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“Second star to the right and straight on til morning.”
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PROLOGUE

NOVEMBER 18, 2385

Somewhere in the Lembatta Cluster

The universe knew how to keep secrets.

In the vast, hostile blackness of asteroids, meteorites, stars, and planets, every mouth remained silent. No one heard when Khan Noonien Singh’s U.S.S. Reliant went up in flames in the Mutara Nebula, and when the genetically engineered warmonger drew his last breath within them. No one heard the tiniest noise when General Chang’s Klingon Bird-of-Prey in orbit above Khitomer embarked on its final journey. And no ear witnessed the death of the Romulan usurper Shinzon in the vastness of the Bassen Rift on board his massive warship Scimitar.

And so the caverns where the machines did their work did not announce their presence to the rest of the universe. While the sounds they made echoed off the interior walls of the caverns, they did not extend to the all-consuming vacuum reigning outside their boundaries. The deafening noises of hull plates being connected and ship parts being hauled into position before being welded together pervaded the production facilities that were hidden deep within the rocks. Artificial lighting reflected from gleaming surfaces, half-completed hulls, engine housings, control panels, bulky computer consoles, and narrow disruptor gun barrels. Men and women standing at the work terminals carried the latter

strapped to their backs. Complicated calculations scrolled across displays, schematic animations and holographic models of what they had been tasked to build: death in sharp and slender design, destruction with jet-black hulls.

Other monitors displayed detailed star charts highlighting the targets of their intended destruction: densely populated colonies as well as heavily frequented space stations were marked. Fleet movements, interstellar transport routes, and important military shipyards were also listed.

These targets all flew different flags. Some belonged to the Klingon Empire, others to the Romulan Star Empire, the Ferengi Alliance, the Cardassian Union, and the United Federation of Planets. But the hands working deep in the stony caves on the destruction of all these nations belonged to a single species.

“Don’t slack off!” the foreman shouted over the din of the machines, looking down from his slightly elevated position onto the production lines that were his responsibility. Their sight filled the Renao with pride, and the artificial light inside the caves made the golden jewelry in his red-skinned face glitter. His eyes shone with pride like little suns. “We’re working for the good of the Home Spheres, don’t forget that. Our efforts serve the Harmony of Spheres!”

They were assembling tools of destruction, and they would carry death out to the large power blocs of the quadrant. The Renao knew with every fiber of his being that their work—which was almost completed—was a blessing. A salvation.

By bringing death to the Klingons, Romulans, Cardassians, Ferengi, and the worlds of the Federation, as well as all the other beings too blind to realize their massive mistake, they were healing the universe. They were healing the future.

And that was worth every sacrifice.
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NOVEMBER 18, 2385

Xhehenem, Lembatta Cluster

Xhehenem was the agricultural paradise of the Renao realm, located deep in the heart of the red-glowing nebulae of the Lembatta Cluster. Almost seventy years ago, colonists set forth on the two-light-year journey to Xhehenem from the Renao homeworld of Onferin. The yalach-perennials didn’t thrive better anywhere else in the cluster, and growing basuudh-tubers didn’t require much of an effort. Xhehenem offered an abundance of water, warmth, and incredibly fertile soil. The spacious settlements that dotted the planet’s surface each had dozens of silos filled with all the yields that the planet provided to those who farmed it.

Xitaal was one such settlement. The tiny community consisted of two relatively small arcologies—standard Renao multistory buildings reminiscent of the ancient Griklak-hives on Onferin, where the early Renao sought refuge from their hostile environment. Xitaal’s arcologies stood on the vast plains of the northern continent of Xhehenem surrounded by farmland that reached toward the horizon. Sunlight reflected from the glass façades whenever the warming beams penetrated the agricultural planet’s cloudy atmosphere, giving the two small arcologies the appearance of golden eggs looming on the plains.

Only the top two levels were inhabited. The lower levels

were reserved for agricultural purposes: water reservoirs, workshops for agricultural machines, hangars, and general storage rooms for both equipment and crops.

Every day was a busy day because every city on Xhehenem was mostly self-sufficient out of necessity—the distance to the next settlement was at least half a day’s travel. Agriculture didn’t know rest periods, because the land didn’t know them either.

Nonetheless, that was exactly what Bosdhaar ak Mamuh had in mind when he left his hive on a bright violet morning, walking toward the landing pads for the Kranaals, the Renao’s small, maneuverable flying transports. His companion was already waiting for him there.

“And you really think this is a good idea, Bos?” Kumseeh ak Yafor asked without preamble. Kumseeh was Bosdhaar’s age, and he lived in a neighboring arcology. Both were passionate farmers, and—as was often the case in the Home Spheres—they had known each other since childhood. They had been through quite a lot together. “The southern fields won’t last much longer. If we don’t get there soon, we might as well leave the basuudhs in the soil. In a couple of days they’ll be overripe.”

Kumseeh was dressed formally in dark, ceremonial attire: a black, ankle-length robe with sewn-on adornments in bright red. Additionally, he had donned his best facial jewelry. His jet-black hair was combed back, and his glowing eyes showed skepticism.

