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Prologue








One Year Ago...








     The Controller felt a substantial rift in the ether of time and space.  What is this?  He sent a "message" of sorts to his compatriots to meet him at the source, and immediately brought himself to the point of the rift.


      It was a simple world, one holding those of one of the most plentiful races in the vast Multiverse; Humanity.  Upon closer inspection, the Controller realized that this particular planet had been infested by one of the Planet-Eaters, a race of creatures that travel from planet to planet, spending eons buried beneath the surface before rising and consuming the planet's resources, leaving it barren and lifeless.  It's offspring then leave to continue the cycle.


     Such brutal, ruthless efficiency......


     What intrigued the Controller was the sight before him.


     It was the Planet-Eater, in it's true form, that of a large humanoid with a long head, slanted fingers, and long, white arms.  Two small creatures remained close to it, fueling it's massive energy reservoir.


     And confronting it stood three brave mortals.  Two were teenage humans; a male with fiery red hair and a ragged blue suit, and the other was a young woman, her hair the color of honey, a white suit covering her up to her bare shoulders.  The final being was a mortal with strong power, his pale complexion mixing with "elven" ears and a flowing purple cape.


     The Controller observed as these three brave souls confronted the great beast before them.  With a power the Controller found impressive for a humanoid species, they withstood the brunt of the attacks from the enraged Planet-Eater.  To it, these "things" were rebelling stock animals, the kind you slaughtered mercilessly as an example to others.


     And so it did.  It pummeled them time and time again.  They fought back valiantly, even destroying one of it's creatures, but the Planet-Eater proved to much for them.  First the teenage girl fell, her broken body bringing rage to the boy.  The Controller sensed his feelings toward her, and nodded accordingly as the boy gathered his strength and blasted the massive creature with all of his power.  Physically drained, he fell to the next attack, near that of the girl he had such strong feelings for.


     It was the caped being who came last.  Concentrating on powers that the Jedi might call "the Dark Side", he slammed the Planet-Eater with a bolt of "shadow" energy that harmed it greatly.  Incensed, it retaliated with it's own attacks, and the powerful being fell at last below the onslaught.


     The Controller bowed his head solemnly.  They had fought well, but, alas, were no match for the Planet-Eater.


     The Planet-Eater, seeing their almost-dead bodies, decided they had not suffered enough.  It breathed enough life into them to let them regain consciouness, and began to channel low-level energy through them.  The caped being merely shook, but the two humans were writhing in agony, screaming from the immense torment.  The Controller felt the Planet-Eater's mental laughter, as he decided to entertain himself on their pain.


     Beside him, the being named Lorien appeared.  "Are you going to do what I believe you will do?"


     The Controller's anger toward the sadistic Planet-Eater grew for every second of screaming.  "I am not bound by the rules of my order from stopping the destruction of this planet."


     "I knew you would come to that decision," Lorien answered.  "Then, let us begin."


     The Controller nodded, and entered the rift.  Materializing in human form, he appeared before the Planet-Eater, cutting off the energy flow to the tormented heroes who had faced the homicidal beast.  They fell back to the ground, Death reaching her cold hand to them.  "You seek to pick on defenseless beings, Planet-Eater.  Will you do the same with me?"


     Gladly, you delicious morsel.  Your pain will be my pleasure, came the telepathic response.  The Planet-Eater began to zap the Controller with the energy, with no effect.  What....  WHAT ARE YOU?!


     "I am the Controller, Planet-Eater, and your time has ended."  The Controller raised a hand, showing his palm to the Planet-Eater.  Massive blue energy began forming.


     No!!!  This world is mine to consume!!!  You cannot destroy me!  NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!!!


     The energy sliced through the Planet-Eater, destroying it without resistance.


     Lorien knelt by the broken bodies of the three heroes.  Their breathing had stopped; their bodies were in cardiac arrest.  "I am afraid I can do nothing for them."


     "I can."  The Controller placed his hand first on the girl, and closed his eyes.  A white beam of pure light shined from her body, and he emersed his right hand into it.  The light disappeared, as his hand withdrew.  He did this to the others as well.  "I.... have...... replenished their life force."  The Controller got on one knee.  "I.... have never done...... three people..... at one time......  I must return...... to recover...... my strength."  With his now-waning power, he left the rift, which was now closing.


