing an admirable
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job of it. Phaser fire was streaking out of the cruiser in every direction, and the
occasional bursts from the forward and stern torpedo tubes told Sach that Captain
Cooper wasn’t about to give up.

“Lieutenant, get us as close to the Bogart as you can,” she said to the Gallant’s
navigator, Matthew Lee. “Weapons officer, target the flanking D-7 and fire phasers.
Get him away from the cruiser.”

2

“Message coming in from the Fagle, ma’am,” the communications officer
sounded. “Captain Scearls and his ships are in position.”

Sach had ordered Scearls to take his cruiser and a handful of frigates to flank the
bulk of the Klingon forces. They were now directly perpendicular with the Klingons
and ready to strike.

“Phaser fire strike, Commodore,” the weapons officer shouted. “We got one of the
D-7s to disengage from the Bogart.”

“Communications, order Scearls to begin his run,” she said, scrutinizing the main
view screen and eyeballing a damaged D-10 that was just ahead of the Bogart.
“Target that battle cruiser and fire phasers.”

The Gallant, with the similarly shaped command cruiser Bonhomme Richard,
opened fire on the faltering D-10. The Klingon battle cruiser’s wide secondary hull
took the brunt of the ensuing damage. The Bonhomme Richard, under the vigilant
command of Fleet Captain William Blackwell, pummeled the Klingon’s two
disrupter cannon emplacements on either side of the hull. The Gallant, wasting little
time, broke the proverbial back of the warship. Using three well-placed phaser
shots, she separated the long neck just behind the bridge module. The cruiser’s

lights winked out, all power lost.

Continuing on, the Bonhomme Richard found a pair of D-7s harassing the
Federation destroyer Scipio. The odds were quickly swinging in Starfleet’s favor,
and the idea of capturing some enemy vessels was paramount on William’s mind.
But Blackwell had his orders for Commodore Sach: no prisoners. Every enemy

target was to be destroyed.
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“Lieutenant Caplin, target the closest D-7 and fire torpedoes.”

“Their shields are already down,” Commander Eu’Gene Baker said from the
science console.

William didn’t turn to face his executive officer. “We have our orders,
Commander.”

Blackwell watched as the torpedoes—which he usually reserved for busting
enemy shields—streaked down toward the already wounded vessel. The two
charges struck the rear impulse module on the dorsal side of the secondary hull,
sending up a shower of sparks and debris and causing a jet of plasma to trail behind
the nearly powerless vessel.

“Phasers locked,” Lieutenant Caplin said.

William inhaled slowly. He knew what he had to do, but something in him was
reluctant to do it. The Federation, by all accounts, was on the upswing in this war.
To him, now was the time to begin showing some restraint when dealing with the
enemy. After all, hadn’t there been times in the not-too-distant past when many in
Starfleet were clamoring for the same treatment from the Klingons? Was the
Federation now so different? But that was a debate best left to historians or
commanders who had the ability to make changes in policy. Blackwell, and many
others like him, were weapons of war . . . for the moment. So, while his personal
logs would indicate his disagreement with the actions he was about to take, he
would nonetheless obey his orders, just as he always had.

“Target the engineering section and fire phasers.”

Caplin acknowledged. Phasers were fired. Another warship exploded.

“Two more targets to our stern, sir. Destroyers,” Baker said, sensing the
frustration Blackwell was feeling. The two had been friends for a long time, and
they held the same reservations about their current actions.

“Lieutenant Morrow,” Blackwell said to the dark-skinned navigator, “bring us

about. Put our torpedoes to bear on those targets.”

After destroying two more small frigates, the Gallant came about high above the
mass of warships fighting below it. Commodore Sach watched as the Bonhomme

Richard took out another target, then observed the single-nacelle destroyer Scipio—
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aided by the Achernar-class cruiser Eagle—destroy another. There was an order to
this, one that Barbara approved of. The Federation would take no chances with
these enemies—they would all be destroyed, just as her own past had those years
ago on Archanis. Even now, the last image of her late husband filled her mind—one
that haunted her in her darkest hours. Daniel’s body, twisted and broken, on the
floor of his lab on that distant world . . . the first casualty of the senseless
destructiveness of the Klingon war machine. Now, years of single-minded
dedication had put her in a position to exact the revenge she wanted, and she would
waste none of it.

