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To all fans worldwide,
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PROLOGUE


STARDATE 1966.9


U.S.S. Valiant, exploring the Lembatta Cluster


Space, the final frontier.


The universe was formed almost fourteen billion years ago from a single point, expanding to a diameter of more than ninety billion light years. The Milky Way, home galaxy of the United Federation of Planets, is but one of the tiny, bright specks within this black void.


The Federation was formed in 2161, a union of peace-loving races that had explored a tiny fraction of the Alpha and Beta Quadrants during the century since its founding. Still, every passing day starships and their crews pushed the boundaries further into uncharted territories on a mission to seek out new life and new civilizations, to boldly go where no one has gone before.


One such ship was the Constitution-class cruiser, the U.S.S. Valiant. She hadn’t advanced to the outer frontiers of known space yet. Much to her newly promoted captain’s dismay, the Valiant had been assigned the task of charting and cataloging the discoveries of others.


The crew members under the command of Science Officer Linda Nozawa eagerly fulfilled their duties, but Captain Jeremy Haden found that this journey did not live up to the expectations he had harbored regarding his first assignment after his promotion to command of a starship. His hope was that they would face a greater challenge once they had finished their current charting expedition in about three weeks’ time.


In the meantime, he gratefully welcomed any distraction— such as the transmission from an old friend from Starfleet Academy that they had received as part of their latest data package from Starfleet Command.


Following the end of his shift, Haden returned to his cabin, dimmed the lights, and poured himself a glass of Saurian brandy. Raising his glass, he inserted the red data chip his communications officer had provided into the desk’s computer console.


The display flickered to life, showing the Federation’s emblem—white stars surrounded by stylized laurel branches before a blue backdrop. Then the image shifted to that of a human the same age as Haden, clad in the gold uniform of command.


“Jim Kirk,” Haden said in a low voice.


James Tiberius Kirk, captain of the U.S.S. Enterprise, smiled, as if he’d heard Haden say his name, though of course it was a prerecorded message. Both the Enterprise and the Valiant were too far out in deep space for direct communications— with each other, or with Starfleet Command.


Haden had always envied Kirk’s smile. Sometimes it seemed boyish and innocent; sometimes it was suave and charming. Haden had felt instantly comfortable in Kirk’s presence when they had met during a party on Baker Beach in San Francisco as cadets.


Today, his smile expressed sincere delight and appreciation, along with a certain mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “I heard congratulations are in order, Jerry. Captain of the Valiant. You really deserve that promotion. Now the easy life in the backseat is over and you get to be responsible for your own starship. Headquarters will keep you inundated with paperwork, and you’ll have to be wary of any Klingon who might get the bright idea to pick a fight.” The smile fell, and his expression turned grave. “Most important, though, is that you will be responsible for the lives of four hundred men and women.” Kirk’s smile came back. “Still, it does have its merits. You get your own yeoman—which will help with that paperwork that I mentioned—and you can lead the landing parties.” Kirk raised his left arm, showing off the gold bars on the cuff that indicated his rank. “These three gold stripes make an impression anywhere in the galaxy.”


Haden looked down at his own cuff, where he had his own matching rank insignia.


“Still, don’t expect too much of the first few months as captain. Starfleet has a habit of sending their new commanders on journeys that Zefram Cochrane definitely did not have in mind when he said we should boldly go where no man has gone before.” Tilting his head Kirk chuckled and looked at his friend. “To give you an idea, when Admiral Noguchi appointed me captain of the Enterprise, my assignment was to ferry a bunch of vaudevillians through the sector! Maybe you’ve heard of the Warp-Speed Classic Vaudeville Company of Amelia Lukarian.” He shook his head. “You really don’t want to know what a starship looks like when you have all sorts of artists and carnies running around. Anyway, I sincerely hope your first mission is different… more meaningful and—”


A chime interrupted the message, followed by the voice of Haden’s friend, first officer, and helmsman, Mark Edwards. “Bridge to Captain.”


Placing his glass on the desk, Haden stopped the replay, and pressed a button on the table’s surface. “This is Haden. What’s up?”


“Captain, you might want to come to the bridge. Lieutenant Nozawa has discovered something strange.”


“On my way.” Haden’s brandy and Kirk’s message were quickly forgotten as he rose to his feet and hurried out of his quarters and into a waiting turbolift.


Where Kirk had had a vaudeville company for his first mission, Haden at least had something a bit closer to Starfleet’s mission statement, as established by Cochrane, the inventor of warp drive, whom Kirk had quoted. They were cataloguing the Lembatta Cluster, an agglomeration of twenty-four ancient giant stars. Long-range sensors by other starships had found no signs of life, and the nearest spacefaring nation, the Klingon Empire, had evinced no interest in the region. What few civilizations they had encountered on the periphery of this cluster had yet to achieve space travel, and so contact with them was off-limits per Starfleet’s Prime Directive.


The turbolift soon arrived at the Valiant’s command center. When the door hissed open, Edwards leapt out of the captain’s chair to make room for his superior officer. Haden settled into his seat while Edwards relieved the ensign at the helm.


Haden looked at the viewscreen in front of the navigation console. The twenty-four celestial bodies in the cluster menacingly illuminated the nebulae that floated in space between the stars with a red glow. The red glowing dots twinkling from the viewscreen reminded Haden of the eyes of demons from some of Earth’s mythologies. Adding to this impression was the fact that the Valiant’s sensors were frequently jammed by the red giants’ radiation, leading to ghost readings. It was as if something was lurking out there that was hiding from their prying eyes.


Looking over his left shoulder at the science station, the captain asked, “What have we found, Lieutenant?”


The petite Japanese woman dressed in the science division’s blue uniform turned to face him. Smooth black hair framed her slender face that was slightly reddened with excitement. “Captain, I’m picking up a very strange radiation in Star System LC-13, which is the system directly ahead of us.”


“Define ‘strange’ please, Lieutenant.”


Nozawa shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It doesn’t fit anywhere into the electromagnetic wave spectrum. The characteristics don’t add up. I could list all the contradictions, but simply put, it’s an unfamiliar energy form that doesn’t match any of the physical parameters of the Lembatta Cluster.”


