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Author's Word





     Season Two is winding to a close.  And it's going out with a BANG!!!!!!  This ep, combined with the last and the next, the next one being the season finale, will push this series into overdrive!!!  YEEHAW!!!!!  In the immortal words of the Macho Man Randy Savage, OHHHHHHHHHH YEEEEEEEEEAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!!!!!











Prologue








     Metal clashed against metal as Worf brought the full brunt of his bat'leth down on Dale's swevyra'lakesh.  To Worf's complete surprise, Dale forced the bat'leth away, and with one quick swipe, cut it in half with the lakesh.  Dale followed up with a kick to Worf's stomach.  Worf backpedaled into the holodeck wall, and Dale put the tip of the lakesh on his throat, then drew the blade into the hilt.  "I win, Worf," he announced, smiling.


     Meridina emerged from the corner of the room, applauding.  "An excellent duel.  You handled yourself well, Commander Worf."


     Worf gazed at the halves of his bat'leth laying on the holodeck floor.  "You could have at least warned me that your weapon was capable of destroying my prize bat'leth."


     Dale and Meridina laughed.  "That's okay, Worf.  I'll give you my old one."


     Worf seemed to be calmed by Dale's offer.  "Just do not destroy that one."


     Dale's communicator beeped, and he walked over to the table it was laying on.  After attaching it to his lower right arm, he pressed it.  "Dale here."


     "Robby, a message has come from Vice Admiral Harold Leyre.  He needs to see you, personally, in STS-21 immediately," Andreys said through the communicator.


     Dale sighed.  "Set the jump drive, and get us there ASAP.  Dale out."  He put the hilt on his belt.  "I'd better go shower."  Worf and Meridina followed him out of the practice room, Worf having picked up the two halves of his bat'leth.








     On the planet New Lebanon, in Alliance universe designate STS-21, the colonists of this new, rich world went about their daily tasks, as Marine Corps and Army engineers raced to build the colony's defense grid, as it was yet unknown if any alien life forms had evolved in this galaxy/universe.


     A few craned their heads to the sky to watch an interuniversal jump point form in orbit.  Most immediately turned their attention elsewhere, believing it to be another supply transport.


     The Starship Roddenberry glided gracefully into orbit, and was immediately joined by a smaller Mississippi-class assault cruiser.  The Mississippi-class ship possessed a standard saucer, with an upper and lower secondary hull.  The name on it shined in the light of the New Lebanon star.  D.S.S. Cromwell; DCC-1650


     On the bridge of the Roddenberry, Dale stepped out of the turbolift and asked, "Have we received any signals from Admiral Leyre yet?"


     "Getting a signal now."


     "On screen."


     A black man in an Alliance uniform appeared on the screen.  His Vice Admiral rank was denoted by the three gold stars on the right side of his collar, opposed to five on his left collar.  "Sir, ten hours ago the Drake encountered a starship from the humans of this universe."


     "And?"


     "They were successful in cloaking before detection, but were also able to intercept several tachyon signals coming from what we believe is their local base.  I think you need to see this."


     "Put it on the screen."


     The viewscreen began playing the video for the signal coming from the Cromwell.


     Columns of young men and women, wearing battle armor and holding rather large rifles....


     Fleets of starships, bombarding planets....


     The silence was broken by a voice, accompanied by captions.  "Make something of your life!  Be just like these brave men and women now!  Join the Federal Armed Forces!  Remember, service guarantees citizenship!"


     Dale ran his finger along his neck, and Worf appropriately cut the secondary channel.  Leyre appeared on the screen.  "They're fascists.  This is not good."


     "Sir, should we make contact with them?  If they're hostile...."


     "I'll consult the Council.  In the meantime, do we know what type of interstellar drive system they have?  Can we detect them approaching?"


     "Unknown, sir.  But...."


     "We're picking up a distress signal, sir," Jarod interupted.


     "Where?"


     Jarod ran several commands through his console.  "Course 423 mark 482."  He turned.  "It's the Allegheny."


     Without bothering to wait, Dale took the command chair.  "Set course 423 mark 482, Warp 9.3," he ordered.


     The Roddenberry left orbit, and jumped to warp.








     The planet Alpha Carmi III was a barren, dusty world.  Incapable of supporting any life outside that of the semi-intelligent Klendathu Arachnids, it's one saving grace was the vast mineral wealth present.


     Still, Captain Carmen Ibanez thought, it's a rather ugly planet.


     The Terran Federation warship Repulse, the newest Resolution-class battlecruiser in the Federal Fleet, eased into orbit over the planet.  "Activate all scanners.  What is the source of the distress signal?"


     "It's coming from the primary mining facility.  No life signs are apparent."


     "That can't be right.  Any Bugs down there?"


     "This planet is well out of the AQZ, Captain."


     Ibanez felt a headache begin to form.  "Then, where are they?  Deploy the Roughnecks to the surface, and get Lieutenant Rico up here."


     "I'm here."


     She turned to see Lt. John Rico step onto the bridge.  He was wearing a sling on one arm, and was otherwise dressed in a military uniform.  "So, do we know what happened to the mining base?"


     "Not yet."


     One of the officers turned toward them.  "Dropships deployed."  Through the clear window, they could see the small platoon carrying dropships begin to land.


     "They're landing near the base.  Still not....."


     "Captain," the co-pilot whirled her chair to face Ibanez and Rico, "picking up massive gravitational....."


     The ship rocked violently, and every member of the crew ended up on the floor.  "What the hell was that?!"


     "Sir...."


     In space, a massive blue vortex had appeared in front of them.  A ship emerged from it, and fired a green energy beam.  The co-pilot got back into her seat.  "They're firing on us!  They've ripped off...."


     The officer turned back to see that Rico and Ibanez had disappeared.








     "We're dropping out of warp, sir.  Picking up the Allegheny on sensors."


     "On screen."


     The bridge crew gasped with shock.


     The small Steslus-class heavy destroyer, a smaller version of the Mississippi-class, was adrift in space.  Most of the hull was blackened by weapons burns, and the entire lower secondary section had been removed.  "Life signs?"


     "Some, sir."


     "Begin beaming them aboard.  I want to talk with their highest ranking officer ASAP."


     "Beaming them aboard now, sir."


     "Sir," Spock said from the sensor station, "I am now uplinking into their computer systems.  Download of all sensor logs complete."


     "Did they see who attacked them?"


     "I believe so.  Placing the information on the main viewer."


     The crippled Allegheny disappeared, and was replaced by a view from normal space.  The readouts below the visual indicated that the Allegheny had been on normal running status.


