Captain Koester reviewed the Academy service record of the newly commissioned ensign who sat across
the ready room desk from him. Everything looked in order, grades well in the upper echelon of the recent Academy
class. An affinity for engineering and a minor in sciences. Only one thing seemed funny, so to speak, to the captain.

“Ensign... John Smith?” the captain asked. “Your real name? You’re not hiding from anyone?” The
captain grinned in amusement. The young engineering officer smiled in return as he shook his head.

“No, sir. It was the name | was born with. At the Academy they just called me Smitty.”

“Very well,” Koester replied. “Just be prepared for some good-natured ribbing. The crew isn’t going to let
you live this down too easy.”

“l will, sir. Thank you.”

Koester offered his hand as both officers stood and he said, “Commander Windsor will escort you down to
main engineering so you can meet the rest of your department. Welcome aboard the Dauntless.”

Ensign Smith snapped momentarily to attention, then nodded and headed out the door. Koester saved the
files he had been looking at on the monitor, then stood up to retrieve a drink from the replicator, first pressing the
intercom and saying, “Ensign Ka’Dan, send in the next new arrival.”

“Yes, Captain,” the Klingon exchange officer replied. As Koester ordered a pair of hot drinks from the
replicator, he heard the ready room doors swish open as the next newly assigned young officer stepped in.

“Ensign William Hyland, reporting as ordered, Captain.”

“Welcome aboard, Bill,” Koester said as he turned around with a grin, handing the young man one of the
steaming cups he had just ordered before offering him a seat, taking a seat on the nearby couch. Hyland seemed
surprised.

“If 1 didn’t know better, | would think you were expecting me, Captain,” Hyland said as he accepted the
cup.

“What makes you think | wasn’t?” Koester asked. “Starship captains get a little input into the first
assignment of newly graduated ensigns, you realize.”

“With all due respect, Captain, can | suppose you had something to do with Ensign Faggio being assigned
to the Dauntless as well?”” Hyland asked after sipping from his coffee.

“Well, I couldn’t split up a happy couple, could 1?”” Koester said, grinning again.

“She and | got together shortly after leaving the Dauntless last year. It’s been rough at times, especially
since we were in separate courses of studies, but it’s been working out. But you probably knew that already. | have
the distinct feeling you’ve been spying on me at the Academy, Captain,” Hyland commented with a roll of his eyes.

“Let’s just say | have connections,” Koester responded with a wink of his eye.

“Bridge to Captain Koester,” interrupted the voice of Commander Kevin Fry through the intercom. The
captain excused himself for a moment and returned to his desk.

“Go ahead, Kevin.”

“Skipper, there is a priority one message coming in for you.”

“Send it in here, Commander.”

A moment later, a message appeared on the desktop monitor screen. Koester read through it quickly, his
expression changing. A moment later, he looked back up at Ensign Hyland and said, “We’ll have to continue our
catching up a little later, Mister Hyland.”

“Understood, sir,” Hyland said as he stood up, placing his cup on the corner of the desk and heading back
out the doors. A moment later Koester pressed his intercom once again.

“Bridge, this is the captain. Have Commander K’danz report to my ready room.”
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Captain’s log, stardate 59734.0:

We have just received word that the Kairn may be preparing a new offensive against the
Federation in Sector 425. The Dauntless has been diverted from our mission of
exploration to join an armada being formed to push back this latest offensive.

I have also received a message that should be of interest to my First Officer, Commander
K’danz.

Koester, commanding Dauntless, out.

The chime to the ready room door sounded. Captain Koester, who had been reading a file displayed on the
padd he held, looked up at the doors and sighed before saying, “Come.” The doors parted to admit Commander
K’danz, who was wearing the off-duty version of her regular uniform.

“You wanted to see me, Skipper?”

Koester looked at K’danz with a half-hearted smile and said, “How long have we known each other,
Exec?”

K’danz frowned slightly, answering, “Five years during our first tour together. Three years this tour. All
those years in-between. Well over a decade, Peter. Why?”