“Are you trying to tell me that we have discovered something extraordinary?”


The scientist nodded. “I’m sure of it.”


Grinning, the captain turned back to face the viewscreen. 


He glanced at the navigator, Peter Schwartz, who sat to Edwards’s right. “Mr. Schwartz, plot a course to LC-13. Mr. Edwards, warp seven.”


“Aye, Captain,” both men said in unison.


“ETA?” asked Haden.


“Forty minutes,” answered Schwartz.


“Very good. Drop out of warp when we reach the edge of the system, and then we all keep our eyes peeled. I want to know what caused that radiation, whether it’s natural or a hostile ship.”


“It’s unlikely to be a ship,” said Nozawa. “No propulsion system is able to emit an energy signature so strong that we could pick it up across this distance, particularly considering the background radiation in the cluster.”


No known propulsion system, Haden thought with an almost irrational thrill of anticipation while leaning back and crossing his legs. Aloud, he said, “We should still be careful. You never know what’s waiting for us out there.”


* * *


An hour later the Valiant assumed a standard orbit around the second planet of System LC-13, which Nozawa had pinpointed as the origin of the strange energy readings. LC-13-II was a reddish-gray planet, slightly smaller than Earth but with greater mass.


“That’s weird,” said Nozawa. She stood stooped over the science console, the blue glow of the sensor hood bathing her face.


Haden rose from his command chair and joined her. “What did you find out?”


Nozawa looked up. “LC-13-II is a remarkably friendly environment. There’s water, vegetation, and an atmosphere that’s breathable, at least for a short period of time. Still, I can’t find any higher life forms down there. It’s possible that there are some lower life forms in the oceans—the background radiation makes it impossible to sense the depths with any clarity. But considering the age of the primary star and the conditions on the planet’s surface, I would have expected to find at least basic forms of fauna to go with the flora.”


“Is it possible that your strange radiation led to the extinction of all life?”


“Possible, I suppose, but unlikely. If the radiation had biotoxic effects we wouldn’t find such lush vegetation on the planet’s surface.”


“Right,” conceded the captain. “Very peculiar.” Thoughtful, he stared at the screen, where the southern continent’s jagged coastline slowly passed by. “Have you been able to locate the source of the radiation?”


Nozawa nodded. “It seems to originate on the southern continent, and it’s increasing by the minute. We should be right above it any moment now.”


“Magnify the radiation source on the main viewer, Mr. Schwartz.”


“Zooming into area,” the navigator said.


The coastline jolted closer and more details of the landscape became visible. Gray waves lapped against red rocks. Several kilometers inland, Haden saw something that appeared to be the edge of a forest. Amidst the olive green plants, stony structures rose.


Edwards pointed at the viewscreen. “Jeremy, look at that!”


“Magnify,” Haden ordered. “Mark, keep us in a geostationary orbit.”


“Aye, Captain.”


The silhouettes of the structures grew bigger and more distinct. Haden turned to the science officer. “Any idea what this is, Lieutenant?”


Taking a step forward, Nozawa rested her hands on the red handrail that separated the rear consoles from the command center. “They look like the remains of an ancient city. So there must have been life on LC-13-II, a civilization even.” Excitedly she turned to face Haden. “Sir, with your permission I’d like to inspect those more thoroughly. This might be a xenoarcheological find of epic proportions.”


“What about the radiation? Is it dangerous for us?”


“The sensors show no indication of imminent danger, sir, as long as we keep our exposure short. I recommend only an hour on the surface, and then we beam back and rest for a day to make sure there are no ill effects.”


“Good idea. We’ll also take Doctor Bhahani along with us… just in case.” Haden turned to Edwards.


Edwards winced from the helm control console. “Oh, no, Jeremy, don’t do that to me.”


Haden grinned. “I’m sorry, Mark, but someone has to run the ship, and when the captain is away that has to be the first officer. But I promise you, I’ll bring you a pretty stone from the surface as a gift.”


The blond man grimaced. “Well, thanks a bunch.”


* * *


Several minutes later, five figures materialized on the planet’s surface: Haden, Nozawa, the chief medical officer, Doctor Bhahani, and two security guards, Franco and Clarke. The captain and both security men drew their phasers, while Nozawa and Bhahani raised their tricorders. Haden scanned the area with his eyes while his science and medical officers took their readings.


They stood on the edge of a clearing within a forest consisting of tall, high trees with dark, fernlike fronds. Before them spread the ruins of a complex built with anthracite stones that reminded Haden of an Aztec temple. Most of the structures were compact, except for the central building, which had been erected in tiers and stretched up to the red and cloudless sky.


“Look at that,” Haden murmured. “The ruins of a long-lost civilization.”


Slowly, the landing party made their way toward the stepped pyramid.


Nozawa pointed her tricorder toward the large structure. “The source of the radiation is directly in front of us.”


“Are you sure?”


“Positive.”


Haden gazed at the complex. Alien symbols had been carved into the heavy stone blocks that formed the foundation. Curiously, while all the other buildings had been covered by vines and a violet ivy, the central structure was not overgrown, its surface untarnished.


The captain looked at Bhahani. “Doctor, what’s your take on this?”


The medical officer shrugged. “There’s only one thing I can tell you with any degree of certainty: There are absolutely no higher life forms on LC-13-II. My readings only detect several insect species living in the trees and bushes. Doctor Denning will be very interested in them, for sure.”


Haden nodded. “We will inform the xenozoological department about the creepy crawlies once we return to the ship. What about the radiation?”


“It’s too strong for my instruments, Captain. I recommend not exposing ourselves to it for too long.”


Frowning, Haden said, “You’re not helping very much, Doc.”


“I’m doing as much as I can, sir,” Bhahani said, “but we are faced with something completely new.”


“We’re Starfleet officers—we’re always faced with something completely new.” The captain was unable to explain why, but the doctor’s response left him annoyed… much more annoyed than would be appropriate. Go easy, he reprimanded himself. “Well, let’s take a closer look at this structure.”