Bosdhaar, who wore equally formal garb, raised his right hand, performing the Renao’s traditional circular movement in front of his chest. “I also bid you a good day, Kum. Can’t you leave the tubers be for just one day? We’ve got more important things to do today.”


“More important?” Kumseeh snorted indignantly, though when Bosdhaar opened the hatch to his Kranaal, he readily climbed in. “Nothing is more important than harvest, Bos, you know that as well as I do. Least of all some obscure preacher.”

Taking his place at the controls, Bosdhaar activated the on-board systems. “Custodian ak Daneel disagrees. He encouraged all of us to attend the ceremony. For the good of the spheres, were his words.”

“Bah!” Kumseeh dropped into the passenger seat, looking out of the window toward their arcologies. “If good old ak Daneel really cared about our sphere, we would be in the fields, and not at … at … what was that event called again?”

“Iad’s Awakening.” Patiently, Bosdhaar repeated the words that the announcement on the news channels had drilled into his head. With his left hand he started the engines; with his right he programmed the course. “The Harmony of Spheres and the Power of Space.”

“Power of space.” Kumseeh scowled and folded his arms over his chest. “What a lot of nonsense. Why do I need space, hmh? Does space help me to fertilize the perennials? Do the stars know more about irrigation than you do? The thought itself is unnatural, Bos!” He shook his head vehemently. “And anyway … Iad? I’m past that age when you could excite me with fairy tales about Iad.”

Bosdhaar knew where his friend was coming from, at least to some extent. There were more pressing issues this time of year than listening to a roaming, self-proclaimed missionary who traveled all over the cluster worlds. And Iad was a story for children and old fools. Still, the Harmony of Spheres was also important. And according to Custodian ak Daneel it was in danger; so much so that a traveling preacher

was tolerated. Like most Renao, Bosdhaar neither knew nor cared about politics or questions of interstellar security. His life was the land and the fields, not space. There was hardly room in his thoughts for anything he couldn’t cultivate, and that included the stars. But he knew that his custodian was worried, and so it behooved him and Kumseeh to leave their tubers be for one day.

The Kranaal took off into the skies above the plains. “We’re going to do as the preacher asked because that’s our duty to him. Afterward, we’ll see what happens.”

“We’ll basically watch our tubers rot,” Kumseeh grumbled.

The two inhabitants of Xitaal flew southwest toward the coast in their transport. Their destination was a tent that had been erected at a spot halfway to the famous algae-cultivating arcologies of Kharanto, which was the next settlement over. It was also halfway between the vastness of the plains and the open waters of the western ocean.

After three hours of tedious flight, Kumseeh marveled at the sight of the giant tent, supported by wooden struts tied together with thick wood poles and algae rope. “That thing is huge. And look at the landing area.”

His surprise was understandable. The preacher’s circular tent was surrounded by Kranaals and the occasional ground vehicle from Kharanto or one of the few farmsteads that had been founded outside of the arcologies. A constant stream of transports was approaching from the other direction, bringing more spectators for the mysterious preacher. It seemed as if visiting Iad’s Awakening was compulsory in Kharanto as well.

Bosdhaar managed to put down on the edge of the makeshift landing area. Once the engines had died down and the rotors had stopped moving, both friends exited

the aircraft, joining the stream of Renao walking toward the tent’s entrance. Here and there Bosdhaar noticed some familiar faces in the crowd but it still felt wrong to be spending time several hours’ flight away from home while work was waiting for them. He would never admit that to Kumseeh, of course.

Seeing all the people from Kharanto also irritated him. What did these people have to do with him? They didn’t belong to his home, just like he didn’t belong to theirs. Home … that was the place where you had grown up, that you belonged to. Home was immediate.

The things we do just to see this preacher. For the first time that day he asked himself whether Custodian ak Daneel knew what he was doing, or whether he’d grown too old to give useful recommendations.

The tent of the mysterious visitor from beyond the world’s boundaries was ocher; the tarpaulin fluttered in the western wind. Its diameter had almost the same measurements as Kumseeh’s small arcology. Bosdhaar had never seen a bigger tent in his life. But the inside didn’t remind him of Xitaal’s moderate luxury, being simply an elevated small stage with a dark red curtain, and lots of trampled-down grass.

“I guess our missionary doesn’t believe in seats.” Bosdhaar sighed as he joined the crowd of spectators gathering around the central stage. “If I had wanted to stand on my feet all day I would have stayed at home in the fields.”

“Told you,” Kumseeh whispered. He didn’t dare raise his voice as Bosdhaar’s disapproving comment had prompted quite a few of their neighbors to scowl at them. “This is going to be a complete waste of time.”

Minutes passed. Silently, the two friends glanced

around. Wherever they looked, they saw Renao faces. Some were expectant, some were curious, some were doubtful. It seemed as if everyone who lived in either Xitaal or Kharanto was in attendance, and most of them apparently looked forward to this unusual event as a welcome change to their daily routine. On a market near the space port Bosdhaar had heard the first rumors that an increasing number of preachers had been travelling across the cluster’s inhabited planets. Supposedly, they came from the heart of the cluster—from the inner worlds Bharatrum and Acina. He had never expected to see any of them on Xhehenem. Usually, the other Renao only paid attention to Xhehenem’s food products and agriculture, not the people who farmed the land to provide that food.