Koester gazed silently at K’danz for a moment before finally saying, “I’ve enjoyed our service together.
You’re an excellent officer.”

Now K’danz was really getting worried about her commanding officer.

“Is there something wrong?” she asked sharply.

“No,” the captain insisted. “Nothing is wrong.”

K’danz was sure she did not believe what Koester was saying to her.

“What is going on, Peter?”

Koester passed the padd he had been reading over to K’danz. As she took it, the captain said, “This
message just arrived for you.” As the First Officer started reading the padd her jaw dropped open.

“That’s not funny!” K’danz exclaimed as she looked back up at Koester.

“No, it’s not. That’s why Lt Lockley decoded it twice.” Koester then stood up and offered his hand across
the desk. “Congratulations... Captain.”

An hour later, K’danz sat at one of the tables in the 10-Forward lounge with her husband, the starship’s
Chief Engineer, Dar. A drink sat untouched on the table in front of the First Officer, her expression still displaying
her shock.

“So, is it official?” Dar asked, reading over the padd K’danz had carried down to the lounge for the fourth
time.

K’danz shook her head as she replied, “The promotion is contingent on my acceptance of the assignment. |
have five days to make my decision.”

“lI hope you seriously consider this promotion.” Dar said as he picked up his drink. “Captain is not
something they just hand out to anybody.”

“l know. But the assignment is to the USS LaSalle, an Ericsson-class scout. 1’ve spent my career on
explorers. Galaxy-class, Sovereign-class... Heck, the smallest ship I’ve served on was an Intrepid! The LaSalle
would be a major change from what I’m used to. Instead of ‘boldly going where no one has gone before,” 1I’d be
boldly following in the footsteps of the starship that has declared the area safe.”

“That’s a bit of an exaggeration,” Dar commented. “Plenty of scouts have been sent on deep-space
exploration missions. And sometimes it’s nice having a small crew, the kind where you can really get to know
everyone aboard.”

“I’Il admit, the assignment has its pros and cons,” K’danz said, picking up her drink as if she suddenly
realized it had been sitting there for twenty minutes. “Not the least of which is that fourth pip. And I suppose it
would be nice for us to have a small vessel of our own.”

“Us?” Dar asked, sounding surprised. “You do realize that the likelihood of both of us transferring to a
new ship together is practically zero. Don’t you remember how many favors Peter called in to get me transferred
back to the Dauntless in the first place? | doubt we’ll pull off something like that again. Besides, | don’t want that
possibility making the decision for you. We will be just fine.”



K’danz’s face fell as she realized her husband was right. She decided to chalk the fact up into the ‘con’
column.

“I guess I still have a lot to consider,” she remarked.

K’danz finally lifted her glass to her lips when suddenly the alert klaxon sounded throughout the ship,
followed quickly by the voice of Captain Koester announcing, “Red alert! All hands to battlestations! This is not a
drill?”

K’danz gazed longingly at her drink for a moment before finally placing the glass back on the table and
getting up from her chair.

“See, you’re already feeling like a captain,” Dar said with a smile as he joined his wife on the way out the
lounge door. Moments later the couple emerged from one of the turbolifts onto the bridge. Dar immediately moved
to the engineering console, where he relieved Amanda Windsor. Meanwhile, K’danz took her regular seat to the
right of the captain. She looked at the main viewscreen, where a number of other Federation starships, including at
least one Galaxy-class starship and another Sovereign-class vessel.

“Mister Winters, hail the Relentless. | want to speak to Captain Sexton,” Koester ordered. A moment later
the viewer blinked to the image of a near identical bridge as the one aboard the Dauntless. In the center seat sat a
dark-haired man with a black mustache and trim goatee.

“Good to see you again, Peter, though | wish it were under better circumstances,” greeted Captain
Raymond Sexton.

“Glad I can make it to the party. What’s the situation?”” asked Koester.