They walked across shattered stone slabs that probably had been used to pave the walkways between the smaller buildings. Haden wondered if it had been a temple, built to worship some god or other, or perhaps some kind of tomb.


“I don’t like this, sir.” Franco’s eyes darted around nervously.


“What are you talking about, Franco?” asked Haden.


“I get the feeling that there’s something or someone in those ruins. We’re being watched.”


“Nozawa?” Haden directed his gaze at the science officer.


She took a sweep with her tricorder and made some adjustments. “Nothing, sir. The only higher life forms around here are us.”


“It could be something our tricorders are unable to recognize,” Franco said.


“What gives you the idea that someone is around here?” asked Haden.


“I have no idea, sir. I just know it.”


“With all due respect to your gut feeling, that’s nonsense,” Nozawa snapped. “There isn’t anyone around here.”


Franco’s face darkened. “You rely too much on your instruments, Lieutenant, and not enough on your instincts.”


“We are not wild animals, Ensign,” Nozawa said irritably. “We don’t need to be guided by our instincts when we have data.”


“That’s enough! Get a grip, both of you!”


Franco glowered at him. “Yes, sir.” The ensign was overanxious, not the best trait in a security guard, and he seemed inappropriately aggressive.


Then again, so was Nozawa—and Haden himself. It was wildly out of character for both of them, and he wondered if the red sky caused some kind of aggression among them.


Trying to keep a placating tone of voice, Haden said, “Just keep your eyes peeled. But keep any speculations about invisible enemies to yourself until you can give me something definite besides your gut.”


The man with the red shirt nodded. “Understood, sir.”


By now they had circled half of the looming stepped structure, and were approaching the northern face of the building. Close up they realized that the rock wasn’t completely dark. Thin veins of glittering ore ran through it.


“Can you tell me what this is?” Haden asked Nozawa.


She pointed her tricorder toward the inclusions. “I’m sorry, sir, the ore is not listed in the database. But it’s blocking my tricorder’s readings. I can’t read anything inside it.” Frowning, she swept the instrument from side to side, gave up, and lowered it, frustrated.


Haden shook his head. Why did he have to be surrounded by incompetents? A scared security guard, a science officer unable to take a simple reading, a doctor unable to answer a simple question…


He growled under his breath. “I should have come here alone.”


“Captain!” shouted Clarke when they turned the corner. He pointed ahead with his free hand, phaser still gripped in the other.


At the base of the tiered building was a portal, not far ahead of them.


“I see it,” Haden replied, nodding.


The portal was about four meters high and three meters wide, with the entrance barricaded by a stone slab. When they approached it, the captain realized that the slab, as well as the stone blocks around it, was covered with symbols that looked very familiar.


Pointing at the symbols, Haden asked, “Is that the Lembatta Cluster?”


Nozawa tilted her head. “It’s possible. Many of the early cultures adorned their temples with constellations. Maybe this is an especially prominent star constellation in these parts.”


“In any case, the question is how to open this portal. It looks unscathed, so presumably the secrets of this temple should still be in mint condition, even after all these years.”


Nozawa hesitated. “Sir, I’m not sure we should advance into the building.”


Haden turned to her and almost growled. “And why not? Are you scared?”


“No, Captain, but the radiation values inside these walls might be significantly higher.”


“So? Do you feel any effects yet?”


Nozawa blinked. “No, sir.”


“What about you?” Haden turned to Bhahani.


The doctor shook his head, looking thoughtful. “What about you?”


“How do you mean?”


“You appear to be somewhat… short-tempered, Captain. 


Are you all right?”


Haden made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “You’re imagining things, Doctor. I’m fine.”


Or did Bhahani have a point? Was he acting out of character?


Nonsense, thought Haden. The quack doesn’t know what he’s talking about!


The captain regarded his security guard. “And you, Franco? Do you also have reservations? A gut feeling or some such?”


Franco glowered at him. That was the second time he’d done so, and Haden was determined to report Franco’s insubordinate behavior when they returned to the ship. “Something is there, Captain. Something is lurking in there. Something dangerous. I can feel it.”


Haden threw his arms in the air. His people really annoyed the hell out of him all of a sudden. “I don’t believe it! What has gotten into all of you? What happened to the pioneering spirit of Starfleet? Didn’t they tell us at the Academy time and again that we’re supposed to explore strange new worlds? That’s exactly what we’re doing here!” Looking at the other security officer he asked, “Clarke, can I at least count on you?”


“Aye, sir,” the stocky guard said. “Always. Let’s kick a few heads in, sir.”


“Well, a stone door will do for now. Come on, help me get this thing open.”


“With pleasure, Captain.”


Both men holstered their phasers and started inspecting the slab.


After brief hesitation, Nozawa raised her tricorder again. “I don’t understand this.”


Haden looked up from the slab. “What is it now, Lieutenant?” Haden demanded to know.


“This portal doesn’t seem to have any kind of opening mechanism. It’s just a huge stone slab that fits perfectly into the frame of the entrance.”


“What’s so remarkable about that?” asked Franco. “On Earth, every door fits perfectly into its frame. That’s how it’s supposed to be.”


Nozawa looked at him derisively. “Once again, you haven’t got a clue what you’re talking about, Ensign. Judging by the buildings, a culture used to live on LC-13-II that’s roughly equivalent to the Mayans or Aztecs. The buildings have been erected skillfully, but not with the technical precision that we’re accustomed to. This slab in the portal has been fitted with the accuracy of approximately one millimeter— although the stone weighs several tons at least. I have no idea how the natives might have achieved that.”


“We can worry about that later,” Haden grumbled. “Now, I want to find out what’s hidden inside this thing.”


“But we haven’t found an opening,” Nozawa said.


Haden drew his phaser again. “We’ll make our own, then.”


The science officer’s eyes widened. “Are you out of your mind? That’s an irreplaceable scientific find!”


“Lieutenant, you’re forgetting yourself!” the captain snapped at her. “What’s more, you’re talking nonsense. This is nothing but a door. The real treasures are behind it. Clarke.” He nodded toward the security guard who also drew his weapon.


“No!” cried Nozawa.


Haden ignored her. “Fire on my mark.” He needed to find out just what secrets LC-13-II was hiding. Since beaming down, it had become incredibly important to him.