These preachers seemed to mean business, even visiting those whom others didn’t think worth the time of day. Again, Bosdhaar thought about Custodian ak Daneel and the concern he believed he had seen in the old man’s eyes … concern about the harmony of the universe.

As the Renao faith stated, all things in existence had their place. Every single thing and every being in space had their very own position within the great game of life—its sphere. Bosdhaar and Kumseeh had been born in Xitaal, thus Xitaal was their sphere. They would never have dreamed of leaving it in order to settle elsewhere. That would be against nature, as there was no reason to do so. The Harmony of Spheres—the respect and dedication for the individual home—was the greatest good. As long as everything had its place, and that place was respected, everything was balanced and the way it should be.

But now, there were these preachers. Now, there was concern in the eyes of the old custodians. Now, there were

rumors. And hadn’t Bosdhaar wondered just a few weeks ago why some of his colleagues in the fields were very short-tempered all of a sudden? Hadn’t he asked himself where their anger had come from, what had upset their inner peace?

For the good of the spheres, ak Daneel had said. Go and visit that preacher. Do it for the good of the spheres.

Bosdhaar felt uneasiness well up inside of him. Tense, he crossed his arms in front of his chest, waiting for Iad’s Awakening to begin.

Eventually his wait ended, as the curtain rose to reveal a very old man. The preacher was even older than ak Daneel, though he had a lot more fire within him than Xitaal’s patient custodian. The preacher didn’t have a single hair left on his head and wore jet-black robes with golden applications. Glittering gold jewelry adorned his wrinkled, dark red face and his knotty hands. He walked with a stoop, using a cane for support.

“Brothers of Xhehenem,” the preacher began. That salutation wasn’t uncommon, as the men had gathered close to the stage and the women stood at the back of the tent, as was traditional. “I thank you for coming and for your hospitality, but I’m afraid I bring bad tidings.” He straightened up, and the glow in his yellow eyes increased. With every word the burden of his age seemed to lessen a little. “We live in times of change, and yesterday’s facts don’t hold true today. The old values lose respect. The Harmony of Spheres is in grave danger!”

A murmur went through the crowd. Many faces expressed the same confusion and cluelessness that Bosdhaar felt. But he also noticed approval and fury in some of those around him.

“What is he talking about, Bos?” Kumseeh whispered.

Bosdhaar shook his head. “I have no idea.” He did recall

other rumors he had heard at the market that two alien spaceships from beyond the cluster had arrived at Onferin, the Renao homeworld. The thought made him feel uneasy, although he didn’t know why. “Just listen.”

The preacher quickly had the attention of the entire audience. He spoke about unrest in space, about war and death, about incredible destruction and seemingly endless suffering. When he mentioned terms such as “Dominion” and “Typhon Pact,” “Qo’noS” and “Romulus,” his yellow eyes beamed … maybe a little too brightly.

Those terms meant nothing to Bosdhaar. Still, the young farmer understood the preacher’s general point. In fact, he understood it far too well.

“If you ask how it could come to all these atrocities,” the preacher shouted, “and to years and decades of suffering, my brothers, all you have to do is look beyond our borders. Look toward the great powers in this part of the galaxy. Look at all those who don’t want to understand that their relentless hunger for expansion is disrupting the Harmony of Spheres!”

Everyone broke into applause. They clenched their fists and punched the air.

The curtain had fallen behind the preacher, and now images were being projected on them: bright images that had to have originated from alien sources. Bosdhaar saw ruins of strange and exotic cities he didn’t recognize. He saw shipwrecks tumbling through the blackness of space and armed beings in extremely martial uniforms. And he saw dead people. Beings died in their very own spheres because strangers had come and overwhelmed them. Harmony didn’t exist for them any longer.

Not just for them, thought the young farmer. There were no differing harmonies. There’s just one entirety. Everything is

interrelated. If you disrupt the balance of spheres, you disrupt life itself.

That was the truth that every Renao learned as a child.

The preacher was filled with an energy that belied his age and his fragile physique. “Look at those who travel with their ships to locations where they have never been before. Look at those, who don’t have a sense of home, and who don’t respect the space of others. Brothers, you’re looking at me and you want to know from me how to stop the destruction and the suffering that have turned space into a stronghold of misery and chaos. But you know the answer already: We stop it by stopping them! By restoring the harmony—if necessary by force!”

Again, his words were met with approval. Bosdhaar saw the fire in the eyes of many men near him. It reminded him of the workers on Xitaal’s fields who had been much more short-tempered than before. It reminded him of the worried glint in ak Daneel’s old eyes.

“Brothers, today we are at a crossroads.” The preacher had by this point discarded his cane. Standing upright, he pointed at the crowd of farmers with open arms. “It’s up to us whether we strive to stop this violation of the spheres’ nature. It is our calling to end the chaos that our galactic neighbors have wrought, and to pave the way for a new beginning of life. Fate has tasked us with putting an end to the suffering. Thus, I am asking you: Will you be by my side when the calling reaches you?”