“Outpost Delphi Ardu has reported a fleet of seven Kairn battlecruisers massing in Sector 424. It’s
believed they will try and invade and occupy the Epsilon Ophius system. Our mission is to stop them.”

Koester nodded, then asked, “Has our fleet received the modifications?”

For the first time, Sexton smiled as he replied, “All the starships in the sector have received the Morain
shield upgrade. This time we’ll be ready for the Kairn.”

Koester was glad the Dauntless’ recent first contact with the Morain, a race that had fought against the
Kairn for centuries, had successfully resulted in an exchange of technology intelligence, the culmination of which
was new shields that could resist the Kairn variable frequency disruptors now installed aboard a number of
Federation starships, including the USS Dauntless.

“As senior captain present, are you assuming command of the fleet?”” Sexton added.

“Admiral Dari will be arriving aboard the Sagan within the hour to assume command of the fleet,” Koester
replied. “You can retain command until then.”

Over the next several minutes, more of the most powerful starships in Starfleet arrived in the system.
Among them were two Defiant-class, three Akira, two Steamrunners and the immense Hawking-class exploration
cruiser USS Sagan, a vessel that dwarfed even the prides of Starfleet, the powerful Sovereigns.

“Admiral Dari to fleet. Latest intelligence reports the Kairn armada has warped out of the Selerus system,”
the Bajoran admiral and commander of the Sagan reported. “It is our intent to intercept that armada at coordinates
223 by 147 by 62. All vessels maintain battlestations. Set course 336 mark 9, ahead warp 8.”

As the admiral signed off, Captain Koester spoke to his own bridge crew.

“You all heard the Admiral. Maintain red alert. Mister Fry?”

“Course plotted and laid in,” the starship’s second officer reported from the helm.

“Very well. Engage.”

One by one, the Federation fleet jumped to warp, hoping to intercept the Kairn before they could gain
another foothold in a new sector of Federation space.

“Something bothering you, Carrie?” the captain asked when he noticed the disturbed look on his First
Officer’s face.

“l was just taking note of the fleet’s makeup,” K’danz replied. “No Intrepid-class vessels. No Oberths, no
Novas, no Ericssons.”

“You’ve faced the Kairn before, Carrie. You know what they’re like. Those smaller vessels aren’t front-
line starships. There’s a lot they can’t do.” He looked straight into K’danz’s eyes and asked, “Do you think we
would be here right now if we were still aboard the Dauntless-74658?”

K’danz simply shook her head no, then returned her attention to the main viewer.

* * * *



Several light years away, seven large Kairn battlecruisers dropped out of warp. Their long-range sensors
had already registered the rapidly approaching Federation fleet, and the Kairn vessels deployed themselves into a
defensive formation while arming their weapons. Missile tubes opened all over their hulls and disruptors energized.
The commander of the lead Kairn ship expressed his admiration for the Feds, for in spite of the fact their ships
outnumbered the Kairn twelve to seven, the Feds were far out-gunned, the Kairn ships having been built for war and
conquest. Each Kairn ship carried the firepower equivalent to three Sovereign-class starships with shields modified
to withstand even the most powerful Federation phaser beams.

“Fed fleet entering weaponsss range,” one of the reptilian Kairn officers reported to his commander with a
slight hiss. The commander looked at his subordinate with unblinking eyes and said, “To all shipsss. Lock
weaponsss on target. Fire on my command.”

* * * *

Hundreds of kilometers away, a dozen Federation starships dropped out of warp, already in defensive
formation. The two Sovereign-class starships, Dauntless and Relentless, lead the group closing rapidly on the Kairn
warships.

“This is Rear Admiral Dari R’burt commanding the Federation starship Sagan,” said the voice of the
Federation fleet commander over the subspace communications channels. “You are ordered to lower your shields,
stand down your weapons and return to Kairn space immediately or your presence will be considered hostile.”

Captain Koester waited a moment before asking, “Any response, Phillip?”