Nozawa grabbed his arm, but Haden shook her off so violently that she staggered backward and fell over.


“Captain!” Bhahani cried disgustedly, and he ran to treat Nozawa.


“Fire!” ordered Haden.


The shimmering beams swept across the heavy stone slab. At first, the weapons had no effect on the portal. But slowly, the ore veins started to glow. Shortly thereafter, the heavy plate shattered with a deafening noise.


A strong breeze blew toward them, pushing Haden two steps backward. Red dust billowed out of the opening, enveloping all of them.


Nozawa leapt to her feet, pushing Bhahani aside. “You lunatic! What have you done? That might have been the most important discovery in the history of space travel. And you simply blasted it to dust with your phasers!” She advanced on her captain, suddenly and inexplicably carrying a club, ready to bludgeon Haden with it.


“Hey, not another step.” Clarke stepped in front of Nozawa.


Without hesitation, Nozawa struck at him.


Clarke easily blocked the strike and then placed a well-aimed uppercut on the woman’s chin. She staggered backward into Bhahani’s arms.


“Are you out of your mind?” the doctor barked at Clarke.


“No one attacks the captain,” the security guard retorted, “unless they want a smack in the face.”


Suddenly, Franco started gesturing frantically. “Over there! It’s coming! I knew it! We’re under attack!” He started firing his phaser aimlessly. Clarke cried out in pain as his arm took a scorching hit.


Haden threw himself on the ground. What a loser. The thought pounded in his mind. He deserves to die. Furiously, he raised his revolver. Revolver? He briefly succumbed to confusion as to how his phaser had been replaced with an antique, but a second later it didn’t matter. A weapon was a weapon.


He heard the report of the six-shooter, felt the kick in his hands as the bullets flew and struck Franco in the back.


Screaming, Nozawa freed herself from Bhahani’s grip and ran toward Haden. A knife flashed in her hand. Before he could fight her off she stabbed the blade into his shoulder.


Haden gasped in agony.


“Have you all lost your minds?” the chief medical officer screamed shrilly. “Stop it, all of you, or I will have to take you all out for your own safety.” With trembling hands, he struggled to adjust his phaser.


Nozawa knelt atop Haden, but he knocked her out with a forceful blow to her temple. Growling, he flung her away. From the corner of his eye he noticed Franco and Clarke wrestling each other. Both had ripped tunics, and their faces were red and covered in sweat.


What the hell is going on here? A brief moment of clarity washed over Haden, and for just a moment, he realized how terribly wrong this all was. Was the radiation responsible for them acting like idiots? If so, why had Bhahani and Nozawa not warned him?


They want me to meet my doom! Once again, burning rage overwhelmed him. The world sank into a red mist of blood and violence. He simply wanted to kill everyone, all those who had destroyed his dream of becoming a famous Starfleet captain. Screaming, he raised the machete that was now in his palm over his head, lunging toward Bhahani.


In the sky a noise like the rush from an ocean began, and then a huge flaming body passed over their heads. Haden’s eyes widened as he looked up. The others also interrupted their fighting and stared up to the skies.


It was the Valiant plummeting toward her doom, enveloped in a swirling, glowing mist. With a deafening thunderous roar the gigantic starship impacted on the surface, sending shockwaves across the planet’s crust as if the hammer of a seething god had struck the hapless world. The ground burst open, trees snapped like matches, and the city in ruins collapsed.


What have we done? shot through Haden’s mind as he was thrown into the dust. Searing heat consumed the air in his lungs while the building’s heavy stone blocks dropped around the landing party. Something smashed into him with unimaginable force, and then he didn’t feel anything anymore.
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OCTOBER 29, 2385


Somewhere in the border region between the United Federation of Planets and the Tzenkethi Coalition


A small mercenary ship floated in orbit of a gas giant, bright flashes of energy flaring through the upper atmosphere. Shrouds of mist escaped soundlessly into space, enveloping the ship’s hull that vaguely resembled a mandible-bearing insect skull. The star system to which the gas giant belonged was not on any common travel routes, and was devoid of life. With its cold blue sun and six lethal worlds surrounded by a dense asteroid belt, it was not only inhospitable, but a navigational nightmare—and thus the perfect place for a clandestine meeting.


Vol-Ban paced through the ship’s cockpit. “So? Where are your ever-so-trustworthy clients? I don’t see anyone anywhere around here!”


Looking up from the displays of his bridge console, Rah-Ban sighed deeply, and turned around to face his twin brother. “That’s because, unlike you, they aren’t complete idiots. They are somewhere around here. But they’ll only show if they deem it right.”


Vol-Ban, pressing his fists into his waist, snorted. “Deem it right, my backside! Did they want us here or was it the other way around?”


“You’re too impatient, brother. It’s bad for business.” As he so often did when frustration overwhelmed him, Rah-Ban reached up to massage his bony forehead that was divided into two hemispheres by a small strip of black hair.


The mercenaries were Miradorn, and they valued family bonds more than most species. He would go through hell and high water for Vol-Ban, and his brother would do likewise for him. There was no business endeavor that the twin mercenaries wouldn’t tackle together.


Still, on certain days Rah-Ban wished he could jettison his partner out of the first available airlock in order to work in peace in future.


They had been doing business alongside each other for several years now, ever since winning their ship in a game at a gambling den in Sector 221-G. Traveling through space, they offered their weapons, their time, and their considerable contacts to the underworlds of various regions to anyone and everyone who wanted jobs of a dubious nature done and who were able to pay the required money. They were fast, discreet, ruthless, and didn’t ask questions. They stood by the quality of their work, which was superlative.


Therefore, Rah-Ban had no intention of asking the Tzenkethi any questions. He would listen to the task they wished to hire the twins for—probably some kind of smuggling trip into Federation territory; relations between the local big powers had been rather frosty since the Typhon Pact formed—they would name their price, and negotiations would continue. Things could be pretty simple if you allowed them to be.