“Communications, order the Polaris and the Antares to attack the retreating
enemy frigates to the north. They mustn’t be allowed to escape the system.”

“Aye.”

“The Debon has reached the coordinates of the enemy mining freighters,”
Commander Walaardt said from the science console.

“Communications, order them to destroy the targets.”

Sach didn’t see Walaardt place a firm hand on the comm officer’s shoulder,
belaying the ensign’s given order for a moment. “Shouldn’t we try to take them
alive, ma’am? After all, they’re unarmed.”

Barbara didn’t turn around to face him. Her tone was even and measured. “We
will destroy them all, Commander. No exceptions.”

Without further protest, Walaardt and Ensign Nicole Rooney locked eyes. The
commander nodded and removed his hand, giving the ensign permission to continue
with her given order. Stepping back to his console, Walaardt panned the short-range
sensors in a wide arc around the Gallant. What he saw took his breath away.
“Captain! Enemy battle cruiser approaching!”

“What?” Barbara asked in shock. “How did they get so close?”

“Unknown. They just . . . appeared out of nowhere directly above our position.
They’re bearing down at us at one-quarter impulse!”

“Lee,” the commodore called to the navigator, “get us out of here!”
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But it was too late. The D-10 battle cruiser—flagship of the now-decimated
fleet—was giving no quarter. The point-like disruptor cannons opened fire
simultaneously, streams of green energy rippling down and impacting at a single
point on the Gallant’s hull. The cruiser’s shields flared, but the short range and the
intensity of the Klingon bolts proved too much. The upper saucer section was
washed in sparks and debris as the impulse drive module exploded. Secondary
explosions caused by damaged fusion reactors completed the job begun by the
disruptors, and the primary and secondary hulls of the Gallant tumbled apart like

leaves in the wind.

“The Gallant has been destroyed!” the Antares’s communication officer sounded.

Fleet Captain Schoumacher’s next course of action was obvious. “Send to all
ships: we’re assuming command of the fleet. Helm, bring us out of the combat zone,
full impulse!” Thankfully, due to only a few enemy vessels remaining, the trip took
only a few seconds. Soon the Antares was near the beautiful blue-white class-M
world, watching from a discreet distance as the Federation forces mopped up the
remainder of the once-powerful Klingon fleet. “Communications, get me Fleet
Captain Blackwell.”

“Audio and visual patched in to the Bonhomme Richard, sir,” the ensign replied.

On the screen, the distant view of the battle was replaced by the bridge of the
command cruiser. Blackwell, his slowly graying hair slightly disheveled, looked
sternly back at Schoumacher. “Captain.”

“The Gallant’s been destroyed, and I’ve assumed command of the fleet. You’re
the senior starship captain, so you’re to be my eyes and ears.”

“Yes, sir,” William said with a nod.

“Status, Captain?”’

“We’ve sustained minor damage, but it’s not impacting our ability to fight. Others
aren’t so lucky. The Polaris lost an engine, the Eagle is totally without warp power,
and the Debon is a burning hulk.”

Hunter sighed in frustration, having known the Debon’s captain—Arik Hitt—for a
number of years. “Survivors on the Debon?”

“Unknown.”
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“Are you in a position to check?”

Blackwell looked right—presumably to his executive officer for confirmation. He
nodded as he turned his head back toward Schoumacher. “I think so, sir. The
combat zone is shrinking pretty rapidly at this point, and it seems we’re suddenly on
the outskirts of it.”

“How many enemy vessels are there?” Schoumacher asked, turning to see
Commander Webb under the science console and fixing an overheated computer
board. “Our long-range scanners aren’t what they used to be.”

“One battle cruiser, two cruisers, a destroyer, and a few frigates. There are also a
few mining freighters that the Debon didn’t get to tackle floating around the sixth
and seventh planets.”

Hunter licked at his dry lips. “And our forces?”

Blackwell leaned back in his chair as he read a stylus that was handed to him.
“We’ve lost five starships, three destroyers, and a frigate. We’ve got mild to
moderate damage across ten more ships, and the reports are still coming in. The last
few Klingon ships out here aren’t giving up so easily.”

