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PROLOGUE


10,000 YEARS AGO


City of Hestaon, Iad


With the ardent passion of gods—their wrath easily provoked, their favor to be solicited anew time and again—the Ancient Reds looked down from the heavens above Hestaon onto the gathering of the Renao, their faithful worshippers.


Bharatrum, the Bringer of Doom, shone particularly brightly during this night. Radhiri felt chills running down her naked back, despite the oppressive heat that lingered in the city. Disaster was looming on the horizon when Bharatrum’s eye glowed fiery within the mists.


It’s good that we have gathered to make a sacrifice, the young woman thought. An offering will surely propitiate the gods. Only if they were appeased—her birth mother had taught her this canon when Radhiri was a little girl—would they spare the Renao from storms, white rot, and Giaku swarms.


Radhiri fixed her gaze on the broad, natural stone slab outside the Big Temple of Hestaon. Six high priests had gathered on the platform, all richly adorned in their robes. During rituals such as this, the priests wore the ceremonial masks that transformed them from ordinary mortals into avatars of the gods themselves: Bharatrum, as well as Acina, the Giver of Life, Coaraston, the Giant, and all the others. The priests walked as gods among the Renao, and their deeds, their words, and their bidding were binding.


The evening ceremony devoted to making sacrifices to the gods hadn’t started yet. The high priests stood silently in the background while four strikingly handsome Renao were busy at the front of the stone platform. Two young women were sweeping the floor with long wooden sticks that had fronds tied to their ends. A pair of men held small bowls with incense in their hands, swinging them from side to side. Their joint task was to clean the site for the ritual—the floor as well as the air.


Slightly envious, Radhiri watched the four young people going about their work. Cleaning the ritual site was one of the most honorable tasks, but she had never been assigned it, although she was one of the most beautiful girls in the city. She believed that one of the high priests, Jamous, had his lustful eye on her. But Mheron, Hestaon’s best sponge diver, had been courting her, and she had finally yielded. One year from now, when Radhiri reached maturity, they would become a couple. Even a mighty man like the High Priest of Coaraston wouldn’t change that. However, the young Renao woman had to admit that she found Jamous’s interest flattering, and the thought of being intimate with the man with the mask of the gods had provided her with two or three nights filled with frivolous dreams.


She felt a hand on her naked shoulder, startling her out of her reverie. When she turned her head she saw Mheron, who must have approached her from behind, and she felt a pang of conscience at her thoughts of another man.


“Mheron,” she said, surprised. “What are you doing here? Weren’t you supposed to dive for glowing sponges?” He made a negative gesture. “We’ve given up on that. Yesterday’s hefty tide has ripped most of the sponges off the rocks. There were hardly any left.” Mheron’s skin was dark red like that of most other men who worked outside all day. His broad chest and shoulders bore witness to the fact that he swam a lot in the nearby ocean. His black hair had been close-cropped, as was traditional among the sponge divers, and it was hardly more than a dark shadow on his scalp.


Looking at Radhiri, his golden eyes glowed brightly. “It’s wonderful to see you.”


The smile he gave her made her heart beat faster. “It’s also wonderful to see you.” Radhiri raised her hand, stroking his bare chest with two fingers. She forgot about Jamous and his mask of the gods. She wanted to spend the next few days with this man.


A gong sounded, opening the ceremony. The four chosen with their fronds and incense bowls withdrew humbly.


Muahadha, the High Priest of Bharatrum, stepped forward, raising her hands imploringly. The six high priests took turns to preside over these ceremonies, and today, it was hers.


“People of Hestaon,” she began, “we have gathered here today to beg for mercy. The Six Brothers glow wrathful at the red firmament. We have sinned, oh yes, all of us. Each and every one of you knows your guilt. And even if you did not share your guilt with the community, the gods know your misdoings. Think about it!”


She paused briefly, to give those present the opportunity to remember all the things that they had done wrong during the past four ninedays since the last ceremony. Radhiri recalled her own sins. To her mind, they were negligible. She had lied to her creators a few times in order to meet Mheron. She had wished the white rot on one of her friends because she hadn’t keep one of her secrets. And she had dreamed about Jamous one night with open eyes because Mheron had stood her up in their hideout by the cliffs. All those couldn’t possibly infuriate the gods, but who knew how the gods reached their judgment?


The gong sounded again, announcing the next part of the ceremony.


“In order to appease the gods,” Muahadha continued, “we have to make a sacrifice to them. And which sacrifice could be greater than that of our own lives? The highest honor is bestowed upon those who give themselves to the gods for the good of the community, who carry our sins upon their shoulders, offering their body, mind, and their very existence to the Six in exchange for those sins. So I am calling upon the person among us who is without fear, and who will look the gods in their faces, submitting to them so they may forgive us for going astray.”


This was an ancient ritual that had been handed down from generation to generation, repeated every four ninedays. The call for a volunteer was usually rhetorical, as the sacrifice had been selected beforehand. Oftentimes they were elderly citizens of Hestaon who felt their vitality dwindling. They didn’t want to be a burden for their families, and in order to do the community one last service they would commit the ritual suicide. Sometimes, dishonored citizens would volunteer in an attempt to redeem themselves. There were also people who were disappointed in life in general, or those who tried to prove their worth to others with this selfless act. Convicted criminals tried to purify their souls, while escaping execution (if not death) at the same time. And if they couldn’t find any volunteers to sacrifice themselves, prisoners from other towns would be led onto the stone platform. Due to incessant festering quarrels, there was never a shortage of those. They tended to appear with a silly grin on their face, caused by intoxicating herbs, which lasted until they had transcended from life to death.