“Impatient?” Vol-Ban knew as much about “simple” as he knew about “waiting.” “I’m not impatient. I just don’t like the orange-skinned warmongers asking us to come to the middle of nowhere without showing their faces. Getting here was anything but easy. This is no way to treat professionals! Let’s turn around. I don’t even want their money anymore.”


Rah-Ban swallowed half a dozen sharp replies. There was no point in upbraiding Vol-Ban for his almost woefully shallow definition of the Tzenkethi; they were neither warmongers nor did all of them sport orange skin. At the same time, defending the meeting point wouldn’t do any good as it had been Vol-Ban himself who had navigated their ship, the Vel-Tekk, expertly through the treacherous star system to this destination.


Instead, he simply stated, “We’re staying put.”


Vol-Ban lowered his fists, his shoulders sagging. “Why?”


“Because we really need this job.”


“If there is a job!” replied his brother, turning away from the monitor to face his brother. “Can’t you see it? They are scr—”


Rah-Ban’s console interrupted Vol-Ban with a shrill alarm. “A ship!” he said after glancing at his displays. “It’s approaching. No, it’s almost here.”


“Impossible.” Perplexed, Vol-Ban moved next to him, looking over his shoulder. “Was it cloaked? The sensors should have noticed it much earlier. Nobody can sneak up like that.”


“They must have used the gas giant’s atmosphere to their advantage.” Rah-Ban stifled a curse. His fingers danced across the keys, activating scan routines, arming beam weapons, and loading torpedoes. “With all the interference around here I can’t get any definitive readings.”


“That’s just brilliant.” Vol-Ban looked back at the monitor, frowning. “We’re almost blind, and we’re getting visitors. Maybe we should get out of orbit in order to—”


In front of them the huge shape of a Tzenkethi Marauder emerged from the mist. Slowly the tear-shaped ship floated closer, the colors of the gas giant’s yellow atmosphere reflecting on its silver hull. The Marauder silently and menacingly caught up to their much smaller ship.


Vol-Ban’s eyes widened. “That thing is huge.” While they had seen images of Tzenkethi ships, they had never encountered one in person before today.


“Enough gaping.” Rah-Ban pushed his apprehensive feelings aside. “Let’s see what they want from us.” He touched the communications console, opening a hailing frequency. “This is the Vel-Tekk calling the Tzenkethi Marauder. We’re here, you’re here. Let’s talk business.” He waited.


The Marauder floated in space, taking up a position relative to theirs. Fleeting misty veils of the planet’s upper atmosphere swirled around it, while reflections of lightning in lower layers danced on the smooth, gleaming hull.


There was no response to their hail.


The Miradorn frowned, deepening the ridge in the middle of his brow. “Tzenkethi Marauder, this is the Vel-Tekk. Respond!”


Again, they received no answer.


Suddenly, the Marauder turned, pointing its rear section toward their small ship.


“Hey, are they trying to impale us, or what?” Vol-Ban asked with confusion.


The proximity alarm on their console started howling. “What the…” Rah-Ban’s gaze flickered toward the display. “What’s that? Another ship? No! Three ships!”


“It’s a trap!” Vol-Ban screamed. All color drained from his face while he started toward conn. “Shields to maximum power. Setting an escape course.”


Rah-Ban didn’t even listen. Without reliable sensors the Vel-Tekk might have been able to evade one ship. But three? “That’s not fair,” whispered the Miradorn mercenary, staring at the main screen. “Simply not fair.”


Before them, the Tzenkethi Marauder’s aft section started to glow brightly. Abruptly, the tear-shaped ship darted off into the distance at full impulse power.


Less than a second later, three more vessels swooped down from a higher orbit onto the Vel-Tekk. Rah-Ban envisioned the pallid ship hulls as a howling pack of vengeful ghosts returning from the dead.


There were three very different ghosts. Two were elongated, featuring a tip and a narrow “belly” dotted with illuminated windows on the left and right side respectively, and two warp nacelles with red glowing heads. Ghost number three came without belly or attachment, and appeared to be an arrowhead. It featured a ship’s registry that caught Rah-Ban’s horrified eyes: NX-59650.


Starfleet! Two of the strange ships passed the Vel-Tekk, pursuing the fleeing Tzenkethi’s Marauder. The arrowhead slid in front of the small mercenary ship, swerving around in order to confront Rah-Ban and his brother.


“Fire!” yelled Vol-Ban. “Brother, fire already!”


Rah-Ban pressed the appropriate buttons instinctively. A red beam appeared on the main screen, hitting the arrowhead’s shields without inflicting any damage to them.


“Torpedoes!” demanded Vol-Ban loudly, swinging the Vel-Tekk around hard. “Target their phaser arrays!”


Which ones? flashed through Rah-Ban’s mind. Once again, he reacted instinctively rather than deliberately; and again, his efforts didn’t succeed in penetrating the enemy’s shields. A fraction of a second later their ship shuddered when the counterattack hit. All the lighting on the bridge either flickered or failed, and his brother clung to conn in an attempt not to lose his footing.


Cursing, Vol-Ban changed course, but the enemy’s weapons struck the Vel-Tekk’s shields again. Suddenly, Rah-Ban could smell smoke. The main screen failed, closely followed by weapons control on his displays.


He noticed that they were being hailed, and opened a channel. At least they were still able to communicate. Maybe their damaged ship was capable of more besides? Rah-Ban attempted to reroute the main energy, deactivated life support briefly, and then…


“This is Captain Richard Adams from the Federation starship Prometheus,” a stern voice announced from the loudspeakers, echoing through the darkened bridge. “Deactivate your shields, weapons, and engines. Surrender, and maintain your current position.”


The Prometheus! Rah-Ban had heard about her. She was a state-of-the-art battleship belonging to the United Federation of Planets. Her multivector assault mode enabled her to separate into three hull sections, which could fight independently of each other. That was why their attackers looked so strange: All three opponents were part of the same ship.


“You don’t get to tell us what to do!” yelled Vol-Ban, hammering his fist onto his flickering console. His attempts to activate the warp drive in order to escape their enemy—an endeavor that bordered on madness, considering the sheer amount of asteroids in the system—failed. The impulse engines also refused to respond to his efforts. “You don’t even know us!”