     Suddenly, a jump point opened, and the readouts indicated hull damage.  A ship flew out, firing green energy beams, and sliced off the lower secondary section, after firing a few potshots at them.  The ship then returned to hyperspace.  "Is that ship in any of our records?"


     "No, sir.  I am now running the visual description through all available computer records.  Interuniversal data transfer will be completed in ten seconds."


     "Whoever they are, they are powerful, and they are hostile," Worf stated, mostly to hear himself say it.


     "Transfer is now complete," Spock finally said.  "The ship matchs Minbari records as that of a race known as the 'Streib'."


     "Minbari records?!  How did a ship from EM-5 travel here?"  The answer made Dale very curious, as the Minbari had not yet traveled to this certain universe, and therefore could not have any indigenious civilizations on record.  "Something is terribly wrong here."  Dale walked up to Spock.  "What do the Minbari know of these 'Streib'?"


     Spock brought up the text data.  "According to these records, some Minbari were kidnapped by the Streib several years ago.  These abducted Minbari were tortured and probed medically to determine weaknesses, possibly as an attempt to discover fast and efficient ways to defeat them.  The Minbari, angered by the abduction, tracked down the Streib and bombarded their homeworld until they agreed to never again take Minbari prisoners.  Last year, nearly two months prior to our first contact with the Minbari, the Streibs abducted Captain Sheridan, as well as members of many other local races, and proceeded to do the same with them.  With the assistance of Ambassdor Delenn, General Hague and Commander Ivanova led the Agamemnon to his rescue.  Most of the prisoners were killed by the Streib when they were intercepted, but Sheridan and a Narn named Ta'Lon were able to escape."


     "Approximant technology level?"


     "Their weapons appear to be on par with those of Earth in EM-5, maybe even as powerful as the Minbari, yet they are not as powerful as they seem.  However, it is believed that they possess matter/energy transporter technology similar to our own."


     Dale frowned.  "But how did they get here?"


     "That, sir, is unknown."


     Dale went back to the command chair.  "We've got to find them, and stop them.  Any clues on where...."


     "Sir, picking up a tachyon burst.  It appears to be some sort of distress signal," Jarod reported.


     "Put it on."


     "This is....  Commander.... Federal Starship Repulse.  Attacked.... Carmi III.... aliens.... abducted...."


     Jarod threw his arms up in frustration.  "Their signal is too weak."


     The words "abduction" and "aliens" has piqued Dale's interest.  "Can you triangulate a course?"


     "Doing so now.  Feeding information into the navigation system."


     "And are we finished beaming aboard the Allegheny survivors?"


     "We're done."


     "Then scuttle the ship, and make sure the local humans can't salvage our technology.  Set course, Lieutenant Paris, and get us there at maxiumum warp."


     "Yes sir."


     The Roddenberry, after destroying the Allegheny with concentrated phaser and torpedo fire, jumped to warp.








     Ship's Log: October 5, 2160 AST; D.S.S. Roddenberry.  Captain Julia Andrea Andreys reporting.  We are nearing the source of the distress signal to find out if the Streib have attacked a ship belonging to the local human civilization.  Although we are unsure if we can trust the fascistic humans of this universe, we must stop the Streib, and more importantly, find out how they traveled from EM-5 to this universe.


     "Coming up on a star system, sir.  Preparing to drop out of warp near the third planet."


     "Code Blue."  Blue lights appeared on several light panels around the bridge.  "Picking anything up on sensors?"


     "There is a ship in orbit.  Sensors reading several hull breaches along their bow, consistant with damage inflicted by being close to an opening jump point.  There is also weapon damage along the hull.  A structure on the planet has been destroyed by orbital bombardment.  No life signs."


     "Anything else?"


     "Their life support systems are failing, and they are about three hours away from losing orbit and crashing into the planet."


     "Picking up a communication," Jarod said from the ops chair.


     "Put it on."


     "Hello?!  Is anyone there?  Please, we're about to run out of air!  Somebody, anybody!?"


     Dale sighed.  "Should we make contact?"


     "Sir, their form of government is ideally hostile to our own form, and there is a high probability that they will become hostile upon contact," Spock warned.


     "But we can't just sit here and let them die," Jarod countered.


     Dale ran the possibilities through his head.  "We have no choice.  Jarod, can you open an audio channel to them?"


     "Doing so now.  You're on."


     Dale cleared his throat.  "To unknown starship, we are en route for rescue mission.  Repeat, we are en route for rescue mission.  Prepare to be towed out of decaying orbit."


     Cheering came through on the other side.  "Thank you!  We await rescue!"


     The Roddenberry pulled up alongside the starship, and activated three tractor beams.  Slowly, they pulled the smaller starship to a stable orbit.  "What the...?"  The surprise on the officer's voice could be ascertained through the comm channel.


     "Begin beaming their crew aboard.  Straight to the medical center.  Doctor Bashir will have to work overtime."  As Jarod began to execute the order, Dale added, "And make sure to lock down all important technical data in the computer."


     "Beaming them over now."


     Dale sat for a few minutes, watching the damaged ship in the grasp of their tractor beam.  The question of the hour had to be "How did the Streibs get from EM-5 to STS-21?"


     His thoughts were interrupted when the turbolift door opened.  "Sir, she insisted on seeing you," Bashir's voice said, with more than a hint of annoyance in it.


     Dale got up, and faced a blond-haired woman with shining brown eyes and a fair complexion.  Her uniform, mostly different shades of gray, was torn in some locations, and she had a lond gash on her forehead.  To Dale's surprise, she gave a sharp salute.  "Commander Samantha Henderson, sir!"


     Dale offered her his hand.  "Robert Dale, Minister of Defense."


     She eyed him quizzingly.  "You are the most human aliens I've ever seen.  Then again, you're the first aliens I've ever seen."


     "I am human."


     Her confusion grew.  "But, how?"


     Not going into specifics, Dale answered, "Interuniversal travel.  Or to put it in a better term, usage of interuniversal jump drives."


     "Then, who are you people?"  The young officer, barely twenty-five if Dale was right, was in a state of shock.


     "We represent the Alliance of Democratic Nations, an interuniversal organization com...."  He noticed her face grow white.  "What's wrong?"


     "You're.... you're democratics?!"  She collapsed to her knees.  "Please, don't harm my crew.  We're only doing our duty!"


     Dale was mystified.  "We're not going to harm anyone.  We picked up your distress signal, and came to rescue you.  Why are you so afraid of us?"


     "Well, didn't people like you used to execute military personnel?"