“I wonder who it is going to be this time?” Radhiri mumbled. She had watched the creators of her creators, her male creator’s sick brother, and a friend who had been eaten up by unrequited love all climb up to the sacrificial altar. Death didn’t scare her anymore. Still, whenever she attended the ceremony, she was always excited when they announced the sacrifice.


The man climbing up to the stone platform was obviously of an advanced age. His shoulder-length black hair showed several gray streaks, his face and his bare chest that had been painted with the ritual body paint were full of wrinkles, and he walked with a stoop. But his violet eyes glowed with determination as he stood in front of the priests, straightening up.


“I, Hamadh, son of Ouras, am stepping forward, wanting to go to the gods. I will take on all sins of the people, and I will beg the gods for their mercy for all those living. I am willingly giving my body, my mind, and my very existence.”


Those present, including Radhiri and Mheron, applauded him by hitting their right hand onto the left side of their chest. Some of them praised the old man verbally.


“Do you know him?” Radhiri asked. Personally, she’d never noticed Hamadh in Hestaon.


Mheron tilted his head. “My creator sometimes associated with him. He lives on the edge of the city, and he has been cultivating basuudh-tubers for years. Last winter his partner died. Since then, he has lost the will to live. I knew that sooner or later he would appear on that platform.”


“Hail to thee, Honorable,” Muahadha intoned. “Through your deeds you become a paragon for us all. Your sacrifice is our blessing, and your name will be engraved on the stone of Hestaon for all eternity.” After the ceremony’s conclusion, an acolyte would engrave the sacrifice’s name into the stone platform. More than two thousand names had been immortalized there already. They told the story of several generations.


“Do you choose the old or the new way of sacrifice?” one of the priests asked Hamadh. He was Acina’s avatar, and Radhiri didn’t know him. This was yet another rhetorical question, as all volunteers chose the chalice with the quick-acting poison of the rassaris plant. Death by blade was usually only expected from Hestaon’s enemies.


So a surprised murmur rose when the old farmer gave his reply. “I have always been a man of tradition. I choose the old way.”


The priest hesitated, obviously not expecting that response. “Are you sure?”


But Hamadh merely straightened himself, and suddenly he didn’t seem quite so fragile to Radhiri anymore. Undoubtedly they saw an old man standing there, but his spirit was unbroken, and he had the heart of a warrior. Which made his readiness to meet his death even more astounding. He must have loved his partner very much.


“I am,” said Hamadh.


“So be it.” The High Priest of Acina took a step back, turning towards one of his servants, who handed him an Acouak, a short double-edged blade with a penetrating tip and an extended hilt so it could be held with both hands. The priest handed this dagger to Muahadha, who walked into the middle of the platform where Hamadh waited.


Radhiri felt a chill going down her spine. Her respect for the old man grew. Strength and the willingness to endure pain was required if you wanted to sink an Acouak into your own heart. She doubted that she would dare to do so if she ever climbed onto that platform.


Clutching the blade with both hands, Hamadh turned it and pointed it towards himself. He looked up to the heavens. “Listen to me, Ancient Reds,” he shouted with a surprisingly booming voice. “I’m coming to join you—me, Hamadh, son of Ouras. I’m carrying the sins of the community of Hestaon, and in the name of all those present, I’m begging you for mercy. My life will be yours. May you grant me the kindness to be reunited with my partner.”


Muahadha also looked up, raising her hands into the air. “Listen to us, Ancient Reds. We’re making this sacrifice to appease you. Take Hamadh, son of Ouras, in, and acknowledge his selfless bravery. Honor be with you for all eternity.”


Radhiri and Mheron joined all the others by tilting their heads back and raising their hands. “Honor be with you for all eternity,” they repeated. Above their heads, red fires glowed in the night sky—the eyes of the gods that saw everything.


At first, Radhiri barely noticed it, but the longer she looked up to the sky, the more it seemed as if the red glow above them increased. Did the gods come to claim Hamadh? Did his sacrifice executed in the old way impress them so much that they would come and claim him personally?


The gong sounded one last time. Everyone looked back at the ritual site. Hamadh took a deep breath; all the required words had been said. Now, all that remained to do was the act of the sacrifice itself. He fell to his knees. Muahadha stood behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders like a kind mother would. The grip of his fingers was so tight that his knuckles were white.


And then he stabbed the Acouak deep into his heart. His face distorted in a grimace of pain but he still managed to tear the dagger out of the wound. Blood colored his torso red as he fell sideways, the dagger still in his lifeless hand.


Everyone present drummed against their chests, praising the gods with loud voices.


Suddenly, the red glow that Radhiri had noticed in the sky was below them, scarlet mist enveloping the entire site, encroaching on the houses and streets like fog at high sea. It was a confusing sight, both wonderful and daunting.


Several Renao began to scream and attack each other for no apparent reason! Radhiri was horror-stricken. Her eyes widened while she stared at the stone slab that was only a few steps in front of her. Hamadh suddenly scrambled back onto his feet. His chest was covered in blood but his wound seemed to have closed. With an insane flicker in his eye, he raised the Acouak in the air.


“You wanted to force me to commit suicide,” he shouted at the priests. “I should have died because of you, you false prophets. You will pay for that!”


Radhiri wanted to observe this incredible scenario unfolding before her eyes but suddenly strong hands grabbed her by the shoulders, turning her around.


“You lewd woman!” Mheron bellowed at her. Saliva sprayed over her, while his yellow eyes glowed menacingly. “Did you really think that I didn’t know? Do you think I didn’t sense that you were lying with another man?”


“What?” Radhiri exclaimed, horrified. “What are you talking about?” She was seething. “ You are denying yourself to me. Did I not wait for you in the evenings while you were out, spending your hours with your friends?” A ludicrous thought struck her. “Or are you the dishonest one here? Isn’t it you who has a secret affair? That’s why you’re avoiding my bed!” Now that she had said it out loud, it suddenly all made sense.