Everywhere Bosdhaar looked, he saw approvingly nodding heads and belligerently clenched fists. The crowd had been spurred on, and the preacher had them eating out of the palm of his hand. The few people who didn’t seem convinced yet were hardly noticeable among the large

number of those cheering loudly for the man on the stage.

“But how?” one of them shouted somewhere behind Bosdhaar’s back. “How can we help, preacher? These alien beings you showed us may be sacrilegious sinners … but they’re far away from our spheres.”

The Renao on stage lowered his arms first, and then his eyes. “Oh, I wish it was like that,” he said and his voice was calm and sad. “I really wish it was.”

Bosdhaar turned to face Kumseeh. “Let’s go,” he whispered.

“What?” Kumseeh looked at his friend incredulously. “Now? Are you out of your mind? This is just getting interesting.”

“That’s exactly what I’m worried about. Come on.”

He grabbed Kumseeh’s arm, dragging him through the crowd toward the tent’s exit. His thoughts were racing. What the preacher was effectively propagating was no less than a call to arms. This man hadn’t come to inform people. He wanted to mobilize them, and he was advocating an attack on the big powers of the galaxy. He wanted to facilitate destruction, and he intended to fight fire with fire. And his fellow campaigners traveling across the other worlds outside of Xhehenem probably shared the same objectives.

But the Renao were a peaceful people! They lived secluded lives, yes, and cultivating contacts with their interstellar neighbors was of little interest to them, but that certainly didn’t mean that they wouldn’t take up arms.

Bosdhaar looked around. Disapproving looks followed him and Kumseeh as they pushed their way through the crowd. He noticed fury on several faces—fury against the intruders from alien spheres, but also fury directed at him and Kumseeh since they had obviously no intention of following the preacher.


Don’t I want to do it? Bosdhaar asked himself when he and his friend finally stepped outside. Or can’t I do it? Did it make any difference? If that preacher spoke the truth, these outworlders committed an outrageous sacrilege. In that case they deserved Bosdhaar’s anger. But did they deserve to die? What’s more, did they deserve to die at the hands of the Renao? The mob inside that tent seemed to be convinced of it, and the preacher quite obviously held that view anyway. But what about Bosdhaar?

“What’s the matter with you?” Kumseeh snapped at him when they approached the landing area and the Kranaals. “First you want to come here no matter what, and then you can’t get away fast enough!”

“Didn’t you see it?” Bosdhaar asked. “The glint in their eyes? Didn’t you hear the tone in their voices? Their disapproving looks?”

“What?” Kumseeh shook his head, clearly not understanding a word his friend was saying. “What are you talking about? Fair enough, some of them seemed to be pretty aggressive, I give you that. But …”

“No ‘but.’” Turning around, Bosdhaar stopped and grabbed his friend by the shoulders. “Don’t ask me how I know, Kum, because I don’t know it as such. I just sense it. That in there …” He pointed toward the tent. “Renao taking up arms? Renao judging outworlders? That’s not us, Kum! That’s not normal. Something is happening to us, or at least to some of us. It makes them forget themselves, at least that’s what it looks like to me, and this preacher …”

He sighed. Try as he might, he couldn’t find the right words to express what he felt. How should he explain to Kumseeh what he found hard to describe? This strange fear that came over him every time he thought about the looks in the eyes

of the others. This weird feeling out in the fields among the others—but also inside the tent. All those rumors about alien ships among the stars of the cluster above their heads …

“We’re getting out of here,” Bosdhaar said. “Right now.” The young farmer turned right, looking over to the parked aircraft. He flinched when he noticed four large men appearing between them.

The men were built like seasoned farmers and looked like they weren’t much smarter than their farming equipment. They grinned menacingly, and the plowing sticks—thick metal sticks with clawlike attachments—in their hands were even more menacing. Danger glowed in their eyes.

“And where are we going?” the first man asked Kumseeh, who had stopped dead in his tracks in surprise. The man’s tone was mocking and overtly aggressive. “The preacher hasn’t quite finished yet.”

Behind his back, one of his companions swung the plowing stick.

“W… we need to get back,” Kumseeh stammered. Raising his hand for the traditional greeting gesture, he made an attempt at an apologetic smile and failed miserably. “The basuudhs need to be harvested and they don’t allow us …”

“Ah, basuudh.” The man at the front nodded approvingly. “So, you’re from Xitaal, eh?”

“Figures,” growled one of his companions. He had rolled up the sleeves of his black cowl, displaying his massive upper arms. “Xitaal has always bred cowards. Apple-shiners who’d rather hide behind their seeds than face reality. Fools without foresight.”

“Cowards?” Kumseeh clenched his fists. It was obvious that pride was warring with fear. “How dare you?”

“It’s alright, Kum,” said Bosdhaar, putting one hand on

his friend’s shoulder. The gesture was meant to be soothing, but he also wanted to keep his friend under control. “We don’t want any trouble.”

“Oh, really?” The muscle-head looked at Bosdhaar. His grin broadened. “You could have fooled me.”

“Anyone who doesn’t want trouble,” said the first of the four men, “makes sure that it doesn’t get that far.”