“Incoming firel” Major Sean Mclntyre exclaimed before the Chief of Ops could reply. The Dauntless
shook under the onslaught of the Kairn disruptors, but unlike their previous encounters, there was no announcement
of any hull breeches.

“Shields are holding,” Mclntyre reported with a grin. “Minimal power loss. Shields at 97%. No damage.”

Captain Koester grinned as well at the good news, then ordered, “Fire at will!”

Immediately, quantum torpedoes launched from all three forward facing torpedo tubes, striking the shields
of the closest Kairn warship, weakening the shields enough for multiple phaser strikes to pierce them, blasting
gaping holes out of the alien vessel’s hull. As the Federation fleet maneuvered apart to conduct multi-vectored
attacks against the Kairn, the shock of the successful attack only started to dawn on the Kairn crews.

“Major damage to Kairn weapons systems,” Mcintyre reported. “Twelve missile launchers destroyed.
Eighteen disruptor banks off-line. Their forward shield has collapsed.”

“Keep at them, Major,” Koester ordered.

As the Dauntless maneuvered around the Kairn warship, the Galaxy-class starship Trinculo moved into
position, firing a broadside of multiple phaser beams through the open shield of the Kairn. One set of beams
breeched the triangular vessel’s bridge, killing the command crew instantly. The warship suddenly spun out of
control, directly into the path of a second Kairn vessel, causing both ships to explode in a bright flash of intense
light.

“Two down, five to go,” Science Officer Jorruss commented, just as the Dauntless suddenly shuddered
violently, listing to starboard.

“Nuclear warhead exploded one hundred meters off the port bow,” Phillip Winters reported. “The new
shield configuration absorbed most of the shock.”

“I’m registering an increase in ambient radiation in sections three through nine of the saucer section,”
Jorruss reported. “Recommend we release hyronalin into the atmosphere of the outer sections of the hull.”

“Do it,” K’danz ordered.

It quickly became obvious the new defensive abilities of the Federation starships had taken the Kairn
completely by surprise. The five remaining warships quickly lost their formation as they scrambled to defend
themselves against what was now more than two to one odds.

“One Kairn vessel is moving off, Captain. Looks like its going to make a run for it,” Winters reported.

“Mister Fry, intercept course. Dauntless to Relentless. The Kairn vessel at 201 mark 5 is bugging out.”

“We’re intercepting now,” Captain Sexton replied as the Relentless appeared on the viewer, launching
more quantum torpedoes against the retreating Kairn’s shields.

Suddenly the science console exploded, knocking Jorruss back against the bulkhead consoles. Captain
April Mendez rushed over to the fallen Deltan, clasping her hands over an open wound on his bald head as she
called out, “Computer, activate the EMH!”

“Please state the nature of the medical emergency,” the holodoc recited before quickly evaluating the
situation. The holographic doctor, who fortunately could appear on the bridge because the Dauntless, like many



newer vessels, had been built with a holomatrix in most of the ship’s vital areas, quickly sprayed plastiskin over the
head wound and started scanning Jorruss with a medical tricorder before injecting a hypospray into his neck.

“What was that?” K’danz shouted after spraying what remained of the science console with an
extinguisher.

“We were struck by an isolytic burst,” Major Mclntyre responded as he struggled to reset the shields. “It
appears the Kairn have a few new surprises too!”

“Shields are down to seventy percent,” Winters reported. “We actually lost all shields for almost a full
second before | managed to restore power. If they had hit us with their disruptors at precisely that moment...!”

“Cadet Koester to Captain Koester,” said the whispered voice of the captain’s daughter through his
combadge. Koester exchanged a look that verged on annoyance with K’danz before tapping his communicator to
reply.

“We’re a little busy up here right now, Gem. Can this wait?”

“Daddy, I’m on deck seven, section twenty five. There are alien soldiers in the corridor!” Gem reported,
her voice still barely audible. Again, Koester exchanged looks with K’danz, this time concern replacing the prior
annoyance.

“Intruder alert!” K’danz exclaimed, initiating another alarm throughout the ship.