“Be that as it may, Captain, we need to finish this.” In a brief flash of insight,
something popped into Hunter’s mind. “Are you in a position to capture any of the
enemy vessels?”

“Sir?” Blackwell asked in surprise. “That’d countermand Commodore Sach’s
previous order.”

“I’'m well aware of that, Fleet Captain,” Schoumacher said with a crooked smile.

Blackwell couldn’t help but chuckle. “Yes, sir. I think we can lasso up a Klingon
or two. My security teams have become quite adept at it.”

“I believe the starship Sheridan has a contingent of commandoes on board for just
such an occasion. Coordinate with Captain Boynton and make it happen, William.”

Blackwell smiled with a newfound sense of purpose. “Aye, sir.”
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Star Trek: The Four Years War, Vol. IV



Stardate 4304.10

April 2255

Incoming subspace communication . . .

FROM: The Office of the Commanding Officer, Starfleet Public Relations,

Admiral Joselyn Czernovski

TO: All Commanding Officers, Starships and Starbases, All Commands

VIA: (1) The Office of the Commanding Officer, Starfleet Command,
Fleet Admiral Matthew D. Luxa, San Francisco, Earth
(2) The Office of the Commanding Officer, Starfleet Intelligence,
Admiral Michael J. Lai, San Francisco, Earth

SUBJ: OFFICAL INFORMATION RELEASE FOR FORWARD-DEPLOYED
UNITS AND RESPECTIVE COMMANDERS

1. On stardate 4303.28, the 8" Battle Fleet, then under the command of
Commodore Barbara Sach, engaged superior Klingon forces near the Aplithin
system inside Federation space. This encounter, officially labeled the Battle for
Sector 23-D, was a resounding success. A large number of enemy combatants were
destroyed and a small number captured, with negligible losses in Starfleet
manpower and equipment. Unfortunately, Commodore Sach did not live through the
engagement to witness the final victory. However, in the midst of remembering the
many valiant lives that were given on that day, we must also stop to congratulate
commodores (selectees) Hunter Schoumacher of the USS Antares and William
Blackwell of the USS Bonhomme Richard. Their leadership and service during the
entire conflict minimized the loss of lives of Federation citizens and Starfleet
officers, while simultaneously furthering our victories in the ongoing war against

the Klingons.
98



2. On stardate 4304.01, a Klingon convoy was detected near the Orion-controlled
world of Pens. Since the Laxala Incident, no Klingon forces in Orion space had
dared venture close to any of their dilithium-rich worlds. However, due to the
empire’s recent losses, Starfleet Intelligence had ample evidence to suspect that
such a raid by the Klingons was inevitable. In order to safeguard our continued
supply of dilithium from the Orions, the 57" Cruiser Interception Squadron was
dispatched from Starbase 10 to investigate the Klingons’ movements. When the 57"
arrived, they found several Klingon warships pilfering dilithium from a well-
documented Orion-controlled mine. The Klingons, having killed the Orions before
the Starfleet squadron arrived, were easily dispatched by the numerically superior
Federation forces. The Orion government, in a fashion typical of their people, has
not extended any gratitude for Starfleet’s efforts in the conflict. However, that there
has been no reprimand from the Orions either is indicative of their appreciation, and
dilithium shipments from their territory have—without apparent reason—become
more frequent.

3. On stardate 4304.05, Starfleet vessels of the 2" Cruiser Flotilla—along with
elements from the 45™ and 99" Destroyer Squadrons, intercepted a Klingon raiding
party near the Oco system. As with other recent encounters, the Klingons were
attempting to poach supplies. This time, the intended target was a Federation
convoy of Cochrane-class transports. Unfortunately, the Klingons were either
unaware or unconcerned about the four Starfleet destroyers escorting the ten
transports. One D-4 was able to attach a tractor beam to one of the freighters and
pull it off course, beam a security team over, and take the vessel by force.
Unfortunately for the Klingons, the vessels contained prefabricated materials for the
construction of colonial farms. There were several excavators and other pieces of
heavy construction equipment on board, but nothing that Starfleet Intelligence feels
will be of any value to the Klingons at this time—unless they decide to take up
agriculture as a means of warfighting, which is highly dubious. No other transports
in the convoy were affected, and the Starfleet commanders were able to ward off the