“Too right,” said the one who kept swinging his plowing stick. “They fight back. Before it’s too late.”

“But you’re not doing anything,” said the first man, his gaze wandering from Bosdhaar to Kumseeh and back. “You don’t care what the preacher says. You just have your stupid tubers in mind, and not the good of the spheres.”

“That’s not true!” Kumseeh cried.

“Wouldn’t you be in the tent otherwise?”

Bosdhaar raised his hand defensively. “We don’t want any trouble,” he repeated, fully aware that it was too late. It had been too late right from the moment the men had approached them. Again he remembered the strange glint in the eyes of those people listening to the preacher. “No trouble.”

The first man snorted derisively. “Oh, you already got that.” He suddenly struck the first blow with his plowing stick. The ensuing fight could barely be called that. It was short and unequal. The agricultural tool with its sharp edges slashed wounds into the flesh of the two men from Xitaal, whose resistance faltered quickly.

The last thing Bosdhaar ak Mamuh heard before unconsciousness mercifully erased his pain were words full of hatred that the first aggressor screamed at him: “If you’re not with us, you’re against us, Xitaal! Don’t ever forget that. The sphere is everything!”
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NOVEMBER 21, 2385

U.S.S. Prometheus, in orbit above Xhehenem

“I really thought this would be easier.” Captain Richard Adams let out a sigh, settling into his chair at the head of the long table. He looked around. “Didn’t you?”

Everyone else present nodded or looked glumly toward the windows of the rectangular conference room aboard the U.S.S. Prometheus. Outside, they could see the Lembatta Cluster in all its exotic glory: giant red-glowing suns in swirling nebulae. The cluster bordered on both the United Federation of Planets and the Klingon Empire. But one look out of the windows here made everyone in this environment instantly feel like they were a very long way from home—alone and fending for themselves. The precarious mission that had brought Adams and his crew here seemed to intensify that feeling.

“Nothing is easy,” replied Commander Roaas, Adams’s first officer. He sat to the right of the captain. The Caitian officer wasn’t known for long speeches; just now, though, his furry golden-brown ears twitched during this first internal briefing since their arrival at Xhehenem. “Not these days. It seems like the entire galaxy has lost its balance. The Dominion War, the Borg invasion, the Typhon Pact—and now this mess. We’re not living in peaceful times, and ‘simple’ is just wishful thinking.”


“I agree,” said Lieutenant Commander Lenissa zh’Thiin. The young female Andorian security chief sat next to the first officer. Resting her arms on the conference table, she looked at her captain. Her short antennae, protruding from her white hair, were twitching. They betrayed her tension and her growing impatience far more than her tone of voice did. “It’s been twenty days since the attack on Starbase 91, and here we are twenty days and several more attacks later, and we’re still completely mystified.”

“Not quite, Lieutenant,” said science officer Lieutenant Mendon firmly. He sat across the table from zh’Thiin to the left of Adams. The respirator that he as a Benzite depended on for breathing soundlessly emitted vapor. “During our stay on Onferin, we have learned a lot; not least because of the Klingons from the Bortas. After all, we were able to trace the terrorists from Onferin to Lhoeel and now here to Xhehenem, and follow them.”

The I.K.S. Bortas was a Vor’cha-class ship accompanying the Prometheus on its mission to the Lembatta Cluster, and currently also in orbit round the green and ocher globe of Xhehenem. Since one of their mining colonies had been attacked, seemingly by the same invisible enemies who had destroyed Starbase 91, the Klingons also had a strong interest in hunting down the perpetrators. Unfortunately, the ill-tempered commander of the Bortas, Captain Kromm, suffered from a severe lack of both patience and diplomatic skills.

“But we haven’t made any progress.” Zh’Thiin seemed particularly frustrated by this mission’s status. “The trail went cold on Lhoeel after we barely managed to wheedle a permit for investigation out of them—and we’re starting from scratch here. And the permanent saber-rattling from the Klingons doesn’t make it any easier to deal with the stubborn Renao.”


Adams leaned back in his seat, folding his hands in front of his stomach. “It’s true, the Klingons are not so much helpful as …” Seeking help, he faced Roaas. “How can I put this diplomatically?”

“You can’t,” the Caitian answered dryly—and with audible frustration in his voice.

Adams nodded. So Roaas had also noticed it. He and the commander had just returned from yet another fruitless discussion with Kromm and his command staff—the first officer L’emka and the security chief Rooth. Rooth was a little too laid-back for Adams’s taste. The Bortas’ crew had proven only to be interested in fast results, and Kromm was uninterested in making a long-term difference in the Renao realm. The cluster’s secrets didn’t matter to him at all; neither did the recently substantiated theory that the Renao who lived within the cluster were being manipulated by an unknown power. This manipulation would explain their no-longer-deniable aggression toward strangers. Adams wanted answers, and he wanted to help the Renao. Kromm, on the other hand, just wanted to avenge the Klingon victims of the terrorist attacks in order to curry favor with his empire’s government. He was only interested in answers if they were written in his enemies’ blood.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

“The Bortas is keeping secrets from us.” Roaas voiced Adams’s concerns. “They know more than they let on. I can’t put my finger on it, let alone prove it, but I can sense it. I think Kromm is seeking an edge over us. That might lead to problems when push comes to shove out here.”