     Lorien watched the three figures move.  With a quick command, he sent them to the blank area known as the "End of Time".  "This was highly interesting."  He left the rift, flying away from their world.


     And as he did, he did not notice the small ship sitting in the planetary orbit, which turned and went to warp.











Present Time.....








     The Na'shalok warship Conquest sat in orbit over a small world, lush and green like Earth.  A large warship carrying terrifying firepower, at least to a civilization at the said world's level, it had come to do one thing: conquer.  Their target: the peace-loving nation of Guardia that dominated the world.  It would be another acquisition to the growing Na'shalok Empire.


     Inside, a battle raged, as a group of young, heroic guerrilas led by the Guardian hero, a swordsman named Crono, fought to save the hostage whom the Na'shalok had taken to blackmail the nation into surrendering.


     And so it was that, with the assistance of his friend, the scientist Lucca, they had stolen a Na'shalok shuttle and infiltrated the warship.  The young hostage, Nadia, was slumped over Crono's shoulder, unconscious from days of torture and humiliation.


    The guerrilas escaped into their shuttle, and fled back to their planet.  The mighty Na'shalok warship began firing at them.  Unknown to the crew, however, Lucca had planted explosives on their engine core.  These explosives detonated, destroying the mighty Conquest.


     As they entered the atmosphere, a massive rift appeared in nearby space, caused by the destruction of the Conquest's interphasic generator core.  The interuniversal barrier ripped open, and the planet was sucked inside.........








     The Watcher gazed upon these events.  "Yet another development.  I must observe for later study," he mused out loud.  "And the final player of this game is coming....."  Another screen activated.


     The D.S.S. Roddenberry-A glided through space.








     "Why me?  Why me?!  Why couldn't Worf have traveled to Quo'nos to do this ceremony?!"


     Spock wisely remained silent on the matter.  "Also, High Command is asking permission to re-assign the 32nd Task Group from Earth Colony space to the Dominion front.  The Seventh Fleet took heavy losses in a recent engagement with Dominion forces counterattacking the Karemma position, and they need reinforcements to make the fleet combat ready again."


     "Absolutely not.  Clark has recently stationed three assault fleets along Colony and Alliance border sectors.  We need the 32nd to remain in position until at least this summer.  By then the new Earthforce/Alliance Avatar-class advanced battlecruisers will be ready for the Free Earth Defense Force, and we can begin a withdrawal."


     "What about the 27th Task Group?"


     Dale sighed.  "Considering the recent problems we've been having with the Terran Federation, I don't think that's prudent."  After thinking for a moment, Dale came to an answer.  "We can re-deploy the Fifth Fleet from FHI-8 to replace the Seventh."


     "And the Berjakian Empire?"


     "The Berjakians are currently too busy with political turmoil between Emperor Quashil and his Consulate.  They're in no position to attack."  Dale pondered the recent political and military events.  The Romulans, Klingons, Federation, and Cardassians are at each other's throats over territorial disputes.  The Dominion has launched three counterattacks against our forces, inflicting moderate losses and even re-taking three planets.  The new Confederation of Free Worlds is too busy with petty squabbling to mobilize forces against the Dominion.  The New Republic is considering sending a military mission to the Gamma Quadrant to prop up our failing second front, a move that will certainly provoke the Romulans, since they're the ones controlling the most crucial sectors of that front.  The Tresalians in AR-12 have begun hostilities with the Coserian Stellar Union and the United Worlds League.  The Berjakians are close to civil war.  The Shadow War has left the non-aligned races too weak to fend for themselves.  Clark has recently denounced the Alliance Coalition for "promoting the enslavement of humanity by aliens", and has begun a propaganda campaign against us, Babylon-5, and anyone who opposes him.  Pro-Clark forces have begun rattling the sabers, detaining several Coalition ships for "inspections", then imprisoning crew members for smuggling weapons to the Resistance.  All evidence points to a Clark attack on the Colonies by the end of the year.  The Terran Federation has broken diplomatic relations, and denounced the Alliance as a "oppressive state of decadence", and "a living symbol to a proven-to-fail system of civilian rule".  So much was going wrong at the same time.  Then again, Dale thought wryly, it was the same way when the Alliance and the Federation were at each other's throats.  Every time we took a step forward, something would come up that would ruin everything.  "Now, send a signal to Fleet Admiral Takamoto to get those deployment orders ready.  I'll be in my quarters if he wants confirmation."