remaining Klingons.
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4. Researchers at the Vulcan Science Academy have perfected an antidote to the
Klingon nerve gas chlorotheragen. This potent gas, which affects both the
respiratory and nervous systems, is both fast-acting and highly lethal. Colorless,
odorless, and tasteless, it could be introduced into any number of environments,
including (but not limited to) water supplies, livestock, and crops, and can survive
on Class-J through Class-N planetoids. The antidote, once introduced, is self-
replicating, destroying any vestige of the chlorotheragen across the entire planet
within six hours. All Starfleet vessels will be outfitted with specialized probes that,
when launched at a planet via the photon torpedo or accelerator cannon, will
inoculate an entire planet. Starfleet medical specialists will also be outfitted with
quantities of antidotes for smaller scale deployments.

5. On 4304.05, a cargo vessel was intercepted near Space Outpost 8 by a Starfleet
vessel during on routine patrol near the Romulan neutral zone. Bearing unofficial
markings, the vessel was searched, with the hold found to be empty. When
questioned, the ship’s captain, one Cyrano Jones, informed the Starfleet personnel
that his cargo had been transferred to Outpost 8 some weeks ago. When asked of the
nature of the cargo, Mr. Jones stated that it was alcoholic in nature, originating from
Romulan space, but that the fluid had other uses as well, such as a cleaning solvent
and coolant. With nothing to hold him on, the vessel commander released Mr.
Jones, and the Federation starship continued on to Space Outpost 8. Upon their
arrival at the outpost, they found the station to be completely inoperable. Evidently,
the station master had taken Mr. Jones’s advice to heart concerning the cooling
properties of the liquid, and had injected the fusion reactors and plasma conduits
with the blue liquid. Instead of acting as a coolant, however, the liquid acted like a
corrosive when mixed with the already-volatile fluids in the reaction chamber. The
resulting damage left the entire station’s core unsalvageable. Due to the design of
the older stations, there is no direct replacement for the core modules, and a new
station will need to be towed into place. In fact, not only had Mr. Jones visited a
number of space stations along the neutral zone peddling his “miracle fluid,” but
those same stations regularly serviced Starfleet vessels—many of them warships. It
is still unclear how many vessels have been affected by the blue chemical, but one

confirmed case—the USS Sean King—suffered a partial core breach, shutting down
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all major shipboard functions until the vessel could be towed to a repair facility. Mr.
Jones was apprehended on stardate 4304.09, but no traces of the blue Romulan fluid
could be located aboard his ship, nor was there any record of such cargo in the
ship’s computer. Though he did not deny possessing the material, he professed to
know nothing of its ill effects. After an exhaustive cross-examination by Starfleet
Security and Starfleet Intelligence, it was determined that Cyrano Jones was not a
Romulan spy, nor did he act with any premeditated malice toward Starfleet or its
property. He was released shortly after. However, as of this stardate, all blue fluids
denoted as “Romulan Ale,” “Romulan Coolant,” or any substance meeting this
description is now considered an illegal substance within Federation space. The
havoc even a small amount of this fluid can have on electro-mechanical systems
cannot be overstated, to say nothing of its effects on the nervous and respiratory
systems of a number of Federation culture races when imbibed as a beverage.

6. For the latest news and updates, please contact your local command

representatives, and have them forward an official request to their nearest starbase.
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Chapter B

Stardate 4305.01

May 2255

“Captain HoD! Another message coming in from the V’'GoH. It’s Admiral
Kla’noR this time.”

The flagship of the 2™ Imperial Fleet and HoD’s personal chariot, the Honor of
Kabhless, had been awaiting new orders for the past week. Captain HoD snorted as
the communications officer—a rather pitiful Klingon himself—finished relaying the
information. “Admiral” Kla’noR. The title was just that. Up until a month ago,
Kla’noR had been nothing more than a governor, placed as a figurehead of the High
Council on a world not too distant from HoD’s current position. Unfortunately,
many of the seasoned commanders were now either dead or captured, and the
Council was reluctantly forced to pull from the navy’s pool of reserve officers to fill
the gaps. Kla’noR was just such a gap filler. Having served faithfully—albeit rather
plainly—for several decades, an injury sustained outside of combat had forced his
retirement. Now, with a new commission and a misguided sense of purpose,
Kla’noR had been issuing disjointed, sometimes counterproductive orders for nearly
a month. If his latest scheme fared as badly as the last, then HoD, as the senior
squadron commander, would be forced to deal with him.