“Don’t try to place your blame on me!” He shook her vigorously. “Somehow, I always knew that you wouldn’t be faithful to me, but I was blinded by love. But now I can see clearly, and I’m telling you, you deserve the same punishment as any woman that cheats on her companion.” He pushed Radhiri to the ground, reaching out for a club that was next to him on the floor.


Radhiri pulled a knife from her belt. For a brief moment she wondered why she was carrying a weapon, but then boiling rage washed over her. She leapt to her feet, emitting a deafening cry as she lunged towards Mheron. Enveloped in red mist, only one thought remained. Kill him, something screamed in her mind. I need to kill this wretched rapist!


One last time, she hesitated briefly, asking herself what, by the gods, was happening. But then she succumbed to the same violent frenzy that had taken hold of all Renao on the ritual site of Hestaon. The gods wanted blood? They would get blood!
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NOVEMBER 25, 2385


U.S.S. Prometheus, in orbit around Iad Souhla system, Lembatta Cluster


“We must bombard this being from orbit! It is our only option!”


Kromm, son of Kaath, rested his fists on the conference table of the U.S.S. Prometheus, staring across at Captain Richard Adams with dark eyes.


“No.” Adams shook his head. “That is not our only option, Captain.”


“It’s the only reliable and safe one.” The Klingon pointed at the semi-transparent holographic image that was hovering above the center of the table. It was based on the sensor analyses from both the Prometheus and Kromm’s ship, the I.K.S. Bortas, depicting a region of the planet’s surface. Iad, this mysterious world hidden under a veil of chaotic radiation, was orbited by three separated sections of the Federation’s ship as well as the Klingon cruiser. All of them were protected by a joint defense shield.


The holoimage showed a city in ruins surrounded by a dense jungle. Only the foundations of the city’s buildings still existed, but the surrounding trees were no more than a hundred years old. Less than fifty kilometers to the east lay the source of the devastation: the massive impact crater at the crash site of the Federation starship Valiant. The warp drive’s explosion a century ago had leveled the planet’s surface for several kilometers in every direction.


“This creature drove the Valiant’s crew mad, forcing their ship to crash,” Kromm continued. “We cannot allow that to happen to us.”


“I watched the same recording from the Valiant’s bridge that you did, Captain,” Adams said testily. They had discovered a log buoy near Bharatrum, and the images they had been able to retrieve from the damaged data storage devices inside were disturbing to say the least. The crew went insane and tried to kill each other with weaponry that seemed to materialize from nowhere. Eventually, First Officer Edwards deliberately steered the Constitution-class ship toward the planet’s surface.


Kromm’s reply was just as testy. “Then you are fully aware of how dangerous this entity is. Your people’s incompetence freed it then, and it’s wreaking havoc now.”


Quickly, Adams said, “We still don’t know exactly how the Son of the Ancient Reds has been set free.” Even as he said the words, however, he had to concede that the evidence pointed at Starfleet. According to an ancient Renao legend, a so-called White Guardian had imprisoned the Son of the Ancient Reds on Iad. Nine thousand years of peace ensued, before the Valiant appeared and was lost during a simple cartography mission in the Lembatta Cluster. Now, more than a century later, madness had spread throughout the region and beyond.


Waving his arm in front of his face, Kromm said, “It matters little how this being awoke. What matters is that our enemy is on Iad. Either we kill him, or he will force us to raise our weapons against each other and fight to the death… repeatedly, if Ambassador Spock is correct.” He raised his gloved hand, pointing at the half-Vulcan diplomat who followed proceedings in the Prometheus’s conference room quietly and with a pensive expression. “Is that not correct?”


“I am reluctant to offer an assessment whether this entity is the same being that the Enterprise encountered many years ago,” Spock replied slowly. “That life form was indeed dangerous. It destroyed the Klingon vessel Voh’tahk, contrived to imprison that ship’s survivors on the Enterprise, and then fed on the hatred of both crews. Not only did that being influence our emotions and manipulate our memories, it was also capable of transforming matter to ensure that we had weapons available at all times and whenever we felt the urge to kill.”


Next to Spock, the Prometheus security chief, Lenissa zh’Thiin, spoke. “No weapons have appeared on board here, so the defense shields that Commander Kirk modified are working.”


Also present were science officer Lieutenant Commander Mendon, Adam’s first officer Roaas, chief medical officer Doctor Barai, and the aforementioned Kirk, the ship’s chief engineer, as well as Kromm’s personnel, first officer Commander L’emka and security chief Rooth.


Spock nodded. “We have indeed remained protected from the entity’s influence thus far, thanks to the cooperation among Commander Kirk, Lieutenant Commander Mendon, and Doctor Barai in modifying the Prometheus shields.” The telepathic Betazoid doctor had guided Kirk and Mendon according to what he sensed within the crew, so they had been able to block the radiation’s mental effects with the deflectors. Spock had also played an important role, but his typical modesty ensured that he neglected to mention that. He continued: “But that is not the only reason why I consider the current danger to both our ships as minor. Unlike the creature I and my crewmates encountered a century ago, the Son of the Ancient Reds is quite obviously trapped, as he has made no effort to leave Iad in order to reach us here in orbit.”


“Unfortunately,” Mendon said, “we remain unable to obtain accurate sensor readings thanks to the multiple radiations forming in chaotic patterns around the planet.”


Kirk snorted. “It’s easier to look out of the window with binoculars to get information about the planet’s surface.” She nodded towards the holoimage.


Kromm shook his head. “I have studied the log entries made by Dahar Master Kang aboard the Voh’tahk. The entity is malevolent. It will take advantage of every opportunity to make us fight—against each other, and against others.” The Klingon hit his chest with his gloved fist. “Far be it from me to shy from a fight, but I decide who I’m pitting myself against.”