“What kind of secrets?” zh’Thiin asked.

Before Roaas had a chance to admit his lack of knowledge, the fifth and final person attending this internal briefing spoke

up. So far, he had been listening quietly to the conversation with his eyes closed, his fingers steepled, and his fingertips resting against his nose. Now, leaning forward, Ambassador Spock of Vulcan looked at Adams. “I’m afraid I must agree with the commander, Captain. Kromm would appear to be filled with a keen ambition since the events on Onferin. It might complicate our task even further if we were to face internal problems in addition to the external difficulties. I was also under the impression that our Klingon counterpart believes to have some kind of concealed trump up his sleeve, if you’ll pardon the Terran expression.”

“And Kromm has no intention of sharing this trump with us,” zh’Thiin said. She wasn’t too impressed with the uncooperative behavior of the Klingon crew. The Andorian had a tendency to voice her displeasure much sooner than most other species would. Aside from that, she had been abducted and almost killed by radical Renao during their investigations on Onferin. Her kidnappers had been followers of a terrorist group called the Purifying Flame. In all likelihood this group was behind the terror acts, and following their trail had led the Prometheus and the Bortas into orbit around Xhehenem.

“So basically, we know that we don’t know anything.” Adams’s gaze wandered to the windows and the strange new world that was waiting for them like so many others before.

Zh’Thiin added, “And they don’t want us down here. Yet again.”

This had become an irksome theme throughout their mission: Wherever the Prometheus and the Bortas stopped, the local Renao regarded them skeptically at best; usually, they were met with open rejection. The central government on Onferin had given both crews permission to move freely

within the cluster and visit every world that might be relevant to their investigations, but that didn’t mean they were welcome on these worlds, as zh’Thiin had pointed out.

Quite the contrary—when Adams had contacted Barrah ak Samooh, Xhehenem’s custodian, the slim-faced man had made it clear in no uncertain terms how he felt about visits from outworlders. Ak Samooh had strongly condemned the terrorist acts, for which the Purifying Flame had claimed responsibility, but he saw no reason to allow total strangers to search his Home Sphere and consequently disrupt its harmony.

Adams sympathized with the custodian. That was part of the problem. The captain was sixty years old, and during his travels, he had experienced and seen enough in the vastness of space to make him respect ak Samooh’s views. Every world had its morals and traditions, and he respected the outlook on life held by the citizens of those worlds. That was the foundation of the Federation: strength through diversity and mutual respect.

All things being equal, Adams would gladly have heeded the wishes of ak Samooh and pretty much every other Renao he had met on this mission. Yet he had no choice but to go against those wishes for the sake of all Renao.

“If the Purifying Flame is indeed present on Xhehenem,” Spock said, “we have no other choice but to visit the planet. The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.” He briefly hesitated, and when he continued, his voice was as quiet as a whisper of a distant memory. “At least that is mostly the case.”

Roaas nodded. “I agree. Some of the Renao are definitely suffering from mental manipulation by a strange power. The deeper we advance into the cluster—”


“The more intense this strange influence becomes,” Mendon finished the sentence a little overeagerly. He touched a padd in front of him on the table and the large monitor embedded in the wall behind Adams sprang to life. “Look at this. I have combined our current stellar cartographic information with a star chart of the cluster. My staff update this map continuously. When I press here–” he touched another button on the padd, “–you will see the evaluation of our encounters with the locals …” Mendon fell silent. He cocked his head in confusion. Nothing had changed on the star chart he had brought up. “One moment, please,” he mumbled, confused, staring at the padd. “I’m sure I did … Ah, now it should work.” Again, he touched the square flat data device, and again, nothing happened. “What?” the Benzite whispered, aghast in light of his failure.

Adams left him to it. While waiting for the lieutenant to get his presentation going again, he regarded Commander Roaas. “Have we learned anything new about the strange drive in the Flame ships we encountered above Onferin?”

“Not much, sir,” the Caitian replied. “Commander Kirk has spoken to Yilaah ak Brekuul about it. He’s the Minister for Industry and Research, and part of Councilor Shamar ak Mousal’s staff on Onferin. According to the minister, Renao industry has indeed been working on a new propulsion system for quite some time now. It allows so-called ‘solar jumps’ across distances of up to thirty light years—in absolutely no time at all.”

Zh’Thiin’s antennae bent forward, alarmed. “Thirty light years?”

Adams also frowned. The memory of the ship’s strange and sudden disappearance above Onferin had been preying on his mind for days. However, knowing the reason for it

had done nothing to make him feel any better.

“Ak Brekuul insisted that the technology is still in development,” Roaas continued. “They just have one prototype, which is currently in testing. Ak Mousal himself verified that.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that this drive exists,” said the Andorian woman. “We saw it with our own eyes. The Flame has got it!”