The thought brought a smile to the captain’s face. “Well, then by all means, put
the admiral on the screen.”

The glowing Imperial trefoil on the forward screen was instantly replaced by
Kla’noR. He had no ridges on his head—a sure sign to anyone that he was an
inferior fusion-race officer. His wiry, silvery hair sprang from his scalp like a
willow tree, and shook in a hundred directions with even the slightest movement of
his large head. Kla’noR’s white beard, cut thin, traced his irregular jawline like a
path winding through a swamp of pockmarks and wrinkles. On his uniform were
more medals and ribbons than HoD had ever seen in his life. Surely they must weigh

down the admiral’s already impressive bulk.
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“Captain HoD, good of you to finally open a channel with the V’GoH,” Kla’noR
said with obvious perturbation.

“With all due respect, Admiral, this is the flagship of the fleet. I do not answer to
minions or junior officers.” It was true enough, even if it was a personal preference
and not one born of protocol.

“When the requests come from my people, I hope in the future you will reconsider
that stance, Captain.”

“As long as that future is filled with glorious victories, Admiral.” The message to
Kla’noR was clear, and HoD could see it had the desired impact by the expression
on the admiral’s human-like face. Fusions, genetically engineered to better interact
with the majority of races in the Alpha Quadrant, were—for the most part—capable
warriors when compared to Imperial-race Klingons. More dexterous in class-M
environments, they made for excellent Marines—of which they formed the vast
majority in the Imperial Corps. However, due to their genetic splicing, HoD had
always believed that they lacked the fortitude that was afforded only to the Imperial
race. Nor did the captain feel that fusions were truly capable leaders. Perhaps
someday his prejudice would get the better of him, but until a fusion could best him
in hand-to-hand combat or tactical skill, HoD would care little for their purported
talents as fleet commanders.

Kla’noR looked across space at HoD, whatever frustration welling up inside him
quickly subdued and released only as a scowl that was worthy of a true Klingon.
Admirable, HoD thought. “Then I have good news for you, Captain. You’ve been
ordered to undertake a mission of supreme tactical importance to us.”

Hardly, I wager. “Oh, and what would that be . . . sir?”

“There is a Federation defense outpost in the Biwywb system. Over the next
several weeks, a number of Klingon strike groups will be moving through that
location. The High Council has ordered the outpost destroyed, along with any
Federation starships in the vicinity.”

Captain HoD knew of the system. The 2™ Imperial Fleet was only two parsecs

from there, but the captain had thought it too well-fortified a target to attack—even
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with the might of a hundred-plus warships behind him. Their supplies, while
adequate to engage a small Starfleet flotilla—or possibly a minor orbital
bombardment—weren’t in sufficient quantity to give HoD a sense of assured
victory against a fully operational starbase. Still, the thought of such a glorious
target so close to his forces whet his appetite. It frustrated him to no end that there
was little he could do about it. Now he was being ordered to, not for his glory, but
for that of the admiral. Admiral. The word was bitter even when spoken in the
privacy of HoD’s own mind. Should he be victorious, it would no doubt elevate
Kla’noR’s standing in the High Council. Captain HoD began to formulate a plan to
avoid just such a manifestation when Kla’noR spoke again.

“I take it by your silence that you do not agree?”

HoD smiled a toothy grin. “On the contrary, sir, it will be an honor.” Before
Kla’noR could respond, HoD continued. “Perhaps the admiral would care to
accompany us into battle?”

Kla’noR narrowed his eyes, but said nothing for a moment.