There! Rah-Ban almost cheered when his efforts to redistribute the ship’s power bore fruit in getting the main screen back to life. He then tried to do the same for warp drive and tactical systems.


Before he could, though, he saw the blurred, distorted image on the screen, which was being transmitted by Prometheus. It was a warrant of apprehension for him and his brother.


“We know that you’ve been undertaking illegal business deals for several months,” the Starfleet captain said. “Weapons deliveries to Tullinar VI, organ trafficking in the Silva sector, joint smuggling with the Pakled in the Antares territories, and now a pact with the Tzenkethi… would you like me to continue?”


Rah-Ban’s thoughts raced. Their potential employers had departed, and may even have been the ones to betray them, though that seemed unlikely. Either way, hoping to win a battle against the Prometheus seemed extremely bold.


That, of course, didn’t stop Vol-Ban from crying out, “Brother, shoot! If we are doomed, I want to die fighting!”


The light from Rah-Ban’s console keys bathed his face, as he got it working. He had regained weapons control, sensors, and shields.


“Brother,” Vol-Ban urged. “Fire!”


“We won’t wait much longer, Vel-Tekk,” the Starfleet captain said. “Deactivate your weapons and surrender.”


“You are an impatient idiot, Vol-Ban,” Rah-Ban said, sighing as he complied.
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OCTOBER 31, 2385


U.S.S. Prometheus, Bajoran Sector


All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players. They have their exits and their entrances. And one man in his time plays many parts, his acts being seven ages.


Pensively, Captain Richard Adams brushed the words that were written in brass letters on the bridge bulkhead with his fingers. They adorned a small plaque that was mounted next to the left turbolift door. It had been created to commemorate the launching of his ship almost twelve years ago. The words came from an ancient bard from Earth, and although Adams saw them every day upon entering the bridge, he felt they were as fresh and wise as they had been on the very first day.


“Are you ready, sir?”


The voice of his first officer jolted him from his thoughts. Slowly, he turned around.


“We’re approaching our destination.” As usual, when Commander Roaas smiled, the hairs on his upper lip twitched, while his cat-like eyes sparkled slightly. The Caitian was remarkably big, even for a member of his species. His auburn fur provided the feline-featured man with an almost aristocratic grace. “If you want to say a few words, now would be a good time.”


Adams nodded. “Thank you, Commander.”


Roaas returned to his post at the tactical station. His hands clasped behind his back, he stood waiting for further instructions.


Adams passed the waist-high railing that separated the upper bridge section from the lower command center and went to his chair. Silently he glanced at the active stations. Everywhere, people were focusing on their work, displays were flickering, and control and confirmation signals were sounding quietly.


A stage, he thought again, allowing himself a faint smile. “Status, Commander Carson? Lieutenant Chell?”


Sarita Carson at ops quickly glanced at the displays on her half of the front console. “No reports from any of the departments,” replied the young human.


“All systems functioning just fine, Captain,” the Bolian at the technical station added cheerfully.


Adams nodded, pleased. “Mr. Ciarese?”


Massimo Ciarese staffed the other half of the front console, the pilot’s station. The thirty-one-year-old human with his jet-black locks still appeared to be tanned and casual, even after several weeks aboard ship, as if he had only just left the Italian sun of his home on Earth. “We’re right on the assigned course, sir,” he said, not taking his eyes off his displays. “Warp five point five.”


“How long before we reach Deep Space 9?”


“Ten minutes, thirteen seconds, Captain.” Ciarese looked up, sighing contentedly. “We’re almost home.”


The captain nodded, satisfied. “Almost, Ensign,” he repeated, turning around and settling into his chair. “Only almost.”


The space station Deep Space 9 was located in the Bajoran sector. It was considerably more than a stone’s throw away from Earth. Still, Adams could relate to his conn officer all too well. The Prometheus was returning from extensive patrol duty, and she had spent the past six months traveling along the border of the hostile Tzenkethi Coalition. Even this most remote Starfleet base seemed like a welcome piece of home.


And we need a piece of home…


Adams could have ordered slipstream propulsion to reach DS9, which would have reduced the flight time considerably. But he wanted to give his crew some time to readjust. “All right. Mr. Winter, please open a ship-wide channel. All stations, all departments.”


“Aye, sir.” Paul Winter at the communication station touched his controls.


Communication officers had more or less disappeared from Starfleet ships. Generally, ops or tactical officers had taken over their duties. The Prometheus was an exception to this rule as she frequently operated in a separated state. Furthermore, Winter was a master in his field. Nobody knew more about subspace communications than the German with Sudanese roots and a penchant for near-superhuman fitness. From the moment he joined the Academy nine years ago, he had worked in Starfleet’s Communications Research Center, assisting in the Pathfinder project that had been created in order to establish communications with the Federation Starship Voyager, which had been stranded in the Delta Quadrant. His works about communicating with hypersubspace speeds were generally regarded as groundbreaking. Adams was lucky to have Winter, and he was confident that they would include Winter’s theories in the standard curriculum at Starfleet Academy and would name lecture rooms after him.


“Channel open, Captain,” Winter said.


Adams glanced at Roaas who nodded confirmation, and then directed his attention at the main screen and deep space. He stood up again. “To all decks, this is the captain. Mr. Ciarese just confirmed that we’re ten minutes away from the end of our assignment. I know that you’re all longing to get there. Before we all take some time out on Deep Space 9, I would like to let you all—and I mean each and every one of you—know how proud I am of you. The Prometheus has proven herself under difficult circumstances, and that’s due to her crew.”


Suddenly he noticed that the bridge had fallen silent. From the corner of his eye he saw that his crewmembers had stalled at their stations—as the crew had done undoubtedly all over the ship—in order to listen to him. Carson had even turned to face him with a beaming smile.


“Relations between the United Federation of Planets and the alliance of races known as the Typhon Pact,” continued Adams, “are anything but amicable. You are aware of that. Since the Romulans, the Breen, the Tzenkethi, the Kinshaya, and several other species have formed their alliance, we have been forced into a new cold war, and Starfleet has to perform duties along a front line instead of pursuing their research, or committing to peace. Again.”