“The minister presumes a case of industrial espionage,” Roaas said. Judging by his expression, he didn’t like that fact any more than any of the others in the room. “But, yes, the Flame does have this drive. It has been under construction on Onferin for four years, or so we were told. If the Federation had been able to maintain closer contact with the Renao, we probably wouldn’t be so surprised now.”

Adams nodded. The Renao’s reluctance to communicate with outsiders was indeed a serious problem, and it increased with every passing day.

“What do we know about its specifications?” he asked. He had fought hard to keeping the ice-cold feeling in his stomach at bay. Roaas touched his combadge.

“Roaas to Kirk.”

“Kirk here, sir,” the chief engineer’s voice answered straight away.

“Commander, could you please brief us on the Renao’s solar-jump drive?”

Kirk sighed. Apparently, she also didn’t like this technology much—at least not in the hands of their enemies.

“Sir, so far I’ve only been able to scratch the surface of the technological progress of the Renao. That said, I believe that their research has made impressive progress during recent decades—including in the field of propulsion technology. In theory, the solar-jump allows ships to jump from one sun to another within a

certain radius without notable time loss.”

“From one sun to the next?” Adams repeated.

“Yes, Captain. That’s what Minister ak Brekuul’s documents state. Apparently, the drives are capable of folding space and creating a rift, which the ship can use to jump to its destination. The gravitational fields of both the starting and the destination sun are being used as anchors to contract normal space between them. The underlying technological and quantum physical calculations are extremely complex. I must admit that I have difficulty grasping all the details.”

“Perhaps I may be of assistance,” Spock offered. “My time as science officer might be several decades in the past, but I do attempt to keep abreast of the latest developments.”

“Very well,” Adams said. “You and Lieutenant Mendon should work more closely with Commander Kirk. Everything we can find out about this drive before we encounter the terrorist’s solar-jumping ship again could be important.” He looked up. “Commander, is there anything else you can tell us about it? Does it have a weakness?”

“Oh yes,” Kirk replied emphatically. “These jumps require an enormous amount of energy. The distance the Renao can cover depends largely on the ship’s individual level of performance. Also, after a jump, they require a twenty-four-hour regeneration period before they can use the drive again.”

“They can cover a maximum of thirty light years with this technology, correct?” Roaas asked.

“Yes, sir. The energy requirements would be too high for longer distances, and the space rift’s hyper geometry would become unstable. As our target ship was fairly small, I assume that the drive’s capacity will allow jumps of no more than twenty light years.”

“That’s bad enough. Even at maximum warp, that would be a close run.”


“That’s true, sir. The minister was suitably horrified by the thought that this experimental technology might have fallen into the hands of terrorists.”

“The Romulans were also horrified,” zh’Thiin said. “But the Flame still stole their Scorpion attack fighters.”

“Thank you, Commander Kirk,” Roaas said, cutting the link.

“That’s not good news,” Adams mumbled. He gazed at Mendon. The Benzite had listened intently to the conversation. Now he returned to attending to his own technical difficulties.

Spock had risen and walked around the table. He stood next to Adams, regarding Mendon’s star chart on the monitor. His gaze wandered to the windows and the red nebulae beyond Xhehenem.

“We know where we are, Captain,” said the old Vulcan quietly. “But do we know against whom we are fighting?”

Adams sighed once again. “I hope so, Ambassador. I really hope so.”
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NOVEMBER 21, 2385

U.S.S. Prometheus, in orbit above Xhehenem

The Starboard 8 was probably the most popular recreational facility aboard the Prometheus. Moba, a very jovial and talkative Bolian, ran the small club on deck eight. Both the club and its proprietor enjoyed a good reputation among the crew. Many officers relaxed there after duty, informally chatting to fellow officers, perusing the latest reports from Starfleet Headquarters while enjoying a steaming cup of Klingon coffee, or reading the odd novel. So the club was fairly crowded when Chief Engineer Jenna Winona Kirk walked in that afternoon.

Moba waved at her from behind the elongated bar where several crew members sat, with various others at the tables near the window front, raising their synthehol-filled glasses and generally enjoying their after-work hours.

Still, something was putting a damper on everyone’s mood; Kirk could sense it immediately. Initially she assumed that their current mission was the reason for the subdued atmosphere. But then she realized that the reason was much more specific, sitting by one of the small tables right next to the windows.

“Jass,” she greeted her friend and colleague from the bridge crew when she arrived at his table. Beyond the thick window panes, she saw Xhehenem in front of a red and

black backdrop. Near its north pole, thick clouds drifted across the atmosphere. “Have you been waiting long?”

“Not very,” Jassat ak Namur replied quietly. His yellow eyes glowed faintly. “Mind you, I probably couldn’t stand being alone in this place for long.”

Kirk took the seat across the table from him. The uneasy feeling that had welled up when she entered the Starboard 8 turned to consternation. “Because of the others?” she asked, glancing quickly at the other guests. “Have they been treating you poorly?”

The young conn officer shook his red head. “No, of course not. Starfleet members always display exemplary behavior, didn’t you know that?”

Kirk snorted derisively.

“Precisely.” Regret and remorse resonated in Jassat’s voice. “Jenna, I can’t even take exception to their hostile demeanor. My people have, after all, admitted responsibility for the terrorist attacks.”