“As if that matters,” zh’Thiin mumbled.


“What is that supposed to mean, Commander?” Kromm glared at the Andorian woman.


Her antennae bent forward belligerently. “That you’ve spent this entire mission regarding anyone and everyone as your enemy. All we’ve heard from you is about making the Renao feel your wrath. You’re simply dying to lay waste to a planet—like Xhehenem a few days ago.”


“The Renao are our enemies!” Kromm shouted. “They erased Tika IV Beta! They laid waste to Korinar! You yourselves lost a starbase and a drydock! Yet you continually refuse to take proper action! But what do you expect from a weak league of bickering planets that—”


“Captain! Commander! Get a grip.” Adams looked at both of them sternly. “We need to be extremely careful here. All of us have smoldering aggressions waiting to erupt. Our shields are tamping it down, but the entity is still working its influence, trying to draw strength from our fury. We cannot allow it to acquire that strength, or we’ll never be able to defeat it.”


The Klingon glared at Adams with ferociously glowing eyes, before taking a deep breath.


“Captain.” L’emka put a hand on his shoulder.


He brushed it off. But then he visibly relaxed. “You’re right, Adams. But that’s proof how dangerous our true enemy is, sneaking into our minds although we are in the very heart of your ship.” The Klingon glanced at the female security chief, and for a second it seemed as if he was about to say something. Instead, he just grumbled, nodding at her.


Zh’Thiin’s antennae straightened, and she tilted her head.


That was about as much peace as Adams could expect between the two of them.


“So?” Rooth, who had remained silent so far, spoke up with his harsh voice. “Are we going to bombard or not? I’m all for it.” The Bortas’s gray-haired security chief folded his arms in front of his chest.


“We should exhaust all other options first.” Adams touched the intercom control that was embedded in the conference table. “Adams to Winter.”


“Winter here, Captain,” the communications officer’s voice sounded over the loudspeakers.


“Have you been able to establish contact with the energy entity on the planet’s surface?”


“Unfortunately not, Captain,” the young human replied. “I have tried all frequencies and all established forms of communications, including light signals with our landing lights and whale songs.”


The last one surprised Adams. “Whale songs?”


“From humpback whales,” Winter said. “That worked on Earth a century ago in order to establish contact with an exotic probe.”


“I can confirm the ensign’s statement.” The corners of Spock’s mouth twitched slightly. “As chance would have it, I was present during that incident.”


“I’m really grasping at every straw I can find, Captain,” Winter said, “but so far it’s been to no avail. The entity doesn’t respond, at least not in a way that I would recognize or understand. The radiation values don’t change; there are no patterns, no peaks, no nothing.”


“Thank you, Ensign. Keep trying. Adams out.” The captain closed the channel.


“It would seem the creature doesn’t share the Federation’s obsession with talking,” Kromm said with a snarl.


“Or it simply can’t communicate with us,” L’emka added. “It’s entirely possible that the being is in some state of unconsciousness—at least by its standards.”


Adams hadn’t thought of that at all. Somehow, he had been certain that the energy presence was wide awake, acting deliberately. To think that everything they had been through might be the consequence of troubled sleep was even more disturbing.


“If that’s the case I don’t want to be around when it wakes up,” Kirk mumbled.


“While the commander’s hypothesis is intriguing, I do not believe that the creature is resting,” Spock said. “I have sensed only purposeful actions from the presence. Wouldn’t you agree, Doctor?” The Vulcan gazed at the Betazoid.


Barai wiped his brow with his hand; the doctor looked haunted by the stranger’s influence. “Yes, I can sense a hunger that can’t possibly come from someone who’s asleep. A hunger for violence.”


Adams looked at his science officer. “Mr. Mendon, is there any way to neutralize this entity without bombarding it? Is it possible to counteract the radiation now that we know where it originates and how it forms?”


The Benzite took two breaths from his respirator, contemplating. Mendon needed this inhaler to enrich the Prometheus’s standard atmosphere with gases that were vital for him. “I’m afraid not—at least, not yet. Once Ambassador Spock pointed us in the direction of the entity that he had encountered on Beta XII-A, I went through all available files in our databases. We might be able to establish a shield array enveloping the entire ruined city with mobile generators and projectors, and we could possibly configure them the same way as our ship’s shields. But we still couldn’t be sure that they would stop the being. According to the files, this species—that’s if we’re indeed encountering a species of sorts—is very powerful and can’t be bound by matter and ordinary technology. Maybe one possible explanation is that the entity from Beta XII-A doesn’t originate from our reality, and has instead crossed here from a parallel universe. And we still aren’t sure that the entity on Iad is anything like the being on Beta XII-A. So far, we don’t have any viable data about either of them. Our entire working theory is based on the feeling that Ambassador Spock had when we approached Iad.”


“ Feeling is not quite the accurate term, Lieutenant Commander,” Spock said gently. “Rather, I sensed a familiar psychic energy pattern. However, I must agree that our knowledge base is limited. Although it feeds on hatred, fury, and similarly strong emotions, and has the ability to create matter, it still might be very different from the entity on Beta XII-A.”


“We’re not here to study this abomination!” Kromm growled. “We need to destroy it.”


“I agree with Captain Kromm,” said Roaas, Adams’s first officer. “The Renao need to be healed from being possessed by the Son of the Ancient Reds, or there will be many more victims on our and on their side.” He looked at Spock. “Isn’t there a Vulcan proverb? ‘The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.’”