HoD knew he’d just put the admiral into a difficult position. It wasn’t unheard of
for a squadron commander to invite one’s superior into battle, but it was quite rare.
In fact, it was the usual custom that the admiral should lead the assault personally.
HoD, however, knew that the last thing Kla’noR wanted was to directly put his life
on the line . . . even if it were for the glory of the empire. The captain had taken the
liberty of cutting off the admiral’s escape route, and he took momentary pleasure in
watching the fusion race officer squirm.

“Our distance to your forces is considerable, Captain. The High Council’s orders .

Oh, no you don’t! “Must be followed to the letter, Admiral. You are the superior
officer, sir. Your presence is required. The glory that will befall us will befall us
all.” HoD heard a series of grunts of approval, not just from his men, but from the
men on the bridge of the admiral’s ship. Like HoD, the officers of the ’GoH would
demand that they be allowed into the attack. To do less would be a dishonor to
them. Despite the fact Kla’noR was surrounded by fusions, HoD found himself
praising their willingness to enter battle, even if that praise lasted less than a

microsecond. “We will await your arrival, Admiral.”
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Kla’noR grunted, his eyes burning with anger as he pounded a closed fist against
his chest. “It will be done. Ready your forces for my arrival. We attack in two
days.”

HoD nodded slowly. “It will be as you wish, my lord.” When the channel was
closed, the captain turned to the pathetic communications officer. There were
rumors that he was an agent of Kla’noR, sent to spy on HoD and report to the
admiral all his doings. Intent on getting to the bottom of those tales, HoD had one
duty to perform before that could transpire. “Open a secure channel to the Icy Death
in my quarters. I wish to speak to Captain Katt now!”

With a nod, the officer did as he was told. Stepping past him, HoD pondered how
easy it would be to withdraw his dagger and slit the younger officer’s throat.
However, now was not the time. He needed to speak to his mate about the coming

engagement, and of his plans to take care of the worthless Kla’noR once and for all.

k 3k ok

The heavy metal doors to the captain’s cabin opened with a hiss, admitting HoD
to the space before clanking closed behind him. Reaching for the tall-backed chair
behind his barren desk, he slipped into its warm embrace as he spun his personal
computer monitor to face him. On it, the image of his mate materialized into view.

“Captain Katt,” he began formally, “it’s good to see you again.”

There was a twinkle in her eyes, one that many men had come to fear, but one that
HoD had come to respect and admire. “And you as well, Captain HoD.”

“You are secure?”

“I am alone, and the channel is secure.”

“We’ve received new orders from Admiral Kla’noR. They come via the High
Council themselves.”

“Kla’noR,” she spat with distaste, mirroring HoD’s own impression of the half-
Klingon admiral. “A dog if ever there was one. What errand of importance could the

High Council possibly have him run?”
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There was talk in many circles that even those in the High Council had little trust
of the fusions. While their detractors were few, their voices were loud. The Council,
made up of entirely Imperial-bred warriors, was ever vigilant of usurpers. Many
fusions, Kla’noR aside, had amassed impressive records in the war, many raising to
prominent ranks on their own merit. This alone demanded a watchful eye. Soon
they could pose a real threat to the stability of the Council . . . possibly even the
throne of the emperor himself.

“We are to attack the Federation starbase at Biwywb,” HoD said calmly.

Katt’s eyes went wide, darting from side to side as she processed the information.
HoD knew from experience that his lover was waging future battles in her mind,
pitting the Imperial fleet’s might against the base and starships present in that
system. She was a brilliant tactician, the best HoD had ever seen. As he watched her
mind work, he knew had chosen his mate well. It was a trait he admired a great deal
in her, and he waited patiently for her to complete her thoughts.

“May I speak openly?” she asked, not as a junior officer, but as a subservient
would to her master.

HoD closed his eyes softly and nodded. “Of course, my pet.”

“We are outmatched, my lord. If we had only the starbase to contend with, I
would not hesitate. But at last report from my scouts, there were fifteen starships at
the station, many fully combat ready. They guard the station as a mother targ does
her cubs. To get between them would be suicide.”

HoD knew her scout commanders—knew that they were reliable to a fault. He
approved of the news. “Then we must draw them away from the station and deal
with them individually.”

“And how would we do that?”

HoD smiled. “I’ve convinced the admiral that he should lead the assault on the
station.”

Katt looked at him in shock. “The fusion will lead the attack? He . . . will be in
command of Imperial warriors?”