“Gem, try and stay hidden. Help is on the way,” the captain tried to assure his teenage daughter.

“Quickly, Daddy, they’re coming this...”

The comm channel went dead. Captain Koester clenched his fists.

“Gem? Gem!”

“Security’s on its way, Skipper,” K’danz said, but Koester had already grabbed a phaser out of one of the
nearby weapons lockers and moved deliberately toward the nearest turbolift.

“Mendez, with me! You have the bridge, Exec.”

“Skipper, you can’t...” K’danz started to say before the look on Koester’s face cut her off. Instead she
announced, “The XO has the deck and the conn,” as Koester and Mendez disappeared into the lift.

“Incoming!” Mclntyre shouted just as the ship rocked violently again, causing the engineering and mission
ops consoles to shower sparks before going dark.

“Minor damage, decks three and four. EPS overload deck six, section nineteen,” Winters reported.
“Shields down to sixty three percent but still holding.”

“Relentless has taken some damage,” Mclntyre reported. “USS Rabin is reporting a major plasma leak in
their warp nacelles and is withdrawing. Sagan has a hull breech in their main shuttlebay.”

“We have to disable those Kairn ships,” K’danz remarked. “Major Mclntyre, fire a full spread of quantum
torpedoes at the vessel bearing 115 mark 45. Fire at will!”

In quick succession, six quantum torpedoes launched from the forward tubes of the Dauntless. The first
four collapsed the Kairn vessel’s weakened shields. The final two breeched the hull, starting a chain reaction of
explosions. The warship detonated, sending debris flying in every direction. Pieces of the destroyed Kairn vessel
bounced off the Dauntless’ shields, causing the starship to shudder violently.

“Shields down to 45%. Rerouting power from secondary systems,” Winters reported.

“Trinculo and Appalachia have reported they destroyed another Kairn vessel,” Mclntyre added. “We’re
down to two.”

“And one of them just maneuvered around behind us!” Chief Science Officer Jorruss reported.

“Enemy vessel is charging isolytic weapon!” Winters exclaimed.

“Mister Fry,” K’danz shouted, gripping the armrests of the command chair tightly. “Get us out of here!”

“They’re firing!” Mclntyre reported. The Dauntless shuddered as the isolytic charge ripped open a tear in
subspace which started moving across space after the fleeing starship.

“The warp core is attracting the rift like a magnet!” Jorruss explained.

“I’m getting real tired of isolytic subspace tears!” K’danz growled. “Dar, prepare to eject the warp core!”

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Dar asked with a grim expression. “We’ll still have impulse power,
but no warp drive.”

K’danz looked over toward her husband and explained, I read a report Will Riker filed when he served
aboard the Enterprise-E. This was the way they avoided an isolytic subspace weapon used by the Son’a. | think
they called it the Riker Maneuver.”

“Yes, it’ll work, but...”

“Dar... Prepare to eject the core.”

The half-Klingon engineer then responded, “Ejection system standing by.”

“The subspace tear is almost upon is!” Jorruss exclaimed, reiterating the impending danger to the ship.



“Eject the core!”

With a loud thunk, the ship’s primary power core ejected out through the bottom of the engineering hull.
As the Dauntless moved off at full impulse, the subspace rift caught up to the core.

“Detonate!” K’danz ordered.

With a touch of the control on the engineering console, Dar detonated the high energy plasma within the
core right at the edge of the event horizon of the rift. The resulting explosion sealed the tear, the overload of energy
overcoming the shields of the Kairn vessel that had fired the burst at the Dauntless. The warship’s systems
collapsed, leaving the vessel drifting powerless.

“The last remaining Kairn vessel is warping out. Relentless, Gallant and Thunderchild are pursuing,”
Mclntyre reported with a grin. “We’ve done it! We’ve held the sector!”

* * * *

Captain’s log, stardate 59739.5:

USS Dauntless is currently under warp tow by the starship Sagan to Starbase 82, where
we will replace our lost warp core and make repairs to the relatively minor damage we
sustained during the battle.