     "No!"  Dale lifted her to her feet.  "No matter what horror stories you've heard about people who follow democratic values, know that we are not....."


     "Sir!  Gravitational distortion being picked up in orbit!"


     "On screen."


     The screen flashed, and a giant "fold" in space returned to normal, and a warship similar to the ship they were towing emerged.  "Picking up audio signal."


     "Put them on."


     "This is the Federal Starship Sovereign to unknown hostile vessel.  Surrender yourselves to the Federation, or be destroyed!"


     "This is Robert Dale of the D.S.S. Roddenberry.  We are performing a rescue mission for one of your vessels.  We are not hostile, repeat, not hostile.  Please stand down."


     "You have twenty seconds to surrender yourselves, shut down your engines, and jettison your weapons.  Then we will open fire."


     "Sovereign, this is Commander Samantha Henderson of the Repulse.  These people rescued us from destruction.  We were attacked by an unknown alien...."


     "Nice try, but we know that the crew of the Repulse is dead.  Now, ten seconds.  Nine.... eight.... seven....."


     "Worf, shields!  Go to Code Red!"  


     Klaxons sounded, as Worf answered, "Shields are up.  Locking fusion cannons, phasers, and torpedoes on hostile vessel.  MPTS is online."  Red light now appeared on many of the lighting panels.


     "Three.... two.... one..... Time's up!  Fire!"  The channel was cut.


     Blue beams of particle energy reached out to slice across the Roddenberry's shields.  The bridge didn't even shake.  "Enemy weapons are incapable of penetrating our shields.  Their output is approximentally 800 gigawatts."  The ship fired again, this time with what appeared to be the full fury of it's weapons.  The bridge shook a little.  "Shields still holding at ninety eight percent.  Main enemy weapons seem to be 1.43 terawatts."


     "Lock forward phasers, and fire."


     An orange phaser beam lashed out and sliced into the Federal ship's hull.  "Hull damage to enemy ship.  There are no emergency forcefields in place."  Worf fired again.  "Their engines are damaged."


     "Sir, they're beginning to accelerate.  Looks like they're going to try to ram us!"


     "Fire fusion cannons!"


     Three green beams of lethal energy sliced into the Sovereign, and stopped it dead in it's tracks.  "Open a channel."  When Jarod indicated he had done so, Dale said, "Roddenberry to Sovereign, your ship is disabled.  Let us overlook this incident, and transport your survivors aboard.  You need not...."


     "Their power core is overheating...."


     The warship's rear exploded, and the four engine pods on the back were blown in all directions.  Another explosion ripped up the bow, and the last explosion annihilated the ship.  The bridge shook slightly as the people on the bridge covered their eyes.  When Dale dropped his hand, he sighed at the wreckage.  "I take it there are no lifesigns?"


     "None, sir."


     Dale pounded his fist on his chair.  "Damn."  He turned to the shocked Henderson.  "I am sorry, Commander, for what transpired here.  Now, I believe you said something about crewmembers being abducted?"


     "Yes.  Captain Ibanez and First Lieutenant Rico.  When the alien ship showed up, they somehow transported them away, like you did for us."


     "Where did they go?"


     "I don't know.  They entered a vortex of some sort."


     Dale nodded.  "Quarters will be arranged for you and your crew.  I recommend you get some rest."  After Henderson left the bridge, Dale asked Jarod, "Is there anyway you can....."


     "Jump point forming!"


     A jump point formed in near orbit, a safe distance away.  Eight White Star ships emerged.  "Picking up a hail.  It's Anla'shok Marcus Cole."


     Marcus appeared on the screen.  "Ambassador Delenn heard you had some Streib problems, and sent us to help you swat the little buggers."


     "We think they jumped to hyperspace some time ago."


     "No problem.  Follow us in."


     Another jump point opened, and the Roddenberry entered it, followed by the White Stars.








     Where.... where am I?


     Ibanez slowly opened her eyes, and tried to move.  She realized that she was being held by metal restraints on some form of table.  "Johnny?  Johnny, are you there?!"


     A scream shattered the silence, and Ibanez thought she recognized the voice.  "Johnny, what's wrong?!"


     She looked up at the ceiling, and noticed a needle heading for her abdomen.  "What...?!"


     Her scream filled the room as it pierced her body, and she soon blacked out under the pain.








     "Scans continuing.  Picking up a steadily degrading ion trail similar to most EM-5 drives."


     "Course?"


     "Feeding info to Lieutenant Paris."


     Paris examined his console.  "Accelerating to full impulse."


     Dale felt his anxiety begin to build.  "Let's hope we get to the Streib before they get to someone else."








     On the bridge of the Federal Flagship Discipline, Fleet Marshall Kalwaski felt the normal surge of disengaging the star drive, as his battle group of five destroyers, two cruisers, a fighter carrier, and his flagship returned to normal space.  "We are outside the enemy system.  Long range scanners detect four enemy ships in orbit over the fourth planet."


     "Excellent.  We will surprise them, destroy all resistance, and wipe out their colony."  His verbal annoncement of their plan of action did nothing to assauge the worries of the crew, and Kalwaski was not surprised.  This enemy had wiped out two Resolution-class advanced battlecruisers with what appeared to be minimal losses, if any.  They would have to hope that superior numbers won the day.


     "All ships report ready for combat.  The other battle groups are also entering the solar system."


     "Time to attack range?"


     "Approximentally fifteen hours for us."


     "Set course, and bring us to top speed."








     "Admiral, we're picking up a force of nine ships approaching the outer range of the system.  At least fourty more are coming in from other approach vectors."


     Leyre immediately knew who it was.  "They've found us."  He took the command chair.  "All ships, Code Red.  Send for reinforcements immediately."  Klaxons sounded as the Mississippi-class assault cruiser went to full battle readiness.








     "Sir, the ion trail ends here.  This is where they returned to normal space," Jarod announced as they continued through hyperspace.


     "All ships, jump."


     The White Stars opened a jump point, and the Roddenberry entered it, returning to normal space.  "Full sensor sweep.  I want that Streib vessel found."


     "Picking up the Streib vessel on the far end of the solar system.  They appear to be in orbit over the tenth planet."


     Dale thought for a moment.  "Engage the cloaking device, and have the White Stars return to hyperspace and head to a relative attack position.  If prior records are correct, we have to hit them and get the prisoners out before they kill each and every one of them."


     On the screen, the White Stars opened a new jump point and withdrew.  The lights on the bridge dimmed as they cloaked.  "Cloaking device is working normally."


     "Full impulse, Lieutenant Paris.  Let's stop them."