He sighed quietly. As he had done so far too often of late, he pondered the fact that Starfleet had been derailed considerably from its mission of exploration, and he wondered if they were ever going to get back on track again.


His gaze wandered again to the plaque on the bulkhead as he continued. “It had been the declared objective of our late president, Nanietta Bacco, to bring the diplomatic ice age between the Typhon Pact and the Federation to an end, and to build new bridges. The Prometheus’s exploration and patrol duties along the border to the Tzenkethi Coalition have played their part in making this new beginning happen. Our work here is done. It’s now up to the diplomats and world leaders to nurture it to fruition. Let’s hope for the best. Let’s hope that our role in the next stage of history will no longer be that of warriors. Adams out.”


Roaas blinked, surprised while Ensign Winter confirmed with a nod that the channel had been closed.


Adams settled back into his chair without a word. He didn’t like big speeches, let alone emotive ones. And yes, maybe he did get a little ahead of himself, but the day today marked far more than just the Prometheus’s return home. The crew knew that as well as he did. Today, the new president of the Federation, Kellessar zh’Tarash took over office, and many were hoping that a new era would begin with her. The fact that Adams and his crew would spend this day on Deep Space 9 of all places spoke volumes, as the Federation had lived through its darkest hour during the past few weeks right here. Should he really be surprised that his choice of words reflected the general spirit of optimism?


“Our role in the next stage of history, Captain?” Roaas stood beside his superior officer, lowering his deep voice. “Are you being poetic now as well as everything else?”


“This is an order from your commanding officer,” Adams whispered in the same teasing tone of voice. “Shut the hell up.”


Roaas’s furry nose twitched in confusion. But he followed this order to the letter.


* * *


The Prometheus-class had been the future of space travel. It had been a mere fifteen years since designers and engineers inside the hallowed halls of Starfleet Headquarters and the Beta Antares Ship Yards had deemed this model to be a major quantum leap. The slender ships of the Prometheus-class were able to reach a top speed of warp factor 9.99, and featured state-of-the-art technology, as well as unprecedented tactical devices for the Alpha Quadrant. After all, which Starfleet ship featured not only one main battle bridge, but two smaller battle bridges as well, or could be split into three independent segments in battle situations? Which Starfleet ship boasted two engine rooms, one of which was capable of splitting into two by means of a complicated process?


“Mine,” sighed Lieutenant Commander Jenna Winona Kirk, chief engineer of the Prometheus, lowering her tools. “Why mine, of all ships?”


“Pardon me, Commander?” Her assistant Alex Meyer looked up from the console that he was attempting to repair. “Did you say something?”


Kirk wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. “I’m just whining, Meyer. Feel free to ignore me.”


The jovial man in his late thirties, who had an inexplicable passion for ancient trains from Earth, had no intention to do so. He crawled out from under his console, hit his head when trying to get up, and stood next to Kirk, rubbing the painful bump. “With all due respect, Commander, you’re not whining, you’re working.” Dark patches showed on his yellow shirt under his armpits. “And if you ask me, you’ve been doing so for far too long.”


“Who hasn’t?” Kirk snorted. “Everyone on the ship is overworked, Lieutenant.” Indignantly she brushed a strand of her dark hair from her forehead. Generally, Kirk was regarded as a sociable person. Only two things were capable of spoiling her mood: when people mentioned her not-at-all-ordinary surname, and when the machines didn’t do what they were supposed to do.


“Just ten more minutes,” Meyer said. “You heard the ol’ man.”


Kirk nodded. “I did. But, apparently, this stubborn piece of space junk didn’t.” Sullen, she kicked the casing of the EPS manifold in front of her. With a thud the bottom of her boot struck the metal. The manifold remained unfazed. “I’ve been trying to eliminate this unit’s energy fluctuations for an hour!”


Meyer wiped his face and his thin beard. Kirk thought he looked tired, which put him in company with the rest of the crew. “These fluctuations are zero point zero zero three percent, Commander. There’s no real cause for concern here.”


“You say that now,” Kirk grumbled. “But what if this zero zero three suddenly becomes a three without any zeroes during a battle? Maybe even a three before the point? If the secondary engine room doesn’t deliver optimal results when we need them, we’ll be in deep trouble. Explain that to the ol’ man on the bridge. Adams may seem like a father figure but I can assure you, he’s a tough customer. And rightly so, if you ask me. A ship at the front line should operate faultlessly, even if it’s only on standby.”


“It is operating faultlessly,” said Meyer insistently. “Zero zero three is well within tolerable parameters, even more so when you’re only a stone’s throw away from a space station and its engineers. Don’t create more work than necessary for yourself, Commander. The mission lies behind us.”


“That’s what you think.” Kirk unfastened the tricorder from her waist, pointing it toward the permanently glowing bunch of conduits next to the manifold. “But it will only be finished once we dock at DS9, won’t it? Everything can happen until then. And a good ship is always prepared.”


And a good ship has only one erratic engine room, she added quietly. In truth, her frustration was making her do the Prometheus an injustice. It was a great ship, but Kirk’s love for her engines was only exceeded by her pursuit of perfection. “Almost” and “as good as” simply didn’t cut it for the engineer. Had that been the case she probably wouldn’t have progressed past her first posting, and certainly not onto one of Starfleet’s most advanced ships.


Still, it was highly frustrating having to service eight propulsion systems. She had to deal with the warp drives in both the separatable main engine and each secondary engine room, as well as three additional impulse systems in the secondary engine room, not to mention three slipstream reactors that had been added only three years ago. You could bet that at least one of her babies was causing problems for Kirk at any one time.


To make matters even worse, the temperature control in the secondary engine room was acting up, so Meyer and Kirk had to attempt their unsuccessful repairs in an environment of thirty-eight degrees.


Meyer nodded. “Very well. You’re the boss, Boss.” He turned around and returned to his console that was still hanging open. Tugging on his uniform collar, he tried to force some fresh air between his skin and the sheer fabric. “But once we’re finished here we should pay Doctor Barai a visit in sickbay and get some treatment for dehydration. It’s hotter in here than in a jamaharon with two hundred Nuvian concubines.”