HoD held a calming hand up. “He is the only one who will believe he is in
command, my pet. I have plans for the good admiral, and I believe he will play

directly into them.”
106



“Plans?” she asked in almost disbelief. “Such as, my lord?”

HoD leaned back, resting his fingers under his chin. “We will use a human tactic,
one that I believe will produce favorable results for all parties concerned. Are you
ready for this?”

For as long as he could remember, Katt had insinuated that HoD should take a
more proactive stance to assure his ascension into the admiralty of the Imperial
navy. After he’d been placed in command of the 2™ fleet, the two were convinced it
would happen soon. However, once Admiral Kla’noR had taken over—and with
several defeats behind them—it looked as if a promotion would be beyond his
reach. Thus, future aspirations the two had for consolidating more power—possibly
even a seat on the Council itself—would be all but impossible. Now, however, HoD
was ready to make his move, and he wanted his mate at his side if and when things
got difficult, as they surely would.

Nodding, she stared back into his eyes. “I am ready, my lord.”

“Excellent,” HoD said approvingly. “Kla’noR will be here in two days. We have
that long to prepare.”

* % %

Stardate 4305.04

May 2255

The graceful and deadly battle cruiser that was the Imperial Klingon Vessel
V’GoH passed over the lead warship without as much as a sound. On the bridge of
the heavy cruiser Honor of Kahless, Captain HoD watched the transit of the ship
impassively, arms folded across his wide chest as he stood in front of the command
chair. Admiral Kla’noR’s impressive D-10 came to a slow halt precisely 1,000
kellicams off the port bow of HoD’s flagship, asserting itself as the new leader of
the 2™ Imperial Klingon fleet. To HoD and his overall plans, it mattered very little.
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“Sir,” the new communications officer called from his station. “Message coming
in from the V’GoH.”

HoD looked to the newest member of the bridge crew. The last member of the
crew to assume that position had been removed, sent down to engineering where he
could keep an ever-vigilant watch on the waste disposal subsystems tank—which
frequently had been internally fouling. If he’d been a spy sent by Kla’noR, killing
him would only arouse suspicion. Reassigning him to the lower decks, however,
HoD had effectively taken care of two problems at once: HoD was no longer being
watched, and in the last twenty-four hours, the waste tank hadn’t clogged once.
Perhaps the crewman was a natural in that environment.

“On screen.” And with that, Admiral Kla’noR and his wiry mop of hair popped
into view.

“Are you prepared to get underway, Captain HoD?”

“We are ready, Admiral. I have also taken the liberty of sending in a small scout
craft ahead of our invasion force.”

Kla’noR eyed the captain warily. “Under what authority? I gave no such order.”

HoD bowed his head, as any superior would expect of him. “It was done only as a
precaution, Admiral, so you would know how best to deploy your forces.”

“Your breach could have cost us this campaign, Captain.”

Although no such scout vessel existed, HoD knew he had to act as if one did. “But
they did not, my lord. And they have transmitted data I think you will find most
valuable.”

“Such as?”

“The starbase is protected only by a single Starfleet vessel. The remainder of the
Federation forces are near the outer perimeter of the Biwywb system.”

Kla’noR continued to eye the captain with suspicion. “Your people are sure of
this, then?”

HoD nodded. “It is confirmed, Admiral.” And now, to seal his fate. “Of course, as
lead vessel, the glory of leading the attack against the station will be yours.”

Kla’noR, his concern quickly replaced by the thought of a decisive victory, smiled
widely at the thought. “We will wait until the last possible minute to drop from

warp and surprise the Earthers.”
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To maintain warp speeds while inside the solar system was tricky, but HoD knew
his people could do it. Besides, it was just as he wanted. “A bold plan,” he said,
playing on the animosity he knew Kla’noR would expect from him. “Perhaps some
of our forces should be kept in reserves, held back while the warships take apart the
station.” There was no glory to be found in doing so, and HoD knew that Kla’noR
knew that. The admiral agreed.

“Then you will command those reserve forces, Captain HoD. See to it that no
Federation starship attacks our flank.”