The news of most interest to Starfleet Intelligence following the battle is that for the first
time since my first encounter with the Kairn almost two years ago, we have live Kairn
prisoners. The interrogators who have already arrived aboard the Dauntless hope to
learn a lot from the three surviving Kairn soldiers Gunnery Sergeant O ‘Laughlin and
Alpha Squad captured when they attempted to board the ship.

Even better news, our attack took the Kairn forces completely by surprise. Not only did
we drive the Kairn back out of Sector 425, but straight back through Sectors 426 and
429, liberating several systems, including Selerus, which has been under Kairn
occupation since late 2380.

Now that the Kairn are on the back burner, it looks like the time has come for me to start
looking for a new First Officer to replace Commander K 'danz.

Koester, commanding Dauntless, out.

Captain Peter J. Koester sat at the desk in his ready room, reading through officer FITREPS on the monitor
screen. He was leaning toward asking Commander Kevin Fry to assume the duties of Executive Officer, but he
owed it to Starfleet to at least review other potential applicants for the position. He was about to retrieve a cup of
coffee from the nearby replicator when the door chime sounded.

“Come.”

The doors to the bridge swished open to admit Commander K’danz. Koester smiled as he offered her a
seat.

“You wanted to talk to me, Skipper?” K’danz asked.

“Yes. I’ve been reviewing all these evaluations for potential new first officers. | know you’re going to be
doing the same very soon, but | wanted your input. Any suggestions?”

As a smile spread across Kdanz’ face before she replied, “I think I know someone who would be perfect for
the position.”

Koester raised his eyebrows in surprise that K’danz would have so certain a suggestion already, chalking it
up to the probability she had already been reviewing applicants for the XO position aboard the LaSalle.

“Who?” he asked.

“Me,” K’danz replied, to Koester’s even greater surprise. K’danz swallowed the lump that was sitting in
her throat, preparing to defend her decision that would surely be challenged by her Captain.

Captain Koester took in a deep breath and gazed at his First Officer for a brief moment. “Carrie, whether
you are aware of it or not, you have the ability to write your ticket, go anywhere in Starfleet that you want. Why
pass up this opportunity?”

“l don’t believe I’m ready for that opportunity yet. There’s so much I still need to learn. Like my order to
eject the core yesterday.”



“Well, yeah, not exactly the first thing | would have done. Especially now that we have those new
trilithium torpedoes they developed after our Adelphous mission.” Koester smiled warmly. “But you did bring us
through the battle alive and relatively intact. | think you’d make an excellent captain.”

“What would you do in my situation?”” K’danz asked with a sigh.

“When | was offered a captaincy to volunteer for the Gamma Quadrant survey program, | jumped at it. But
that was me. You had to do what’s right for you.”

“It’s not just that | believe | have more to learn before | command a ship of my own, and you’re an
excellent teacher, Skipper. | believe this is the right decision for me at this time in my life and career.”

“So, what does Dar have to say on the subject?”

K’danz chuckled slightly before saying, “Of course, Dar thinks | should take the promotion, but he said he
would support me in any decision that | choose.”

Koester sighed as he shook his head in amazement.

“So | guess | won’t be needing these?” he said, pointing at the pile of padds on his desk. K’danz reached
over, grabbing one of the padds out of the captain’s hand and pressed the delete button before swiping the rest of the
padds onto the deck.

“Well, if that’s your final answer?” Koester said with a smile.

“Itis... For now,” K’danz replied as the captain moved around the desk and enveloped his first officer in a
hug.

“l hope you realize, as the newly appointed First Officer, you’re on probation for six months,” Koester
added with a stern look. Before K’danz could say anything in protest, he added, “Now man the bridge, Exec.”

K’danz rolled her eyes as she started moving toward the doors until Koester added, “And Carrie...?”

“Yes, Skipper?” she replied, looking back at her Commanding Officer.

“Welcome aboard,” he said.

The End