Despite her annoyance, Kirk couldn’t help but laugh as she gazed at her tricorder’s readings. “What kind of a twisted comparison was that? I think you’ve been watching too many salacious holovids, Mister.”


Grunting, Meyer stuck his head out from under the console. “Risan pornography is not salacious, it’s a recognized art form. You don’t have to like it, Commander Kirk, but you have to accept it.”


Kirk snorted derisively at Meyer’s arch tone. “I don’t have to do anything. In my family, we make our own rules.”


Now Meyer laughed. “Did your famous ancestor decree that in his will?”


“He was the one who started it,” the lieutenant commander replied, tucking her tricorder away again before making another attempt to optimize this ungrateful EPS manifold. “And if you don’t do as you’re told, Deputy Chief Engineer Meyer, I will continue with his legacy. Understood?”


Meyer sounded both admiring and gently teasing when he replied, “The famous method of James T. Kirk: getting your own way at all cost, and being right in the end.”


“Resistance is for beginners,” Kirk said dryly. Both of them snorted with laughter, and for a brief moment she actually forgot about the irritating beta engines.
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Deep Space 9


The new Deep Space 9 was one of the Federation’s largest space stations. It was a state-of-the-art technological miracle, the result of hard work and driven optimism. The design was based on its Cardassian-built predecessor of the same name, which had been destroyed by an act of sabotage. The station of the Frontier-class consisted of three perpendicular ring structures surrounding a spindle-shaped core. The rings were housing docking stations for visiting ships, cargo holds, sensors, weapons, and shields. The central sphere was home to ops, housing, workplaces, and recreational facilities for the crew of several thousand people. Many light years away from Earth and the Sol sector, the new Deep Space 9 kept watch near the Bajoran wormhole, which was still a volatile hub for interstellar travel and galaxy-wide politics. Despite only having been commissioned recently, it had already contributed more to the Federation’s history than its commander would have liked.


“So, this is where it happened. This is where President Bacco was assassinated.”


Captain Ro Laren nodded briefly. “Believe me when I say that we weren’t looking for that kind of fame. We wanted to be a symbol of hope, not one of horror.” She approached the food replicator in her office, partly because she was exhausted, partly because she was eager to change the subject. “Would you also like a raktajino?”


Her visitor raised an eyebrow. “Klingon coffee? From a replicator? Captain, Captain… that is anything but classy.”


Great, thought Ro, a snob. “Replicators may still fall short of the taste quality that farms and plantations yield, but you know as well as I do that you get used to them. And DS9’s raktajino is quite good. Half of the station’s crew is addicted to it. Our chief has programmed the replicators to produce a unique blend that one of the superior officers on our previous station really liked. Maybe you’ve heard of him? He’s serving as first officer on the Enterprise-E these days.”


The second eyebrow joined the first one. “Well, that certainly guarantees quality. Who am I to reject a coffee from Commander Worf?”


Smiling, Ro ordered two mugs of the strong Klingon brew, and returned to the desk in her office. Her guest accepted his mug, thanking her. Captain Richard Adams, who sat in the visitor’s chair in front of Ro’s desk, was by no means a small man. However, Ro’s view of his would have been occluded if she hadn’t pushed aside the mountains of reports, applications, and tactical analyses that had buried her desk. Now, in addition to a free line of sight, she had the misguided feeling that her immense workload had somehow lessened. Thomas Gray, the Irish poet of old, had been right: Ignorance was bliss.


Ro’s unobstructed view showed her a man with dark hair, flecked with gray. He was slender and looked fairly fit. His blue eyes were alert and friendly.


“So, Captain, welcome to DS9. This is your first time in the Bajoran sector, right?”


Adams raised his mug to toast her. “That’s right. I wish this would have taken place under more relaxed circumstances.”


“You’ve got to stay optimistic, Captain,” she said in a sardonic tone. She pointed at the closed office door that led to the station’s operations center. “I was told that the future will begin in half an hour, and that everything will be better then.”


The United Federation of Planets was in the process of ending a phase of crises that had been unrivaled for generations. Numerous wars, invasions, and assassinations had nearly brought the once strong galactic community to its knees during recent years, and they had almost caused them to forget about their goals and principles… sometimes Ro’s fellow officers had forgotten even the very oath they had sworn to Starfleet.


Today, all that was supposed to become the past. Today, the galaxy was about to draw the metaphorical line under everything in order to look ahead, and not back—no matter how difficult that might prove.


“The future.” Adams snorted. “Do you really believe that, Captain Ro? After the Dominion War we all believed that we would be able to go back to concentrating on exploration and research and peace. And what happened? The Borg returned. After that, our longstanding enemies formed the Typhon Pact. And then the cherry on top, Andor left the Federation, calling us traitors of our own beliefs.”


“I can’t blame Andor for that,” Ro said quietly. For decades, the four-gendered Andorians had battled a reproductive crisis which pushed their people to the brink of extinction. Secret documents from the Federation’s archives might have helped but they had been held back. The Tholians had publicized this scandal and thus destroyed a lot of trust, which was currently slowly being rebuilt, after recent medical successes.


Adams nodded. “The situation was a huge mess, the latest in a series.”


Wistfully, Ro looked at the piles of work that she had pushed aside. Who knows, she thought with the terrifying horror of an experienced commander, how many huge messes are lingering in that pile? Aloud she said, “Still, today is the big day, Captain. The entire galaxy is eagerly awaiting President zh’Tarash’s galactic address.” Her words were an attempt to motivate herself, and that attempt failed rather dismally. “I can promise you one thing, though: there isn’t a place anywhere in the galaxy looking forward to her inaugural speech more than here on DS9.”


Kellessar zh’Tarash was Andorian, and she had become the new, democratically elected leader of the Federation. Ro had read the new president’s resumé during the past couple of days, and she considered it ideal for this post. Zh’Tarash had lost close family members during the Borg invasion. She had opposed the social dogmas that had pushed the civilization in her homeworld to the brink of extinction. She had also had firsthand experience of Andor turning its back on the galactic league of worlds it had helped found in order to build a relationship with the antagonistic Typhon Pact.
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