“A radical group among your people,” Kirk said. “Don’t subject yourself to kin liability, Jass. It’s bad enough when others do it.”

He smiled faintly. “But I really can’t understand my own people. Neither can the others. The Renao have never been full of anger like this. That’s not us. Still … you saw the vids claiming responsibility, Jenna. You know about all the casualties. Dammit, Captain Adams’s niece died on Starbase 91! Captain Adams’s niece!”

“You’re not a terrorist!” Kirk stated emphatically. “And you’re certainly not the enemy—you’re a Starfleet officer.”

“The only one of my kind,” he said. “That speaks volumes.”

“That doesn’t matter at all.” She waved a hand

dismissively. “You’re my colleague and friend. The casualties are not your fault, just like they’re not the fault of most of the Renao we’ve dealt with so far.” Once again she remembered the kidnapping on Onferin, and she thought about the Klingon crew member from the Bortas who had died while they had been held hostage. She pushed that memory aside. Exceptions must never confirm the rule, and prejudices didn’t help anyone. “Anyone who blames you or any of the other peace-loving Renao for the atrocities of the Purifying Flame has lost a few marbles somewhere along the way, if you ask me.”

“And yet, the events on Onferin have left their mark on the crew,” ak Namur said. “Don’t you notice the looks?”

Kirk wanted to object again but she couldn’t. Although she sat with her back toward the lounge, she felt herself and ak Namur being watched. The chill toward the young Renao was almost palpable. Kirk knew that ak Namur had had to deal with several racially tinged confrontations since the first video claiming responsibility had surfaced, and the knowledge horrified her. That kind of behavior was inconsistent with everything that Starfleet and the Federation stood for.

But the proud and honorable nation had been pushed to its limits during recent years by the numerous conflicts. Several government decisions of late seemed to convey that morals and ethics were a luxury that they could not afford under these bitter circumstances. Kirk absolutely detested this kind of reasoning, and she didn’t know anyone among the command staff of the Prometheus who would feel otherwise.

“Just ignore them,” she said. “These guys should know better than to tar all Renao with the same brush. That’s not worthy of them as Starfleet officers or as people, much less

citizens of the Federation. Why are we out here, hm? Why did you join us? For the same reason I did. Because you want to learn. Explore. Help. Because you’re convinced that progress arises from solidarity, rather than fear.”

Ak Namur’s smile remained faint, but it became a little warmer. The glow in his eyes also increased. “You should sign up as the speechwriter for the new Federation president, Jenna. You really have a knack for pathos. Probably runs in the family.” At Starfleet Academy, he had obviously heard the legends surrounding Jenna’s great-great uncle, the famous Captain James Tiberius Kirk.

“Don’t even mention that,” the chief engineer replied, pretending to be crabby. She didn’t like being reminded of the other Kirk whose boots were far too big for anyone else to fill. But then she snickered, leaning back in her comfortable seat and crossing her legs. “I leave politics to other people. I’m much more comfortable between dilithium crystals and EPS relays than with diplomats. A computer might be frustrating at times when it doesn’t want to function properly but at least it’s completely honest at all times.”

“Totally unlike him,” a new voice suddenly sneered to her right.

Kirk looked up. She hadn’t noticed the man who had approached her and ak Namur. She knew him by face; his uniform and insignia showed him to be a lieutenant from security on the Prometheus. He had ginger hair with a side parting, and his beard was neatly cropped.

“Excuse me?” Kirk faced the human officer. “What is that supposed to mean, Lieutenant …?”

“Jansen.” His gaze was fixed on ak Namur. “Bjorn Jansen, security. The others by the bar reckoned I shouldn’t come here, let alone disclose my name. I, on the other

hand, figure that everyone may know my name. Because I am completely honest.”

“What do you want, Lieutenant?” Kirk snapped at the security officer.

“Leave it, Jenna,” ak Namur said quietly. “We should go.”

“I’d say that’s an excellent idea!” Jansen’s voice grew louder, giving the impression that he was drunk. But Kirk knew very well that Moba never served alcohol to the lower ranks, and never served it to anyone who was on duty. “You’re not wanted here, red-skin! Someone needs to say it!” He glanced around. “You’re all thinking the same thing! But no one else wants to say it!”

“Because you’re wrong, Jansen,” one of the medical staff spoke up. The slender Tellarite, whose name Kirk didn’t know, stood up, looking at the security officer. “And anyone with a modicum of common sense realizes that. I certainly don’t think like you do!”

Several people nodded, and some voiced their approval: “Shut up, Bjorn!” “You’re a xenophobic idiot!” Many seemed to be either embarrassed by or angry with Jansen’s behavior.

But Jansen shook his head. Sneering, he glared at the medic. “In that case, you’re a fool.”

“And you’re a disgrace to the uniform!”

“Stop it!” Kirk shouted angrily. “That’s an order!”

Jansen ignored her and ran toward the Tellarite, raising his fist for a blow. But other patrons of Starboard 8 intercepted him and held him back. Furiously he tried to shake them off.

“I’ve had enough!” The security officer raised a hand that trembled with fury, pointing at the combadge on his chest.
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