“Or of just one,” the thin-haired ambassador finished the sentence, nodding slowly. “Yes, such a proverb exists. And I have been acting according to this precept for decades. Even today, it is most difficult to fault the logic behind those words. But I cannot conceal the fact that I would not be here among you if it hadn’t been for a certain Starfleet captain who felt that the needs of single persons carry a certain weight. Sometimes even so much so that many are willing to risk their own well-being for them.”


“With all due respect, Ambassador, this is not the right time for philosophical excursions,” said Adams. “Is there a certain point you are trying to make?”


The half-Vulcan raised an eyebrow. “I do indeed, Captain. I wish to volunteer myself to attempt to establish contact with the entity.”


“How is that supposed to work?” Kromm frowned irritably. “The ensign at communications has already admitted his failure. Are you going to attempt a Vulcan mind-meld with that thing?” He guffawed—and abruptly fell silent when his gaze met Spock’s. “You’re not serious, are you?”


“My plan is to leave the ship in a shuttle, before trying to establish some manner of mental link using purposeful meditation. It is possible that I may be able to establish some kind of telepathic exchange akin to the mind-meld. At the very least, I might be able to gain some useful information about its goals and weaknesses.”


Adams wasn’t very happy with this plan. “Do you really believe that you’ll be able to communicate with such a powerful spirit?”


The ambassador raised an eyebrow. “I have established telepathic contact with many extremely powerful entities over the decades, Captain, including a Kelvan, a sophisticated computer probe called Nomad, and more than one vast, destructive energy creature. While some of those experiences were overwhelming, I have grown stronger from them.”


Kromm snorted. “You Vulcans have never suffered from a lack of confidence.”


“Vulcans are able to self-assess with considerable accuracy, Captain Kromm.”


“All right then, let’s give it a try, Ambassador.” Adams still felt uneasy considering that Spock would be subjected to the entity’s full mental force. He saw what it did to Geron Barai, not to mention the Renao on sickbay—Kumaah ak Partam and Alai ak Yldrou. Strong sedatives were required, and even those only barely kept the madness at bay. On the other hand, his Starfleet oath demanded he tried everything in his power to avoid violence. And who was he to doubt the self-assessment of a great man such as Spock?


Adams added, “We will control the shuttle remotely from Prometheus.”


Spock tilted his head approvingly. “A wise precaution.”


“We can’t configure the shuttle’s shields the same way we did with those of the Prometheus,” Kirk said. “They’re not designed for that.”


“I have no intention to activate the shields,” Spock said, “as they would interfere with my attempts to make contact.”


“In case of emergency we will beam you straight back aboard,” Adams promised.


“And then we bombard Iad?” Kromm asked.


Adams nodded grimly. “Yes, Captain, if this fails—then we will bombard Iad.”
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NOVEMBER 25, 2385


Space shuttle Charles Coryell, in orbit around Iad


Carefully, Spock steered the small spacecraft out of the shuttle bay in the upper secondary hull of Prometheus. The Charles Coryell was a small, sleek vessel, the latest shuttle design from the engineers at Utopia Planitia. It was capable of speeds up to warp five, and its shields were remarkably powerful for a spacecraft of its size, although they wouldn’t be able to protect Spock from the Son’s influence once he left the Prometheus’s protective shield bubble behind.


Only his experienced, focused mind would be able to achieve that. He trusted that would be sufficient.


The Vulcan part of his mind wondered why he exposed himself to the danger of a direct confrontation with this being. He had studied what little data was available in the files about the Beta XII-A entity as thoroughly as the short time had allowed. Captain Jean-Luc Picard of the Enterprise-E had also come across the creature, during one of his encounters with the entity known as Q, and his report matched what Spock had observed on the Enterprise a century ago: the being was purposeful and evil, and it pushed its victims into an endless blood rage. Assuming that this creature would act differently wasn’t logical, considering it manipulated the Renao in a similarly destructive manner.


Logic is the beginning of wisdom, Spock recalled, not the end.


Thus, his human part hoped that understanding could evolve from hostility if only someone had the courage to risk their life in order to facilitate some sort of communication.


Spock’s personal history alone was full of examples that even the most diversified cultures and life forms were able to come to a consensus. There was V’Ger, a violent force that Spock had managed to communicate with and stop its destructive swath. The mine workers of Janus VI had assumed that the Horta was a murderous monster that needed eliminating—but after Spock mind-melded with her, they discovered that she was a mother protecting her young, and soon an understanding had been reached.


Several frightened Starfleet senior officers had been convinced at the end of the last century that there wasn’t a future for the Federation and warmongering Klingons. Spock and his old companions from the Enterprise had played a significant role in proving them wrong and cementing an alliance with the Klingon Empire that had been a cornerstone of the quadrant for the better part of the twenty-fourth century. He had prompted humpback whales to save Earth and Romulans to sit down at the table with Vulcans, their distant and much-hated relatives. Communication was the key to peaceful resolutions of conflicts.


Therefore, Spock had no other choice right now than to seek communication—anything else would have been illogical.


“Spock to Prometheus.” He swerved the shuttle past the arrow-shaped primary hull.


“We hear you,” Adams’s voice answered via the intercom.


“I am leaving the perimeter of the Prometheus shields and turning control of the Charles Coryell over to you, Captain.”


“Understood. Good luck and may you be successful, Ambassador Spock.”


He watched as the conn controls were taken over by Ensign Naxxa on Prometheus. Spock had only briefly met the Bolian woman serving as shuttle specialist, but she had struck him as a calm and competent young woman.


The shuttle penetrated the shield that Commander Kirk had switched to permeable for a brief moment. Behind the small spacecraft, the shimmering barricade that was constantly bombarded by exotic radiation sealed tightly.


Immediately, Spock sensed the increase of pressure on his mind. It was as if he had stood in front of a heavy door, behind which loud music was playing, and then he suddenly found himself in the room, bombarded with sound.