     Ibanez woke up to a fearsome shout.  "What?"


     She turned her head, and found Rico in battle with a large human, wearing a tattered uniform of black and burgundy red.  There was a metallic device attached to the forehead of the human, who was growling as he shoved Rico into a wall.  Ibanez got up, and ran to his assistance.  "Get off of him!"


     "Carmen, no!  Get away!"  Rico struggled to get the crazed fighter's hand off his throat.  "He's not in control of himself!"


     The man grabbed Ibanez with one arm, and threw her away.  She fell on her back, stunned.  Her uniform gained yet another tear, although it's condition was already deplorable.  "Johnny!!!!"


     The man stopped, and grabbed his head.  "Quick!!!  Kill me before it takes control again!!!!  Kill...."  He fell over, dead.


     A hidden door opened, and two strange looking alien beings entered, with slitted red eyes and small figures.  They raised weapons at Ibanez and Rico, and suddenly neither of them could move.  Ibanez watched in terror as the aliens took one of the implants that had been on the now-dead man, and approached her.  The implant neared her head.....


     A surge of what appeared to be lightning surround the two aliens, and they fell over.  Ibanez felt control of her body again, and saw a cloaked figure in the doorway.  "Come, we must hurry, before the Streib realize that you have escaped."


     They drew closed, and noticed that it was a human male, with blue eyes and a bald head.  "How did you do that?"


     "It was no hard trick.  I merely used an electric...."  He put a finger on his lips.  "Silence, they are approaching."  He held up his hand, and to the complete surprise of Ibanez and Rico, a small winged creature materialized out of nowhere, followed by another.  They were hideous, almost like flying demons.  The cloaked human seemed to whisper something, and the creatures flew off.  A few moments later, strange yelling was heard down one of the corridors.  "My holographic demon flyers will keep them at bay long enough for us to leave."  He led them down another corridor.  "My ship is near."


     "Who are you?"


     The man laughed at Rico's question.  "Very interesting question.  If you must know, I am Galen.  Now, we must hurry, if we are to stop the Streib from achieving their goals."


     Without asking another question, Rico and Ibanez followed Galen through the ship.  They eventually found themselves in a blank corridor.  "Where are you....?"  The ship suddenly shook.  "What the hell?!"


     "It seems the Streib have attracted some unwanted attention."  Galen waved his hand along the wall, and an airlock latch appeared.  He placed his hand on it, and mumbled something.  The airlock slid open, and he led them in.  "Ship, close and detach airlock."  The airlock behind them closed, and disengaged itself from the hull of the Streib vessel.  "Begin evasive, and activate weapon jamming."


     "What's that?!  That's not a Federal ship!"  Ibanez looked out the window as a large starship, a kilometer long, struck the Streib vessel with green and orange beams of energy.








     "Streib vessel is damaged.  They are firing."  The ship shook.  "Shields holding at seventy five percent."


     "Lock solar torpedoes and fire."


     Eight solar torpedoes raced out and collided with the Streib vessel, ripping off hull.  "Streib vessel is crippled."


     "Sir!!!  They're opening airlocks!!!"  Jarod's shout filled the bridge.


     "Lower shields!  All transporter rooms, begin transporting now!"


     On the screen, small little bodies began to fly out of the ship, and disappeared in sparkles of light.  "The Streib vessel is attempting to open a jump point....  Jump point forming behind us!"


     "Evasive maneuvers!"


     The Roddenberry maneuvered out of the way as the jump point opened, and another Streib vessel came out, weapons firing.  "Fire aft torpedoes!  Prepare MPTS!!!  And bring in Marcus!!!!"


     "Sending signal.  Jump point forming!"


     Another jump point formed, and the eight White Star attack ships soared out, and fired upon the Streib warship.  Half of the White Stars were packing pulse phaser cannons in addition to their main cannon, and they rained destuctive firepower upon the Streib.  The aft torpedo launchers fired, and sixteen solar torpedoes obliterated what was left.  The other Streib vessel tried to limp away, but fusion cannon fire finished it off.  "Any survivors?"


     "None," Worf reported.  His console beeped.  "Sir, we are picking up a signal from a nearby ship.  It claims to be in front of us, but the tactical sensors are not....."


     Dale closed his eyes, and concentrated, as Meridina had taught him.  He could feel the presence of a vessel in front of them.  "Put them through."


     The screen changed to show a human male on it.  "I apologize for any surprises, Minister.  I am Galen, of the order of technomages, and we have much to discuss.  Perhaps if you would allow me to land in one of your landing areas?"


     After looking at Jarod for a moment, Dale answered, "Shuttle Bay 1.  We're opening the doors now."


     "Thank you.  We shall see you shortly."


     After Galen disappeared from the screen, Dale stood up.  "As soon as Galen's ship is on board, have the White Stars follow us into hyperspace, and head back toward New Lebanon."


     "Yes sir."


     Dale noticed Meridina was still standing in the rear of the bridge, not saying anything.  "Meridina, can you come with me?", he asked her.


     "Yes, I will come with you."


     They entered the turbolift.  "Deck 7."  At Dale's command, the lift began moving.


     "I noticed that you used your swevyra power, Robert.  That was very intelligent of you," Meridina commented.


     "Thank you."  They just stared at each other, unable to say anything.  In truth, they didn't need to say anything.  Meridina was perfectly able to project her thoughts and read his with her telepathic powers.  "Meridina," Dale finally broke the silence, "I know how you've felt recently.  Is there something wrong?"


     "I..."  Meridina broke out into tears.  "I fear for you.....  I have had.... a dream....  You are dead....  And I....  I...."


     "You what?"


     She put her arms around him, her eyes showing terror.  "I killed you.....  I had turned to the darkness, and I killed you because of it......"  Her tears continued flowing.


     Dale held her arms.  "Meridina, it was a nightmare.  You're going to have those....."


     "No!  It is a premonition!!!  I can feel it's power........"


     "Meridina, it's not going to happen, ok?  Now......"  The turbolift door opened.  "We'll talk later.  Now, let's meet this Galen person."


     Meridina quickly composed herself, and they entered the main corridor on Deck 7.  A couple of turns brought them to the shuttlebay.


     Galen's ship was somewhat larger than a runabout, although definately wider.  It was pitch black, and shaped like an atmospheric glider.  Dale watched as a door opened, and Galen stepped out, followed by two humans.  They were wearing the same uniforms as Henderson was earlier, and Dale realized that they were probably the kidnapped officers from the Repulse.  "Galen, an honor to meet a technomage.  Captain Sheridan told me...."