     "Yes sir."








     "Okay, watch it....  Watch it......."  Andreys grabbed the weight bar from Schala, and set it down.  "One hundred pounds.  You're improving."


     "If you say so."  Schala rubbed her sweaty forehead.  She had never been one for physical exercise, but Dale had insisted she begin weight training.  Using the Force, and your lightsaber, will not always be enough, Schala.  Sometimes, you will need to overpower your enemy with pure strength.  And there is not one woman on this ship better able to train you for this than Julie.  "My arms are aching."


     "Good.  If they didn't, I'd be worried."  Andreys began removing weights from the bar.  "I want to get you up to one hundred twenty five pounds by the end of the month."


     Schala rubbed her aching shoulder.  "I apologize if I seem weak, but I am unaccustomed to physical labor, even exercise."


     Andreys laughed.  "I used to be the same way.  But when I began training in the martial arts, I decided to start exercising as well."  She placed her hand on Schala's bare shoulder.  "Still, you look uncomfortable in that sports bra."


     "I... have never worn such a small, tight garment.  Such clothing was terribly inappropriate in my home."


     "It's not to be worn in public."  Andreys spied a couple of male officers looking at them from the other side of the gym, lust filling their eyes.  "It's tight because it absorbs the sweat.  Still, there have been occasions...."


     "Occasions?"


     Andreys sat down, giggling.  "When I was in high school, I used to go to parties wearing these things just to make every male present go insane trying to bed me.  Of course, I stopped when I accidentally drew the attention of my close friend's boyfriend."  Andreys laughed again, watching the two men continue to stare.  "And speaking of that, look over there."


     Schala turned her head and saw the men.  "Why are they staring at us?"


     "Probably because they want to have sex with us," Andreys answered, giggling.


     "'Sex'?  What is 'sex'?"


     Andreys stared at Schala for a moment.  "You've never heard of sex?"  Schala shook her head.  "Do you know what married men and women do?  To have children?"


     "Um, yes....."


     "That's having sex."


     Schala nodded, understanding.  "You mean...  they desire me physically?"  "Sex" had never been a word that those of Zeal had placed with physical activities between men and women.


     "Of course they do."  Andreys flashed them a quick, seductive smile.  "Walking around sweaty, wearing nothing but shorts and a sports bra, make some men think you're sexy.  You're no different."


     "Really....."  Schala had never seen a man physically desire her; such feelings would have brought her mother's wrath upon the unfortunate male.  Being a "commoner" had definately opened her up to new experiences.


     "Schala," Andreys got a strange look on her face, "have you ever been with a man?"


     "No, I haven't.  I wasn't allowed."


     "So you're a virgin."  Andreys sighed.  "Schala, I was once like you.  Then I met a young man my age, and thought my life complete.  We used to stay up all night, having sex, talking, until the sun rose above the clouds."


     "What happened?"


     Andreys frowned at the memory.  "He betrayed me.  He had no interest in me beyond being the first to 'score' with me.  Whatever you do, Schala, make sure any romantic feeling is mutual.  Otherwise, your heart might also be broken."


     Schala sat for a moment.  "You love him, don't....."


     "Captain!"


     Andreys got up as Worf walked through the door.  "Worf, what is it?"


     "Commander Jarod wishes to see you.  He says it is urgent."


     Andreys sighed.  "I'll see you here at 1400, Schala.  See if Julian can get you some creme for that muscle ache."  Andreys picked up a towel, and walked out with Worf.


     Schala took one more look at the two men, who were now focusing on their treadmills, and left.