Interlacing his fingers, he closed his eyes and focused on his mental defenses. Spock’s mind had suffered incredible agonies throughout his almost one hundred and forty years of service for Starfleet and the Federation, including death and resurrection. He had overcome each challenge, and they had all combined to make him grow stronger.


But it was still not sufficient.


Who are you? he asked into the entity’s deafening mental roar.


Pain, hunger, and madness tore at him.


Spock raised his hands, pressing his fingers against his temples. A feverish wrath washed over him, briefly eliminating all rational thought. A cry formed in his throat, and it erupted with a feral howl. Leaping out of his seat, he staggered against the bulkhead.


“Ambassador Spock?” somebody’s voice asked from the intercom. “Are you all right? Ambassador Spock?”


Doubling over, Spock groaned and kept his eyes shut tight, trying to keep out the screaming inferno that was engulfing his mind.


“We’re going to beam you out of there, Ambassador!”


“No!” Spock shouted, still trying to fend off the Son’s presence, while struggling with the vortex of chaotic emotions. It wasn’t actually a response to the voice from the Prometheus. “No!” he repeated, agonized. “Must not fail! Must not…”


He opened his eyes wide and stared through the cockpit’s front window. The multicolored flashes and the iridescence of the permanently changing energies swirling around Iad burned into his retina.


“Who are you?” he gasped, struggling against the assault of the ancient, enormous presence. “What drives you?”


Once again he closed his eyes, believing that he had detected some kind of fluctuating, pulsating center in all this chaos, directing his mind that way.


“Talk to me!” he cried hoarsely. With his agonized but by no means beaten mind, he probed into the alien being’s conscience.


Then the Son of the Ancient Reds finally noticed him.


U.S.S. Prometheus


“Bridge to transporter room,” said Adams. “Beam him out, right now!”


“Aye, sir,” Chief Wilorin replied. “Waiting for shields to be lowered.”


An inarticulate scream came from the intercom, a scream like no other the captain had ever heard from any Vulcan. The elderly ambassador seemed to be unable to withstand the onslaught from Iad’s surface any longer.


“Shields are down,” Commander Sarita Carson at ops said.


“Retrieving the Charles Coryell,” said Ensign Naxxa. The pilot sat at the environment control station near the bulkhead to the right of Adams, which had been temporarily modified to a remote control console for the shuttlecraft.


“Captain,” Wilorin’s voice came through the intercom, “I can’t lock on the ambassador. The radiation interference is too strong.”


Adams felt an uncontrollable wrath well up inside of him. This useless Tiburonian was simply incapable of doing his job properly. “I don’t want excuses, Chief! We need to save Spock from this monster on the planet surface.”


“I don’t know how!”


“Then find someone to relieve you from duty if you’re incompetent!” Adams yelled. “If Ambassador Spock is harmed because of you, I’ll have you in front of a firing squad!”


“Captain!” Roaas, sitting at tactical, glanced at him, warningly.


Adams met his gaze—and understood. Keep calm, he chided himself. Pull yourself together. That anger isn’t yours.


Barai’s voice sounded over the speakers. “Sickbay to bridge.”


“Go ahead, Doctor,” Adams said.


“I can sense an enormous increase in the aggression levels on board.”


“We had to take the shields down briefly.”


Naxxa at the shuttle controls cursed in her native tongue.


“Problems, Ensign?” Adams asked.


“These idiots from gamma shift closed the bulkhead to the shuttle bay. I’m unable to dock.”


Adams immediately opened a channel to the current watch officer in the upper secondary hull’s battle bridge. “Bridge to th’Talias. Lieutenant, what’s going on over there?”


“They want to enter the ship, Captain.” The Andorian sounded haunted. “We mustn’t let them in.”


“No one is entering the ship, Lieutenant. Now open the hangar bulkhead. We need to land Ambassador Spock’s shuttle.”


“I parked the Charles Coryell right alongside the ship’s hull,” Naxxa said.


Carson reacted instantly. “Raising shields again.”


“The Bortas!” Roaas cried. “She’s firing photon torpedoes.”


Horrified, Adams asked, “At us?”


“No, at the planet surface. Four torpedoes, wide yield.”


“On screen.”


The image changed to show the glistening red of the projectiles that the Klingon battle cruiser had just fired. The torpedoes blended into the flashes of exotic radiation that surrounded Iad. Powerful explosions—recognizable from orbit only as sudden clouds of dust and soil—tore the landscape around the ruins open. They all assumed that the alien being was located somewhere in that area.


“Any effect?” Adams glanced at Lieutenant Commander Mendon at the science station. He noticed that the rage clutching his mind was abating. He took a deep breath, trying to push it aside completely.


The Benzite checked the displays on his monitors. “Negative, Captain. The radiation levels remain unchanged.”


“Ensign Winter, get me Kromm on screen.”


“Aye, sir.”


“Transporter room to bridge,” said Wilorin.


“Go ahead, Chief,” Adams said.


“I was finally able to beam Ambassador Spock aboard. He’s in pretty bad shape. Doctor Barai has taken him straight to sickbay.”


“Understood. Thanks, Chief. Oh, and… Chief?”


“Yes, Captain?”


“Please excuse my earlier outburst.”


“Already forgotten, sir,” the Tiburonian replied. “I’m glad I managed to prevent myself from saying what was on the tip of my tongue at that moment.”


“I’ve got Captain Kromm now, sir,” Winter said.


The captain focused on the image on the bridge’s main screen. It was split in two—one half showed the smoldering ruins on the planet, while the Bortas bridge appeared on the other half. Both were illuminated by red light, the former from the radiation, the latter from standard Klingon Defense Force lighting during an alert. Kromm sat in his command chair with ferociously sparkling eyes and his flowing shoulder-length hair, and greeted Adams: “What do you want?”