     "....that my order had left known space," Galen finished.  "True.  And this," Galen looked around the shuttlebay, "is the flagship of the famed Alliance Stellar Fleet."  At Dale's surprised expression, he laughed.  "Yes, we have been aware of your entrance into our universe.  I believe it was the Klingons who stopped the Centauri attack on the Narn, yes?  And you, Robert Dale, personally stopped President Clark from taking Babylon-5, and also led the first attack on the Shadows.  My order has been watching, as we await the time to return to your area of space."


     "But, how did...."


     "All will be explained.  Now, these two humans have been held by the Streib," Galen said, as Rico and Ibanez gazed at the shuttles and runabouts in the bay.  "I would recommend you allow them rest.  I will remain in my ship until we are...."�     "Sir, picking up a signal through our interphasic beacon system from Admiral Leyre," Andrey's voice said over the comm system.


     "What's wrong?"


     "They're under attack."


     Dale sighed.  "Dammit!"


     "Who are you people?" Ibanez finally asked.


     "We represent the Alliance.....," Dale knew to expect either a feared or hostile reaction, "of Democratic Nations."


     Ibanez and Rico exchanged glances.  "And... and why are you here?"


     "We recently expanded into this universe to begin exploration.  We mean no harm, and we seek nothing but friendship."  Dale then added, "We found your ship in orbit over a planet, crippled.  We rescued the crew, but another ship arrived, and attacked us.  We had no choice...."


     "You destroyed the Sovereign?!"  Rico seemed to glare at Dale.


     "I, and Commander Henderson from your vessel, attempted to get the Sovereign's captain to stand down, but he fired on us first.  From where I come from, that is an open declaration of hostile intent, and I responded properly.  We disabled them, and they destroyed themselves.  Commander Henderson can corrobrate this."


     Rico merely turned away, and Ibanez suddenly felt weak.  "Ohh......  I don't feel so good....."


     "Let me take you both to the medical center."  Dale and Rico exchanged glares, and Rico moved to help Ibanez up.  Dale led them both out, Meridina following.








     Galen watched these events through one of his spherical viewing devices.  Behind him, he heard a slight noise.  "It is done.  He will certainly be there when you wish him."


     "Good.  You have done your part well," Galen heard in response.  Galen turned to face the Vorlon Ulkesh Naranek.  "You will assist him.  The Streib.... will not be allowed to use the Gate."


     "However, the threat must be there.  I will let him know of their plans."








     Dale watched as Rico and Ibanez were checked over by Doctor Bashir.  "Did you see the hate in his eyes, Meridina?  He hates us merely because of ideology...."


     Meridina held his hand.  "I feel much bitterness coming from him, Robert.  His thoughts....  He has been trained to hate democracy.  His people believe it to be weak and corrupt...."


     "But they apply it to all democracy, not the plutocratic democracy that creates such weakness, like that of the Earth Alliance."  Dale clinched his fist in frustration.  "I cannot believe this.  It is so ridiculous!"


     "Calm yourself, Robert.  Your swevyra  is in turmoil...."  She touched his cheek.  "Clear your mind of all thought, and do the one thing it bids you do."


     Dale began to follow her instructions, and felt her ease his mind with her telepathic powers.  Clear your mind, Robert.....  Clear your mind....  Feel the sanctity of pure, unblemished silence.....


     I.... I feel it........


     It is good......  This is where the core of your being presides.  Anger, pride, sorrow, desire....  All are transparent....  All that is, is you....


     How...  How is this possible?


     It is a state of being, Robert, that only those truly powerful in swevyrase can achieve....  I have been waiting for the perfect moment to teach it to you.......  It is the moment when the soul can hear itself.  It is the moment when you know who you are.  Who are you?


     I can't say I know who I am anymore.....


     Then my timing was right.  There will be a time when I am not here to help you achieve this state, Robert.  You must learn it yourself.  You must achieve the mental discipline to cleanse your thoughts completely, for only then, will you know who you are.....


     "Robby?"


     Dale was ripped back to "the real word" by the sound of Andreys' voice.  "Robby, are you okay?"


     Meridina stepped back, and Dale gathered his thoughts.  "Yes, I'm fine.  I'm okay...."


     "I have never seen you like that.  It was like you were not even thinking!"  Andreys smiled, and laughed.  "Tell me, Robby, are you becoming an airhead like your cousin?"


     Dale laughed himself, while Meridina stared at him quizzingly.  "Your... cousin?"


     "I had a cousin who used to just stare off into space," Dale explained.  "It was an old habit.  He would just start thinking, and his eyes wouldn't move."


     "One time I thought he was staring at me," Andreys remembered aloud.  "I kept looking into his eyes, and wondering why they seemed so distant.  Because, as was often the case, most guys stared at me with something else in their eyes."


     "That they did, and I still think some do," Dale chuckled.  Meridina had also begun to laugh.  "What's our ETA to New Lebanon?"


     "At least three more hours."


     Dale looked again at Ibanez and Rico, who were being given food from one of the replicators.  "I want to see them in the conference room in an hour.  Maybe there's still hope for a peaceful resolution to this fiasco."








     "Johnny, why can't you just trust them?!"


     Rico and Ibanez were being led through the ship by a large black officer they had heard being called "Jarke".  "They saved our lives, and the lives of my crew!"


     "Why do you think they did that, Carmen?  To breed disloyalty to the Federation.  Those who support democracy support a system where the few lord it over the rest.  The rich, the lazy, and the corrupt rule the poor, the hard-working, and the honorable.  Don't you remember your....."


     "You're wrong, you know," Jarke interrupted him.


     "And how would you know?", Rico demanded.


     "On my world, my Earth, the 21st century saw what we call the Corporation Wars.  Corporations, greedy for more power and more wealth, used force through puppet governments, most democratic, to try to stop new, anti-corporation democracies.  The United States was split in two, the Democratic States being those opposed to corporations.  Cuba, led in the First Corporation War by a dying Fidel Castro and in later wars by his successors, backed the anti-corporations."  Jarke's monologue was stopped momentarily when they stepped onto a turbolift.  "Europe, after the First Corporation War in 2006, joined the anti-corporation nations.  Russia fell into civil war, between the anti-corporation forces of communism, socialism, and free democracies, and the pro-coporate forces of fascists and plutocratic democracies.  China also split in two.  Africa and South America became battle grounds.  10% of the world's cities became nuclear wastelands.  Australia, New Zealand, and Papua New Guinea, after kicking out the corporate influences, signed the historic 'United Free Nations of Earth' treaty, which would, after the Fifth Corporation War, become the government of United Earth, the lead founding member of the Alliance.  Because of this, our democracy is led by those who work the most, with the needs of the people at heart.  We are a true democracy, not a plutocratic democracy like those of the 20th century."