    Dale got into his bed, the lights in his quarters low.  Only the faint green light of the local star gave illumination to the bedroom-office portion of his living space.  Dale's hand rested on the part of the bed where Meridina used to lay.  It's been two weeks.  And still I have no answers.  Not a damned one.  Why?  Why did I ever love her?  Why did I have to lose that love?  WHY?!


     "Help......."


     A female voice filled Dale's quarters, and he shot out of the bed.  "What?  Who is it?!"


     An image appeared in front of him.  It was a young woman, her green hair in a bun at the back of her head.  She reached out to him, but their hands did not touch.  She's a hologram?  Dale shook his head.  No, I can feel a presence.  It must be a form of astral projection.  "Who are you?"


     "Help.....  Our planets.....  They will be destroyed......."


     "What planets?  Who are you?  Tell me who you are!  I can try to help you!"


     "Help.....  The strange space cloud......  It......"  The woman disappeared.


     Dale picked up his communicator.  "Dale to Jarod."


     "Jarod here.  Sir, I'm a little busy."


     "Did the internal sensors just pick up any strange energy signatures on board?"


     "No sir.  But we've got a problem.  There's some form of spatial rift in orbit over Alxao III.  We can't penetrate it's outer layer."


     "Spatial rift?  Let me see it."


     "Yes sir."


     On Dale's screen, a picture of space appeared.  In the middle, a large green spatial body blotted out the stars behind it.  A spatial rift?  It looks almost like....


     Dale remembered what the projection had said.  It looks like a space cloud.....  "Jarod, any idea on what it is?"


     "Well, judging from the intense densiona and tachyon bursts coming from the rift, I'd have to say it's an interuniversal spatial rift."


     "Jarod, could we enter it safely?"


     A long pause answered.  "Well," Jarod finally answered, "give me a few hours to modify the shields.  I'll have to take the densiona elements out, so I'll need Barnes' help to do it.  Maybe Spock's too."


     "Go get him.  Pull rank on him.  Get Spock to.  Get Julie to.  I don't care, just get it done."


     Another long pause.  "Sir, why do you want to go in?"


     "I have a feeling.  There is.... a disturbance in the fabric of space.  I can feel it."  Dale closed his eyes, and felt the essence of reality pass through him.  "Get it done, ASAP.  Dale out."  Dale put his communicator down.  I have to know where that young woman came from.


     Before he got back in the bed, he heard his door chime.  "Who is it?"  He slipped on his nightrobe as he approached the door.


     The door whizzed open, and Schala entered.  "I want to speak with you, if I may, sir."  She bowed her head, as a customary courtesy to her teacher.


     "Come in, Schala."  Dale got out of the way as she entered.  "What's on your mind?"


     She sat down, tired.  Dale noticed the sweat still on her body, giving her red top a dark tint.  "I see Julie's been working you out."


     "She is an excellent trainer.  Although I have no experience in the realm of physical exercise, I imagine she is very learned in that area."


     "You might say that."  Dale sat down next to her.  "Are you having trouble?"


     "No.  However, I do have a question."


     "And that is?"


     "Do you find me....."  Schala searched for the proper word.  "Do you find me sexy?"


     Dale held back a laugh.  "Well, it depends.  You are beautiful, attractive, and I imagine most guys would find you sexy, yes."


     "But what about you?"


     Dale sighed.  "Schala, 'sexy' is a word I am not prone to use.  I don't like it.  Making love, having sex, whatever you want to call it, is something more than just a night of physical enjoyment with another person.  It's deeper than that.  Well, in most occasions."  He took her hand.  "Why are you asking this?"


     "I was curious.  I have never had a male physically desire me before.  And I've never been with a male before."


     Dale put his arm around her.  "Schala, whatever you do, don't rush into it.  Julie did, and it nearly destroyed her.  There are consequences to falling for someone whom you're not meant for."


     "But, how will I know?"


     "When he looks into your eyes, and you can see nothing but love.  Not lust.  Love.  There is a difference, and you must be ready to discern between the two.  Sometimes the most lustful glance can be full of love, and sometimes a pair of eyes full of love see nothing but lust."  He placed her hand on her cheek.  "Do you understand?"