“You’re firing at the being on the planet surface,” observed Adams.


“It’s attacking us,” Kromm replied. “It’s trying to take over our minds. We will not allow that!” He gave an order in Klingon. Again, gleaming projectiles sped towards the planet surface from the embedded torpedo ramps in the Vor’cha-class cruiser.


“You’re wasting torpedoes,” said Adams. “You won’t achieve anything with your mindless bombardment.”


Kromm snarled. “You should help us instead of blathering. The ambassador failed. Now the warriors must take matters into their own hands.”


The captain glanced at his science officer again. “Mr. Mendon?”


The Benzite shook his head regretfully. “No noticeable effect, sir. But I wouldn’t want to rule out the possibility that the Prometheus’s quantum torpedoes might yield better results than the Klingons’ photon torpedoes.”


The turbolift door hissed open. To Adams’s surprise, Spock entered the bridge, with Doctor Barai at his heels. The ambassador’s expression was disconcertingly haunted for a man who was generally calm and imperturbable.


“Ambassador Spock, shouldn’t you be in sickbay?”


“That he should be,” Barai said testily. “Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to convince him of that.”


Spock did not respond to the doctor’s complaint but instead addressed Adams, speaking with a very uncharacteristic sense of urgency. “Captain, we must act immediately. The danger is more grave than we had assumed. The being on the surface is out of control.”


“What do you mean?”


“I managed to glimpse into its conscious mind. The entity is…” He seemed to be grasping for words. “It is insane. Its mind is a chaotic morass of hunger and pain.”


Roaas asked, “Didn’t you say that you sensed some kind of purpose in the presence when we reached the system?”


Spock nodded. “Yes. There is a purpose to its greed. But I’m afraid I misinterpreted the cause. This being is driven not by malice, but by desperation.”


“That almost sounds as if it’s addicted to all the hatred and violence it causes,” Lenissa zh’Thiin said, her antennae swaying back and forth.


“That assessment could indeed be correct,” Spock said to the security chief. “The entity is addicted—and still very weak.”


Adams couldn’t believe his ears. “Weak? The Son is throwing an entire cluster into turmoil with his mental manipulations.”


“Captain, if the Son does belong to the same species as the Beta XII-A entity—and I am increasingly convinced that this is the case—he has barely begun to explore his potential. Thus far, he has only driven several million Renao to voluntarily meet their death, or to satisfy their own hatred. As yet, there have been no transformations of matter, nor has the being tried to leave Iad in an attempt to approach the inhabited planets of the cluster. According to Renao legend, the Son has been asleep almost nine thousand years after having been imprisoned by the White Guardian. To use an Earth metaphor, he has hardly rubbed his eyes and yawned within the last one hundred and twenty years.”


“So you think we’re dealing with an opponent who is completely exhausted on the one hand, and on the other he’s waiting for his next fix of violence?”


“That is my best hypothesis given my exposure to its mind,” Spock said. “However, that exposure was rather brief, and my own mind was under extreme duress at the time. I could, perhaps, be mistaken.”


Adams’s lip curled slightly, the closest to a smile he was capable of achieving these days. “But that’s not very likely.”


“No.”


“Is that enough discussion for now?” Kromm asked, ill-tempered.


Adams straightened his uniform jacket. “It is indeed. Evidently, we don’t have any other choice but to eliminate this being.” He tried to convince himself—not very successfully—that they were basically finishing off a dog with rabies. “ Prometheus out.” Adams motioned for Winter to cut the link to the Klingon ship. He turned to face his tactical officer. “Commander Roaas, load quantum torpedoes and ready them. Full array.”


“Aye, sir. Loading quantum torpedoes.” The Caitian faced his console, entering several commands. “Torpedoes loaded and ready to fire.”


“Mr. Winter, relay the same order to the upper and lower hull sections.”


“Right away, sir.” Winter turned around, speaking quietly into a communicator. “Commander Senok and Lieutenant th’Talias are ready, sir.”


The captain turned toward the bridge screen again. His expression hardened. “Fire.”


Moments later, six gleaming blue quantum torpedoes streaked toward their target area.


The explosions tore the ground of the ruined city open and destroyed everything the Klingon photon torpedoes hadn’t already devastated. The huge blast snapped trees, hurling rocks and soil hundreds of meters into the air.


“No effect, sir,” said Mendon. “If anything, the radiation intensity seems to have increased marginally.”


“Do you want me to fire phasers?” asked Roaas.


Adams shook his head. “Negative. It seems to be feeding off the energy of the torpedoes—phasers won’t be any different.”


Jassat ak Namur looked up from his console. The young Renao’s golden yellow eyes glowed brightly. “Captain, I have an idea.”


“I’m all ears, Lieutenant.”


“We studied the Dominion War at Starfleet Academy, and I recall a mention of an energy dissipator utilized by the Breen.”


Adams had read reports of that weapon, though he had never encountered it in person, as his former ship, the U.S.S. Geronimo, had been destroyed at Chin’toka, and he had spent the rest of the war assigned to planetary and starbase duty. But the dissipator had caused the Federation and its allies quite a lot of problems after the Breen Confederacy entered the war in 2375. The weapon drained all energy from ships it targeted, rendering them adrift in space. It very nearly was a turning point in the war inexorably in favor of the Dominion, until Starfleet had been able to capture one of the weapons and develop a countermeasure.


“It’s a nice idea,” said Roaas, “but Prometheus doesn’t have such a weapon at her disposal. Starfleet never issued one.”


“And we can hardly ask the Breen for help,” Sarita Carson dryly interjected. “Mind you… they might swap an energy dissipator for one of our slipstream drives.”