     "On our world," Ibanez replied, "the 21st century saw democratic governments collapse into chaos while their leaders merely pursued the perks of office.  Veterans, angered over the lapse of moral ideals and discipline in society, staged a popular rebellion, and took over the government.  We still have many of the political ideas of democracy, but for one to achieve citizenship, they must serve in the Federal Armed Forces for at least two years."


     Jarke hid his disgust.  "Fascism.  While the members and veterans of the Alliance military are respected, the power is where it belongs.  In the hands of the people, civilian or military."


     "Yet, how can your system maintain itself?  Without the mental discipline that military service enforces, wouldn't your civilian leaders be unable to run the government without becoming corrupt?"


     "Corruption occurs in all governments...."


     "But not very often in ours," Rico interrupted.


     Jarke glared at him.  "Wrong.  Military governments can be the most corrupt.  They not only favor military goals over social and civilian goals, but also have the capability to oppress the populace through military force to achieve corrupt goals."  At Rico's stare, he asked, "You are a soldier, obviously, like myself.  What would you do if your superior ordered you to destroy a building, thereby killing many civilians, including women and children?"


     "I would perform my duty," Rico answered.


     Jarke detected the weakness in Rico's response, and viciously attacked.  "Even if your duty meant killing innocent people?"


     Rico gulped.  "It is my duty to follow the orders of my superior officer.  Insubordination....."


     "Such is the excuse used by all war criminals."  Jarke's eyes drilled through Rico's confusion.  "Soldiers are not machines.  You must think for yourself.  Without your ability to think independently, you are nothing but cannon fodder, robbed of all that is human.  You," he turned to Ibanez, "are a captain in your fleet.  Would you follow an order to obliterate a defenseless colony from orbit?  Or would you stand against such an act of brutality, even if it meant your life?"  Ibanez remained silent.


     Before Jarke could continue his unending barrage against their mental preconceptions, the turbolift stopped on the bridge.  While Rico continued to look off into space, as if examining his own beliefs, Ibanez marveled at the bridge.  Every service was polished, every display shining.  She could easily make out the command chair, and correctly assumed that the accompanying chairs were for the first officer and command officers respectively.


     Both Rico and Ibanez began to stare at the figure standing behind the command chairs.  A closer examination of his head revealed him to be an alien, and that shocked the two of them to the core.  Prior to their encounter with the Streib, the only other life-forms encountered by humans had been the Arachnids of Klendathu.  "Commander Worf," Jarke walked up to the alien and stood at attention, "I have brought them as ordered."


     "Take them into the conference room," Worf said, his deep voice rumbling in Ibanez's ears.


     "Yes sir.  This way."  Jarke led them through to the other side of the bridge, and through a set of doors to a large room with a long briefing table, plush chairs, and a main wall display.  Dale was sitting at the head of the table, with padds on the desk where he had been reading reports and the such.  "Come in.  Lieutenant Jarke, you are dismissed."


     "Yes sir."  Jarke walked out of the room.


     Ibanez and Rico, still rattled by Jarke's grilling, sat in the seats Dale offered to them.  "I want to show you something.  Watch the display.  Computer, run recording Dale Beta 532."


     The display activated, and began playing the recording of Dominion atrocities on Betazed.  Rico and Ibanez watched in horror as the innocent Betazoid civilians were gunned down by Jem'Hadar troops.  More recording showed "interrogations" that were little better than organized torture fests, and the pain and suffering they wrought.  The screams of the victims still rang in Dale's ears from the first time he had seen the recording, although the volume had been turned down by the computer.


     The ghastly sights were having the needed effect on Ibanez and Rico.  "Who.... who did this?"


     Dale pressed a button, and the display froze, then zoomed in on a Jem'Hadar.  "They are the Jem'Hadar."


     "Jem'Hadar?  Why are they doing this?"


     "The Jem'Hadar are genetically bred killers, trained only to fight until they are killed in combat.  They were created by the Founders, a race of liquid-based lifeforms who can change their shape at will.  Together with a race of officials, scientists, and military officers known as the Vorta, they make up what is known as the Dominion."


     "The Dominion......"


     Dale pressed a button, and a long list of names appeared.  "Those are the Alliance men and women who have died fighting the Dominion.  Their sacrifices have not been in vain.  Just three weeks ago, the Alliance and it's allies liberated Cardassia, and drove the Dominion out of one quadrant of the galaxy they inhabit.  We are about to launch a massive invasion of the remaining quadrant still under their iron fist."


     "Why are you telling us this?"


     In answer to Ibanez's question, Dale responded, "Because I find it insulting that a conflict will spark between us over ideology.  You are human, and we are predominately human.  We are not aggressive, we are not weak, and we are not corrupt.  All Alliance citizens are entitled to the same rights under the law.  While I personally do not approve of your fascist democracy, we have more in common than not.  Now is not the time for fighting between two systems.  If anything, we should be allies against this monstrosity," Dale pointed toward the display, which had once again changed to show the Jem'Hadar butchering the Betazoids.


     "I agree," Rico answered.  "Whatever happens, I will ask....."


     "Code Red!  All hands to battlestations!  We are about to jump out of hyperspace into a hostile situation!"


     Dale went to the bridge, followed by Rico and Ibanez.  "Situation?"


     "Fifty ships are within weapons range of New Lebanon.  They are preparing to fire."


     Dale took in a breath, and briefly turned to Rico and Ibanez, who were standing behind the tactical station near Worf.  "All ships, jump!"


     The White Stars opened two jump points into normal space, and the Roddenberry entered the first one in front of it.








     "Fleet Marshall!  Picking up gravitational vorteces!"


     Kalwaski looked out the main window to see two bluish vorteces open in space behind the enemy vessels.  The lead ship, nearly a kilometer long, resembled the vessel in the recovered records of the Sovereign, while the small ships that followed were merely 200 meters in length, and probably not much of a threat.  "Demand their surrender."


     "Doing so....  Sir, the new ship is sending a signal."


     "This is the Starship Roddenberry to Terran Federation battle group, stand down.  We do not wish any hostilities to be initiated, but we can and will defend ourselves is attacked."


     "You launched an unprovoked attack on the Repulse and Resolution.  You have already begun a war with the Terran Federation, and therefore cannot claim to be seeking a peaceful resolution."


     "Sir, they didn't attack us!"