     "Yes.  I... I do.  Much like your eyes are now...... empty."  She gazed at him, and corrected herself.  "No, they are not empty.  They are full of desire.  Not for me, but for someone else.  Who?"


     "No one," Dale answered, suddenly growing cold.


     "No, I think I know who."  Now it was her hand that went to his cheek.  "Pain is a terrible thing to keep to yourself.  I was told of Meridina, and how much she meant to you.  You must move on."


     "The problem, Schala, is that I was never supposed to love her!"  Dale buried his head in his hands.  "I was... manipulated into loving her.  They planted an impulse in my mind to love her.  It was not my choice.  But that love felt so real......."


     "Then let it go.  If it was a fraud, then you must move on.  I....."  Schala bowed her head.


     "Call me Robert, Schala.  I may be your teacher, but I am not your superior.  We are equals."


     "In my home, 'we are equals' is a man's way of proposing to a woman."  Schala once again looked at him.  "Is that what you are doing to me?"


     "No, but....  Schala, you must understand that we are all equals at heart.  These people follow my orders because they wish.  They trust me with their lives, and I trust them equally.  Do you understand?"


     "Yes, I do......  But I feel so alone.  No one I knew, and loved, is still alive.  My home is gone, destroyed from it's own folly.  I have nothing."


     "Wrong."  Dale took her by the shoulders.  "You have us."


     "How do I know?"


     "It will come to you, Schala.  Trust yourself.  Trust your heart."


     "I will......"


     Schala brought herself by Dale, and gently touched his lips with hers.  After a moment, she withdrew them.  "I have always wanted to do that."


     Dale's instincts came alive.  No, you musn't take advantage of her.  She needs a friend, not a lover that she might not keep......  Despite his mental refusal, Dale responded with his own kiss.  He tipped her over on the couch, and began kissing her neck.  His hand went around to the strap for her bra......


     His communicator beeped.


     Dale scrambled up, almost losing his balance as he made his way into the bedroom.  Scooping up the communicator, he landed on his bed.  "Dale here."


     "I just thought you should know that we'll be ready to go in three hours."


     "Thank you Jarod.  Dale out."  Dale placed his communicator on the nightstand.  Schala sat down next to him on the bed.  "Schala, I'm sorry....  I shouldn't have done that."


     "It was not your fault.  I was the one who kissed you first."


     "It was a simple kiss, Schala.  Nothing to be ashamed of.  I allowed my physical desires to overcome my obligation to you as a friend."  He put an arm around her.  "I am so ashamed of that."


     "No, don't be ashamed.  I enjoyed it.  It made me feel...."  She searched for a word.  "Something I have never felt before.  I want to feel it again."


     Dale patted her back.  "You will, Schala.  Don't worry, you will.  One day you will find the right person for you."


     "But, I want to feel it again now, not later.  I want to feel you...."  Schala gently kissed him on the neck.  "I want to feel everything I have missed."


     "Schala, no."  He held her hand.  "Listen to me.  The feeling is nothing if you're doing it just for the sex.  And that is what it would be between us.  Just a few moments of ecstasy and pleasure.  Nothing more."


     Schala sighed.  "You're right.  When I got that feeling, the feeling that came when we made physical contact, I could think of nothing else.  I'm... I'm sorry......"  She began weeping.


     "Schala, it's a natural reaction to passion.  It's nothing to be sorry......"


     "Help......"


     They looked up, and Dale saw the same image as before.  "Help us.  Our two planets are going to be destroyed."


     "Who are you?  I must know!"


     "Please, you must help!  The strange space cloud is growing...."  The image disappeared.


     Dale's communicator beeped, and Dale grabbed it.  "Dale here."


     "Sir, that rift is growing larger.  It'll envelope Alxao III in twenty hours."


     "I want to be able to go through that rift in an hour.  Get as many engineers as you can to help out."


     "Right away.  Jarod out."


     Dale sighed.  "Well, I was hoping for a few hours of sleep, but I'd better forget about that."  He turned to her.  "Want to talk some more?"


     "Is there anything to talk about?"


     "There's always something to talk about."  He smiled.  "So, how do you like wearing that thing?"  He pointed at her sports bra.


     "it's