Adams knew that Carson was being facetious. The Typhon Pact in general, and the Breen in particular, had been trying for years to acquire slipstream technology from the Federation, as they perceived it as a dangerous disparity in the balance of power.


Ak Namur shook his head. “I know that we don’t have access to an energy dissipator. But couldn’t we reconfigure the main deflector dish to emit an energy blast similar to the characteristics of the energy-dampening weapon?”


“Interesting thought,” Roaas said.


Adams rose from his command chair, turning to the engineering station. “Lieutenant Chell, your thoughts on that?”


“Give me a moment.” The sturdy Bolian started to work his console.


Gently, Barai put his hand on Spock’s shoulder. “Come, Ambassador. There’s nothing we can do here right now, and you really need to rest.”


To Adams’s surprise, the elderly diplomat didn’t protest. “Very well.”


Apparently, even Barai hadn’t expected that answer. “No backtalk? I’m surprised.”


Spock’s expression remained unchanged but there was a certain glint in his eye. “I have learned throughout the years that disputes with doctors should be limited to absolutely necessary circumstances.”


The doctor gave Adams a knowing look. “Perhaps you should remember this wise insight, Captain.”


“Right now, I really have other things on my mind,” Adams snapped. It was meant to sound like an amicable rebuff, but the words came out sharper than intended.


Barai briefly stiffened before nodding tersely. “Aye, sir.” He turned around, disappearing with Spock into the turbolift.


Adams stared after him with a certain sense of guilt. But he was tired of apologizing for every sentence, and remained silent. Besides, Barai knew better than anyone that everyone on Prometheus was acting irrationally.


“Good news, Captain,” Chell said. “I believe Mr. ak Namur’s plan might actually work. However, we will lose a part of our shielding as we would have to disconnect the main deflector dish from the array.”


“Does that mean the radiation will pose a danger to us?” the captain asked.


“Difficult to say.” With a hint of uncertainty in his expression, Chell looked questioningly at Mendon.


“We will lose one of the adaptive polarization filters that are required to stabilize the shield bubble we’re in,” said the Benzite. “So the shields will be a little more strained, that’s true. But we will be able to compensate for that temporarily. Of course, we will also lose some of our sensor resolution. But again, I consider that limitation acceptable, considering we’re much closer to our target now than we were when we first entered the radiation zone.”


Adams nodded slowly. Mendon had been the one to suggest separating the Prometheus, linking their three deflector systems with that of the Bortas. This enabled them to eliminate most of the destructive effects around Iad with the help of incoming data from passive sensors and a subroutine that he had written.


“Do it, Mr. Chell.”


“Aye, Captain.” The engineer turned back to his console. “Disconnecting main deflector from array and modifying it.”


“Mr. Winter, establish a link to the upper hull section.”


“Done, sir.”


Adams addressed the commander of the other ship section. “Adams to Lieutenant th’Talias.”


“Th’Talias here, Captain.”


“We’re reconfiguring the main deflector to emit an energy burst similar to the Breen energy-dampening weapon. Lieutenant Chell will send you the specifications. Be prepared to set off the deflector on my mark.”


“Understood, sir. Ensign Quandil awaits your order.”


“I’m done,” Chell said. “Our temporary energy-dampening device has one major drawback, though: we can only emit an extremely short burst—otherwise, we’ll be destroying the deflector dish. And even then, I’m afraid we will have to restart the deflector system. So we would need a few minutes for a follow-up burst.”


“Well, one shot will have to suffice then,” Adams said.


The engineer shrugged. “We’ll see once we try it, Captain. In battle, the Breen only ever needed one burst in order to incapacitate our ships. Our energy burst should have ten times the intensity.”


The captain nodded. What other choice did they have? “Understood. Carry on.”


Chell turned back to his console. “Transferring configuration data to the upper secondary hull.”


Soon after, Adams received the all-clear from th’Talias. The Andorian sounded very eager to overwhelm their enemy.


“Activate main deflector,” he said.


A glistening blue streak appeared on the main screen, stabbing at the planet for approximately one second. It hit the multicolored shimmer which hovered in the midst of the crater-strewn ruined landscape, penetrated it, and struck right in between the debris. Blue energy fingers branched in all directions, dancing between stones and piles of dirt, and licking up into the incorporeal fog the Son was comprised of.


Adams turned to Mendon. “Any effects?”


“One moment, sir. I…” the Benzite trailed off. He hesitated, and his eyes widened. Defensively, he raised his blue- and gray-flecked hands. Adams didn’t need to ask what was wrong with his science officer. He could also sense it: an unbelievably disconcerting feeling, best described as the horrifying, irrational dread that people sometimes felt in nightmares just before they were torn from their sleep. This feeling built up in Adams like an offshore tsunami… no, it built up in everyone. Carson gasped in horror. Zh’Thiin’s antennae bent down until they lay flat on her white hair. Chell whimpered quietly.


And then, the Prometheus’s shield bubble was suddenly struck by an enormous blow.
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I.K.S. Bortas, in orbit around Iad


Raspin huddled over his console when chaos broke out. The red light on the bridge flickered, and a sound similar to heavy rainfall could be heard from outside the armored battle cruiser. The calm sea the Bortas had been smoothly sailing through, protected by the shield bubble of the Federation starship, had transformed into a stormy ocean. The ship shuddered, and pressure built up inside Raspin’s head.


The Rantal with the white skin and the jet-black eyes looked at his captain in confusion. He wanted to ask what had happened, but he swallowed his words when he noticed how the faces of the other crew members had distorted. He wasn’t Klingon, he was jeghpu’wI’, a member of a species that the Empire had conquered. Less than a citizen, more than a slave, Rantal were permitted to serve on Klingon Defense Force vessels in crew positions.
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