     Kalwaski recognized the voice of Ibanez.  "Captain Ibanez?!  What's going on?!"


     "We were attacked by unknown aliens, sir.  First Lt. Rico and I were abducted by them, and rescued by these people, sir.  They are friendly, and do wish to open diplomatic contact."


     Not fully trusting them, Kalwaski tried to think of an appropriate test.  "Captain, what ship was your first posting?", he demanded.


     "TFS Roger Young as Piloting Officer, sir!"


     "And what happened to the Roger Young?"


     "Destroyed in the Battle of Planet P by a plasma burst!"


     Kalwaski was still unsure, but decided to go along.  "All ships, deactivate weapons.  Send a message to Earth, informing them that we have initiated first contact with an "extraterrestrial" force.  Ask for immediate dispatch of a diplomatic team to establish diplomatic relations."


     A sigh came over the communications channel.  "Stand down from Code Red."








     Dale watched as most of the TF battle group activated their stardrives and bolted away at superluminous speeds.  Behind him, Ibanez, Rico, Kalwaski, Leyre, and Marcus were seated at the conference table.  "The question is: How did the Streib get to your universe from EM-5?"  Before anyone could attempt an answer, Dale tapped his communicator.  "Send him in."


     The door opened, and Galen entered.  "Galen, we want to know about the Streib.  How did they get here?  What are they doing here?"


     Galen took a seat offered by Dale.  "Very well.  I will tell you what you wish to know."


     "By all means, start...."


     Galen sat for a moment, considering his audience, and began.  "As some of you may know, my order departed from known space nearly two years ago.  During this time, we found an unknown jumpgate on the Rim.  A percursory examination found that it was not a normal jumpgate used for travel to and from hyperspace.  We discovered that it had been built long ago by a race known as," Galen turned his head toward Dale, "the Dargsla."  Noting Dale's surprise, Galen continued.  "By this time, we had learned of the extrauniversal visit of the Alliance, and realized that the jumpgate, known to us simply as 'the Gate', was an interuniversal jump gate, enabling one to travel to a certain jumpgate in another universe, depending on the signal you sent to it.  Only wishing to settle down, we had nothing more to do with it, until the Streib arrived."  Galen took another look at Dale, then his audience, and continued yet again.  "The Streib were worried that the Minbari and Earth would join forces to destroy them, so they made plans to invade another universe."


     "Our universe," Rico commented bitterly.


     "Yes.  By doing so, they would be able to build their forces to the extent that the Minbari and Earth would never again pose a threat.  They started quietly, sending a few ships at a time to begin scouting territory.  Eventually, they discovered humanity in this universe, and made bold by the apparent lack of advanced technology, they decided to attack.  But first, they needed to know what they were up against biologically."


     "That's why they kidnapped us," Ibanez realized.


     "Yes."  Galen smiled slightly, for some odd reason.  "But they were not prepared to encounter the Alliance, whom their spies had warned them about.  After attacking an Alliance heavy destroyer and taking prisoners, the Streib decided to halt their plans, and head back toward their main base, to call reinforcements.  When those reinforcements come, nothing, not even this warship, will stop them from achieving their goal."


     "The Federal Armed Services will stop them," Kalwaski stated confidently.


     Galen laughed.  "Your fleet will not pose a threat to the Streib.  Only the Minbari have ever dealt the Streib crippling blows, and it is they whom the Streib fear.  Aside from the Vorlons, that is...."


     "Galen, do you know where the Gate in this universe is?"


     Galen nodded.  "My ship's computer will feed the navigational data to yours.  You must hurry if you are to stop the Streib."


     Dale turned to Kalwaski.  "I would not object to a Federal warship coming with us on this operation, Fleet Marshall.  It is your universe, after all."


     "Our ships would be unable to even dent them," Kalwaski responded bitterly, reality setting in.


     "I'll go with you," Ibanez offered, bringing silence.


     "As will I," Rico added.


     "When do we ship out?", Marcus asked.  "Eight White Stars are more than enough to help stop the Streib."


     Dale stood.  "We leave immediately.  The Roddenberry, Maya, and eight White Stars will have to be enough."


     "They will be....."


     Galen's mysterious statement drew stares.  "If you excuse me," he said with no hint of pressure from the attention, "I would like to go and rest.  I still have to install the data line from my ship to yours.  I suggest we get underway as soon as we can."  Without saying another word, he left.








     The bridge was quiet when Dale stepped on it.  "Is the data in our computers?"


     "Reading telemetry now.  We're prepared to activate an interspatial jump."


     "Margin of error, Commander Jarod?"


     "Hmmm...."  Jarod throught for a moment.  "Maybe ten million kilometers."


     Paris whistled.  "Good, Jarod, that's pretty good."


     "Excellent, Commander.  Are all ships in formation?"


     "Maya is taking formation with the White Star squadron, our attack runabouts are ready to launch at your command, and all weapons are online," Worf reported.


     Dale, despite the moment, grinned.  "Very well.  Commander Jarod, take us into the breach."


     A red jump point formed in front of them, and the Roddenberry led it's forces in......








     "Eight Streib warships on attack vector!  Picking up jumpgate, fifteen point three million kilometers away, course 574 mark 382."


     Dale felt adrenaline surge through him.  "Full impulse.  We need to take out that jumpgate!  Send the Maya and three White Stars to harrass a couple of those ships.  The other White Stars and attack runabouts must stay in formation!"


     "Yes sir!"


     The Roddenberry began to pick up speed as it accelerated to full impulse.  "Coming up on weapons.....  Jumpgate opening!"


     On the screen, three gray struts appeared.  On each, a line of orange energy appeared, and converged on a central point, opening a jump point.  Three Streib warships emerged.  "This is gonna be close!  Fire fusion cannons!  Prepare solar torpedoes for maximum detonation, utilizing secondary plasma warheads!"


     "Doing so now sir!"  Worf, naturally, was excited by the prospect of an up close battle.  "MPTS is preparing to lock on lead enemy vessel!"


     "Range?!"


     "500,000 kilometers!"


     "Fire torpedoes!"


     Solar torpedoes emerged from the Roddenberry, and delivered their lethal packages of anti-matter and plasma to one of the Streib warships in their way.  The head of the ship was blown away by the tremendous explosion, and a burst of fire from the fusion cannons finished it off.  Green beams of energy stabbed into the Roddenberry.  "Shields holding at seventy percent!"


     "Fire MPTS!"


     A Streib vessel on the Roddenberry's port side was annihilated by thirty phaser beams, and the vessel on the starboard side suffered a similar fate.  "Within optimal firing range of the jumpgate!"