Perfect. “I must protest,” HoD barked in mock anger. “I will not be relegated to
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the sidelines
“You will do as you’re told, Captain. Now prepare to get underway!”
Fighting back the urge to smile viciously, HoD only bobbed his head sharply.

“Yes, sir.”

k 3k ok

As soon as the fifty vessels of the 2™ Imperial Fleet warped into the Biwywb
system, the attack began. The Federation outpost, one of the ubiquitous K-type
stations that Starfleet enjoyed littering the universe with, was plainly visible orbiting
the only habitable planet in the system. Its three arms, stretching out equidistantly
from the conical central core, spun lazily as it rotated unencumbered around the
planet.

Half the force, commanded by HoD, was to remain behind, positioned near a
medium-sized rocky world devoid of life. The remainder dropped out of warp a split
second later, putting the Earther station squarely in the admiral’s weapon range.
However, much to Captain HoD’s horror, the station was indeed sparsely guarded.
In fact, it was even less protected than his falsified report to Kla’noR had
mentioned. Attached to one arm of the station was a Starfleet frigate, obviously

battle damaged in some prior engagement and missing one of its warp nacelles.
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Another vessel—a command cruiser based on the long-range scanners—was fully
combat ready, but certainly no match for the might of two dozen Klingon warships.

Wide-eyed, Captain HoD gawked into the tactical display presented on the main
view screen. Where were the Federation forces that Captain Katt had mentioned?
Where was this “mighty” Federation fleet that was supposed to be the downfall of
Admiral Kla’noR—not to mention the earmark of HoD’s own ascension to the
admiralty? Katt’s scouts were meticulous, their data irrefutable in the past. What
could have possibly happened? Then the idea struck him in his gut, as if a powerful
warrior had impaled him with a bat’leth and was now laughing at his bleeding form.

He had been betrayed, and by his consort, no less. Even now, on the tactical
display aboard the Honor of Kahless, HoD watched as her ship, the Icy Death,
swooped toward the station and began alternating disruptor blasts at the already
wounded Earther frigate.

And, as good as his word, Admiral Kla’noR and the V’GoH would be the first to
strike the pitifully protected station. The V’GoH’s powerful forward disruptor
cannons opened fire, green beams of death splashing against the starbase’s powerful
shields and giving the outpost a momentary blue aura.

Surely the Earthers would have more sense than to leave a station such as this so
helpless. Where are they? It was then that HoD actually realized he was silently
wishing for the Federation to arrive in greater numbers, not so he would have a
glorious target to attack, but so they would kill Kla’noR and his attacking forces . . .
Captain Katt included. Besides, it would save HoD from wasting much-needed
resources to do the job himself. The answer to that prayer, if one could call it that,
was not long in coming.

“Captain HoD!” the sensor officer shouted, “enemy vessels approaching!”

Finally, the Earthers come! “Verify!” HoD shouted in glee.

“Confirmed, my lord! Two squadrons of Federation cruisers. They are heading
toward the station!”

Two squadrons. Some nine or ten vessels, likely. Still not enough to win the day,
but perhaps enough to kill a few traitorous pieces of baktag!

“Do we move in to assist?” the weapons officer asked from his station.
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HoD glared at the screen, watching nervously as the Federation vessels dropped
warp and transitioned to full impulse speed. At their distance, they would be in
weapons range of Admiral Kla’noR’s forces in three minutes. “We will do nothing
until called upon by the V’GoH. We are to be kept in reserve, and there we shall

stay until it is advantageous for us not to do so.”

Star Trek: The Four Years War, Vol. IV



Chapter 9

“Admiral Kla’noR, Federation warships approaching!”

On the forward screen, Kla’noR watched as the helpless Starfleet frigate attached
to one of the three arms of the outpost exploded, taking a large portion of the disc-
shaped docking facility with it. As the fireball subsided, Kla’noR could see that a
large, blackened hole had been punched into the end of the arm. Atop the small
saucer, all power to the conical habitation module had gone out, leaving the
windows dark and lifeless. Seemingly disregarding his first officer’s statement,
Kla’noR inquired of the remaining Starfleet cruiser.

“It was engaged with the Death Stroke and the Ho’GuH, as well as three others. It
has since been disabled, as per your standing orders.”