     "Fire!!!!!!"


     Worf fired all three forward torpedo launchers, and twenty-four solar torpedoes raced out.  Five impacted with a Streib vessel attempting to cut them off, the fury of their impact causing heavy damage to the unshielded hull.


     The jumpgate came back online, and another jump point opened within it.  Five more Streib vessels began to emerge.....


     They didn't have a chance.


     The lead torpedoes raced into the maw of the jump point, and each detonated with approximentally 160 megatons of force through the anti-matter and plasma warheads that exploded.  The energy release caused the gravitational matrix of the jump point to collapse, bringing the jump gate with it.  The Streib vessels were crushed by the massive gravitational collapse, and the jumpgate itself was annihilated in a brilliant explosion that could have been detected three sectors away by standard Federation/Alliance sensors.  Cheering erupted on the bridge.


     The remaining Streib vessels, seeing they were outnumbered and stranded, began to self-destruct.  As the ships of Dale's rag-tag assault force retreated at the highest possible acceleration, the Streib invasion forces destroyed themselves.


     The invasion was over.  The future of the Terran Federation was secure.








     Personal Log: October 7, 2160 AST; Robert Allen Dale.  The Streib have been defeated.  Due to the peacemaking efforts of myself, Captain Ibanez, and First Lt. Rico, the Alliance and the Terran Federation have signed a treaty establishing formal diplomatic relations, and trade.  Although there is some dissension within the Alliance government of signing a treaty with a fascist government, we have truly gotten something out of this.


     Two hours ago, the Alliance Council announced that they would support sending the Alliance Fifth Fleet to STS-21 to deal with the Arachnid threat.  And thirty minutes ago, the Terran Federal Council formally declared war on the Dominion, citing the Dominion's "acts of savage, inhumane butchery" as something that they cannot ignore.  Despite the ideological preconceptions of both of our nations, the implications of these acts are clear: we have far more in common than not.


     Still, I cannot stop thinking of the Dargsla jump gate.  If this one existed, do more exist?


     Dale and Meridina were kissing passionately in their bed, their minds linked through the physical gratification of their body contact.  It was how it had always been for them.


     The communicator interrupted them, and Dale growled, "Why me?!  Why can't I enjoy a night without that damned...."  He noticed Meridina laughing.  "What's so funny?"


     "It seems to me that, whenever we begin to get truly passionate, your communicator goes off.  And most of the time," Dale reached for the communicator, "it is....."


     "Dale here."


     "Robby," Andreys' voice said.  Dale could hear Meridina laugh again, as they both knew the answer Meridina was about to say.  "Ibanez and Rico are about to leave."


     "I'll be right there."








     Dale stepped into the transporter room, where Rico, Ibanez, and Jarke were waiting.  "I've heard, Lieutenant, that you've been posted on New Lebanon to command the security forces at the new consulate that is being constructed."


     Rico was grinning, and shrugged.  "Well, seeing as how I was one of the first to make personal contact....."


     Dale nodded, understanding.  Rico saluted, and Dale extended his hand.  Understanding, Rico took his hand, and shook it.  "It was good meeting you.  And you too, Lieutenant Jarke," Rico said, looking at the large security officer.


     Jarke nodded.  "An honor, Lieutenant."


     "I'm also going to be around for a while.  My new command, the Enterprise....."  Ibanez folded her arms at Dale's chuckle.  "What is so wrong with that?"


     "No, nothing wrong.  It's just that name."


     Ibanez wisely decided not to pursue the subject.


     The two stepped up on the transporter pad, and Dale said, "Energize."  They disappeared in two swirls of light.  "They were quite the pair, right Jarke?"


     "Absolutely, sir," Jarke answered.


     "Well, if you'll excuse me, I have something to do in my quarters."  Dale went to exit, but Jarke stopped him.  "What is...."


     "Sir, Galen just left with Marcus and the White Star squadron, but he left this for you."  Jarke handed him a small device.


     "Interesting...."  Dale activated it, and was startled.


     It was a starmap, with Babylon-5, Minbar, and other worlds clearly marked.  At one end, he could see a highlighted sector, out on the Rim.....


     "Jarke, get me a runabout, preferably with a hyperspace jump engine.  And send a message to Captain Andreys to jump for EM-5 immediately."








Epilogue








     Dale loaded another case of supplies onto the Rhine.  "I'm going, and that's it."


     "But, Robby!"  Andreys followed him every step of the way, protesting.  "You're going to get yourself killed!"


     "By what?"


     "Who knows?!  The Streib, the Shadows, are whomever is out there on the Rim, waiting to pounce on those foolish enough to go through in a flimsy personal runabout!  At least take an attack runabout!"


     "Don't want to."  They briefly stopped when Meridina came through to load another case onto the runabout.  "I have to find out about this jumpgate.  It could open a new door of technology for us."


     "Robby!"  She grabbed his by his shoulders.  "You're being a fool!"


     "It's not the first time I've been called a fool, and it'll certainly not be the last."  The last case went into the runabout.  Dale noticed Andreys' angry expression, and grabbed her by her shoulders.  "Now, Julie, this must be done.  And we are taking a beacon in case we need help."


     "But...."  Andreys was silenced when Dale placed his finger on her mouth.


     "We are ready, Robert," Meridina called out from the cockpit of the runabout.


     Dale smiled, and kissed Andreys on the forehead, then patted her growing belly.  "Take care of Samuel for me," he said, with a wink.


     "I'll make sure to take care of Samantha," she countered, finally allowing a slight smile.


     Dale was about to counter, then said, "What the hell am I doing?!  It's not even my baby!"  He stepped in the runabout, and closed the door.


     Andreys watched with a heavy heart as the Rhine lifted out of the shuttle bay, and eased out of the forcefield protecting the bay from the vacuum of space.  A minute after clearing the ship, the Rhine entered a jump point to hyperspace.








     Ten hours later, Dale was laying in bed, the lights soft and dim, with Meridina laying beside him.  "Robert, you are still troubled...."


     "I don't know, but I feel as if I'm being called...."  Dale looked into her eyes, and touched her cheek.  Her skin was soft, and every skin nerve on his body seemed to relax when in contact with her.  "We're going to be out here for a while.  We might want to make the best of it....."


     "For a human, Robert, you are hopelessly romantic....."  Meridina's grin was wide.


     "I try, I try...."


     Dale kissed her passionately, and began to make love to her.....


     And unknown to either of them, a cloaked figure observed.  "It has come.....  Let the meeting of fates begin......."�


