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Federation Protectorate World Obsidian, City of Kalara Day 2, Fourth Week, Month of the Raging Durak, Year 2296

Captain David Rabin of Starfleet stood leaning wearily against one wall of the Federation outpost, snatching this rare bit of free time to look out over the stark, clean beauty of the desert and at least try to relax. He was a not-quite-youngish man of Earth Israeli descent, olive-skinned and sturdy, his hair and beard a curly brown, but right now he felt twice his age and as though he’d spent all his life wandering in the wilderness.

Whoever named this planet Obsidian, Rabin thought, really caught the feel of the place.

Sharp gray peaks like a row of fangs rimmed the horizon, and plains of black volcanic glass gleamed beneath the savage sun. This was very much a hard-edged world, beautiful if you had an eye for such things, reminding Rabin of Vulcan or the desert preserves in Earth’s Negev, where he’d grown up.

Now there’s a good comparison, the Negev, with all its history of wars and fanatics!

When Rabin had been assigned to planetary duty here on Obsidian, he’d been told, “This is a perfect spot for you, Captain Rabin. Why, with your background, your desert experience, your knowledge of hydrostatics, you’ll have no trouble at all.”

Of course not. Help the people. Introduce them to a better life without, of course, damaging the Prime Directive. Oh, and keep an eye out for Romulan intrusions while you’re at it, yes? This world does lie right on the edge of the Romulan Empire. Of course, we can’t spare you any extra personnel since this is only a small outpost, a scientific outpost at that, but that won’t be a problem, will it?

Rabin grinned wryly, then shrugged. You didn’t rise to the rank of captain without knowing something about bureaucracy. And things could, as the old story went, always be worse. At least Obsidian’s air was breathable, its gravity almost Earth-standard: no special gear required. Nothing but the wisdom of Solomon and the patience of Job.

Obsidian’s people, not surprisingly, were as hard-edged as their world. Humanoid, with sharp features, dusky-olive skin, and lean, angular bodies (what you could see of them under those flowing robes), they were very much like his own Israeli ancestors: tough, stubborn, and indomitable.

All of which they needed to be. As his superiors had so delicately reminded him, Obsidian did lie perilously close to the Romulan Empire. Worse, it had a very active sun producing ever more frequent solar flares. Not a healthy combination. The folks here in the bustling (and as far as probes from space had shown, the only) city, Kalara, shielded themselves from the flares as best they could. But they were a low-tech people, deliberately so, kept that way by a network of conservative customs That Just Were Not Broken. And veils, hooded robes, and even thick mud brick walls might be proper and picturesque, but they simply weren’t enough protection. Rabin winced at the thought of the resulting abnormally high rates of cancer and lethal mutations.

No wonder everyone seems so bitter. So fatalistic. Yes, and has so much rage buried just below the surface. Amazing that they even contacted the Federation!

More amazing that they had been able to, if not actually break, at least bend their customs enough to go the next step and accept provisional Federation status. But then, Rabin thought, you’d have to be pretty stupid, customs or no, not to want the kinder, more benevolent life the Federation promised, particularly for your children. The child mortality rate here, poor kids, was frightening.

And yet, what has the Federation done for them so far? We’ve managed to treat a few children, but most of the parents don’t trust us. And why should they? We’ve told them that their sun’s growing increasingly unstable. Well, they knew that! We promised them a better harvest, then gave them just the one good season followed by a blighted crop of what was supposed to be perfectly desert-adapted quadrotriticale—didn’t that make the Federation look stupid!

The crop failure could have been due to faulty genetic coding hitting in the second generation. Some of the technicians had dubiously proposed that excuse, since there weren’t any major signs of insect damage or recognizable disease. But excuses didn’t help anyone.

Yes, and then there had been the failed hydroponics facility—the sand that had fouled the machinery and destroyed the entire operation could have somehow filtered in past the controls. Unlikely, but maybe someone had failed to make sure a seal was airtight.

Oh, and then there had been the supply dump that had mysteriously been attacked by desert beetles, hikiri as large as a man’s hand and with pincers that could take off a finger—well now, the locals had claimed that they never had trouble with hikiri beetles: it must have been poor Federation planning.

Right. And all those misfortunes coming so closely one on the other were strictly coincidental. Romulan interference? They could hardly be unaware of the Federation presence. But there had been not the slightest trace of activity on the Romulans’ part; they seemed content to merely watch and wait.

Besides, you don’t need outsiders to help you stir up a good case of paranoia. There are more than enough suspects right here on Obsidian.

The saboteur wasn’t Leshon or any of his city folk, nor did they know who the criminal was; the aristocratic mayor had sworn to that by one of his people’s convoluted and quite unbreakable oaths, a glint of satisfaction in his eyes at seeing the mighty Federation discomfited. But who knew how many other lives were out there in the desert? And this was, after all, a major trading center, with caravans in and out of the city every day.

And I just don’t have the personnel to one, watch for Romulans, two, guard the outpost, three, watch every supply dump plus the fields and hydroponics facility, and four, scan everyone who goes in and out of the city!

A Federation science ship was supposed to be en route to Obsidian, its goal to study the deterioration of the planet’s ozone layer; maybe when it got here he could beg or steal some extra personnel from the captain.

And maybe siniki, Obsidian’s answer to pigs, could fly.

Rabin could hear the city’s noise even through the thick walls: business as usual in there, everyone studiously ignoring the Federation presence just outside. He snorted, listening to the normal babble of voices, the grunts and bleats of animals and a snatch of flutesong; the air was hot and dusty as always, but he caught a tantalizing whiff of something spicy being barbecued. Another plus: Humans could eat most Obsidian meals. He’d walked through the marketplace several politic times, smiling and nodding, listening to music, watching street performers, sampling the food.

And just barely managing to not get lost. Kalara was a sprawling maze of low, flat-roofed mud brick buildings, each one covered with intricate clan patterns in reds and blues. After much negotiation, the Federation outpost, built up against one of the city’s outer walls, had been designed to look very much like a Kalaran building, even to being faced with the same mud brick. David, thinking that the Federation needed some clan patterns too if they were to keep up status, had over the weeks added various human symbols, including the Hebrew signs Shalom and L’chaim, Peace and To Life. The locals, when he’d told them the translations, had very much appreciated that! It was one of the few times he had actually gained face since coming to this world.

“Captain Dafit Rabeen.”

Rabin turned, biting back a sigh and forcing an amiable smile onto his face. Just what the day needed: politics. “Sern Leshon.” Fortunately remembering local custom, he dipped his head three times in courtesy.

The lean, red-robed figure returned the three shallow bows, while his ritual entourage (three men, three women, never more or less), in their dull brown robes, bent nearly in half. Leshon waved them away casually, not deigning to look over his shoulder, his sharp, narrow face unreadable. “Ah, again you study the desert!” He spoke Federation standard rather well, though with a guttural accent. “What, Captain, if asking may be permitted, find you so fascinating in the desert?”

“It’s clean.” But Leshon could hardly be expected to recognize a quote from the old Earth movie Lawrence of Arabia, so David added, “My own ancestors came from such a place.”

“As did mine.” There was no mistaking the irony in Leshon’s voice. “But we left it as quickly as possible.”

Point to your side. “Yet you have to admit it’s beautiful.”

“Beauty? Heat and dust and emptiness.” Leshon gave a sharp tongue-click of disapproval. “We are not wild nomads to appreciate such miseries. Yes,” he added with a sideways flash of cool eyes, “I am aware that you have attempted to contact them.”

“Without success.”

Again Rabin heard that disapproving tongue-click. “They are nothing. Little more than animals unworthy of your time.”

Federation Directive Whatever-It-Is: Don’t try to argue the natives out of their prejudices. “It wasn’t ‘wild nomads’ who let beetles into our supply dump, Sern Leshon.”

“What’s this? Do you accuse my people—”

“Of nothing, Sern Leshon.”

Except, Rabin thought dryly, a slight touch of hypocrisy. Leshon and the good folks of Kalara might not be behind any acts of sabotage or know who was, but that didn’t mean Leshon wasn’t enjoying the proceedings. He could hardly have wanted his authority undermined by a Federation presence and, David knew, still held a grudge against the city council for overruling him.

“Sern Leshon, I don’t blame you or your people for being wary of strangers who aren’t even from your—” Rabin broke off sharply as Junior Lieutenant Shara Albright hurried forward. Young and earnest, with not a blonde hair out of place, she stopped short, clearly aching to speak but determinedly obeying protocol. Why oh why, David thought, did they send me someone who not only isn’t biologically suited to this climate but who doesn’t have a scrap of humor as well? At least her passion for spit and polish meant that she followed orders about keeping her head covered and protecting her too fair skin. “Go ahead, Lieutenant, say something before you burst.”

Her blink told him she didn’t approve of his levity, but of course a junior lieutenant didn’t scold a captain. “Sir!” she began, almost explosively, cautiously in Earth English so Leshon couldn’t understand. “There’s another of them. The hermit types, I mean.”

Rabin groaned. “The usual zealot, I suppose? All right, let’s see what this one has to say.”

This one, clad in the usual worn-out robe, was firmly in the mold of hermit: the fanatic and determinedly unkempt sort. He was an older man, filthy, painfully thin and with the eyes of someone who enjoyed watching heretics burn. Standing carefully upwind, Rabin gave him the courtesy of a triple dip of the head, very well aware that Leshon was watching.

“Demon!” the old man said severely in return. “Ah, no. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I and my people are definitely mortal flesh and blood.”

“Demon, I say! Can you deny you were not born of this world? Can you deny you come from the Outer Dark?”

A crowd of locals had begun to gather, a little too coincidentally, and the hair at the back of David’s neck began to prickle. Judging from the growing tension in the air, this was a mob in the making, and if he didn’t defuse things quickly—

“I come,” Rabin said very gently, “from the Federation, that is, the United Federation of Planets, a peaceful association of equals. And I—we, all of us, we come—we come in peace.”

“You come to destroy us!”

No reasoning with a fanatic. “Why?”

That stopped the hermit short. But he recovered all too quickly. “You dare to mock me! You, your Federation with its plot, its secret plot to destroy us!”

“No. We—”

“Yes! You plot to destroy our water tunnels and enslave us all!”

Obsidian, like many other desert worlds, depended on its ancient network of water tunnels; even the fiercest of wild nomads would die before damaging one. The crowd gasped in outrage, and David cut in hastily, “How? You, all of you, you’ve seen what we’ve brought: food, medical supplies—if we were the monsters this” benighted old idiot “this elder claims, wouldn’t we have brought weapons instead? Yes,” he added wryly, “and if we were such monsters, would we have ever been the victims of acts of sabotage?” That translated as “well-spoiling,” and roused wary murmurs of agreement from the crowd.

“Poison!” the old man shouted. “You have poisoned the water!”

“Really? Then go, bring me some of that ‘poisoned’ water. Bring some for yourself, too! Now! Ready? L’chaim!”

The hermit clearly didn’t want to be part of the friendly ritual of sharing water, but just as clearly didn’t dare refuse and risk accusal. Rabin glanced down at the earthenware cup. It looked like water, tasted like water. He drank with a flourish and made a mental note to have himself checked out later, just in case.

Lowering the now-empty cup, Rabin smiled, looked around at the crowd, seeing doubt then embarrassment replacing anger. “Quite pleasant. Nice and cool. And not a drop of poison, either. It’s very easy to hate, isn’t it? When your crops fail, your children sicken, it’s very easy to believe that he’s a demon, she’s a witch just because he or she isn’t exactly like you. Believe me, I know. I come from a land very much like yours.” Save for the sun; Earth never had a sun like this, thank the good Lord. “But we settled our differences and made the desert bloom, and so can you. You can see an end to shortened lives, see your happy, healthy children play—but only if you let us help you.”

“As slaves,” the old man muttered, but the fire had gone out of him.

“As friends,” Rabin corrected firmly. “And we—”

Shouts broke into the rest of his words. Rabin smelled acrid smoke and swore under his breath. Now what?

“Fire!” someone yelled—in Federation standard. Spitting out an oath, Rabin ran.

Sure enough, another precious supply dump had been sabotaged. Of course, Rabin thought. The hermit’s ravings made a perfect distraction, especially understaffed as we are. Yes, and more shouts were telling him that another dump had been caught just about to burst into flame. Someone had known enough to bypass the controls and get in there, but—

No Romulans on Obsidian, assuming Federation instruments were doing their job. No double agents among his crew, assuming he was doing his job. No locals with sufficient knowledge of technology; that was a given. Rabin looked wildly out at the desert.

Just who is out there? Who—or what?”

“It does not seem that Obsidian likes you,” Leshon purred, and Rabin whirled to him.

“You’d like us to just go away, wouldn’t you? Return things to the way they were. But they aren’t going back that way! They aren’t going to get better, either, not with your sun turned enemy. We aren’t trying to cut into your power, Sern Leshon, surely you see that? I like these people, Sern Leshon. I don’t want to see any more of them suffer. I don’t want to see any more children die!”

“Nor do I,” Leshon returned flatly. “But I—”

“Captain!” That was Albright, her eyes wide with alarm. “There are reports of sabotage coming in from Supply Dumps Four and Five.”

“Those, too?” Rabin groaned.

No hope for it. He was understaffed and overpressured, and now, with the harsh desert summer almost here with its promise of death for the unprepared, one more loss would mean the end of the mission.

All those poor, sick kids!

They couldn’t wait for that Federation science vessel to make its scheduled visit. No choice, Rabin thought reluctantly, but to call for emergency Federation assistance. He ducked into the outpost’s command center, absently returning greetings from the personnel, amazingly reassured after the low-tech, dusty, maddening world outside to be suddenly surrounded again by all the gleaming, ultramodern equipment and clean, cool, if somewhat antiseptic, air.

“Ensign Liverakos.”

The young man, slender, dark, and competent, glanced up from his console. “Sir.”

“I want an encrypted message sent right away to that science ship, the . . .” Blast, what was its name?

Ensign Liverakos had already turned back to his console, his long-fingered, graceful hands flying over the controls. “The Intrepid II, sir.”

“Ah, of course. Named after that first Intrepid lost in action years back. And the captain is . . . ?”

“One moment, sir . . . here it is. Captain Spock, sir, homeworld Vulcan.”

Rabin stared. “You’re joking.”

“Uh, no, sir. It is Captain Spock, formerly—”

“Of the U.S.S. Enterprise. Yes, Ensign, I know. Believe me, I know.” Rabin felt himself all at once grinning like a kid. Like the kids he and Spock had both been. “Don’t worry, Ensign. The strain hasn’t gotten to me. It’s just that suddenly there’s hope. For the first time since all this trouble began, there is hope.”






TWO



[image: image]

Intrepid II, Deep Space Year 2296

The science vessel Intrepid II moved silently through space. Spock, once science officer on a very different vessel, now captain of this new ship, sat as still as a Vulcan statue in the command chair, very well aware of every passing moment.

There, now: It was the exact instant when he was scheduled to go off watch. One must be precise at the beginning of a mission, especially with a new crew, if they were to settle into the right routine. Getting to his feet, he told the helmsman, “You have the bridge, Mr. Duchamps.”

Lieutenant Duchamps had the round, cheerful type of face that seemed always about to break into a smile. But he replied with rigid formality, “I relieve you, sir,” far too stiffly for a normal human response.

Not unusual, Spock mused. For the first few weeks of any mission over the past three decades of his service in Starfleet, crew members who had never served with Spock or other Vulcans tended to be just as rigidly uncomfortable in his presence.

Company manners, Leonard McCoy called it. Spock suspected the stiff-necked, wary behavior was more a matter of those bizarre tales no one quite believed about Vulcans: that their complete self-control meant they had no emotions.

Fact: the newcomers—no, that was not precisely accurate—the portion of the crew with whom Spock had never served were still on their best behavior with him. With, for that matter, the former Enterprise crew members who had transferred with Spock onto the Intrepid II on what humans called a “shakedown” cruise.

Odd phrase. I can observe nothing even approximating shakiness in the performance of any of the systems functioning on board. Indeed, more and more of them are becoming fully operational by the hour.

A flash of memory brought Montgomery Scott’s message to him: “Och, be good to her, lad.” Scotty’s accent had been set for maximum density, his voice pleading as if Spock might actually neglect his duties. “She’s only a wee lassie. Let her have some life, not like the other one, that poor lost first Intrepid.”

Trust Scotty to see familiar relationships in the inanimate. The situations, Spock thought, were not at all similar, nor were the vessels. The Intrepid II, designed for exploration and research, was a modified Oberth-class ship, a smaller, lighter craft than the Enterprise but still carrying enough weapons to hold her own in ship-to-ship action. She was, indeed, a far cry from Scotty’s “wee lassie.”

On the day I truly understand Scotty’s anthropomorphisms, Spock thought with the smallest hint of wry humor, I will also truly understand every gene of my own halfhumanity.

But the crew were hardly machines. Dr. McCoy had been making psychological generalizations about mourning, periods of adjustments, and stress since the Intrepid II had left its docking bay. It had, after all, been just over one Earth standard year since the loss of Captain Kirk, and while a Vulcan might be able to portion away grief, one year was hardly sufficient time for humans to adapt.

Doors too new to have acquired scratches from use whispered quietly, efficiently shut behind Spock (satisfactory), and the turbolift began to take him down to quarters without the smallest hesitation. (Satisfactory, again.)

He expected nothing less. Lieutenant Commander Atherton’s work and reports were consistently superb. According to the crew rumor that Spock’s keen hearing had overheard, Atherton diverted any human passions he might have into his engines—“and he hasn’t even got the excuse of being Vulcan!”

Spock permitted himself the slightest upward tilt of an eyebrow at that. Atherton did have his odd habits. Of Earth British descent, he spoke with a crisp if archaic English accent. While it admittedly conveyed information clearly and concisely, it did seem to bother some of the crew.

Why? Because it is an archaic accent?

No. There must be more. Uhura, here on the Intrepid II with Spock and a full commander in her own right, had once told him regretfully that she missed Scotty’s familiar warm burr. That the burr had been just as carefully cultivated as Atherton’s crisp accent was a matter neither Spock nor Uhura had mentioned.

Humans, Spock thought, did harbor a tendency for what they called “nostalgia.” But it was illogical to regret or yearn for the past. The sooner the new crew members recovered from their “company manners” and integrated into the whole, the sooner the ship would run at peak efficiency. Morale would then be higher: a desirable goal and a stimulus to even greater success.

Sarek, Spock realized with a start. “A stimulus to greater success“—that is one of my father’s favorite phrases. Fascinating that I should use it now.

And not quite welcome.

As for the others, those who had transferred from the original Enterprise, those who still mourned . . . Spock hesitated, admitting to himself with total honesty that Captain Kirk would have known what to do to comfort the mourners and reassure crew members still awed by the Enterprise veterans. But Jim was gone.

That Spock himself might feel more comfortable with a perfectly integrated crew was not a variable in the equation. The calculus of captaincy, he mused, deriving an austere satisfaction from the phrase.

But austerity could become sterility. Perhaps after he meditated, he would balance the cold equation with music. In his quarters was the lytherette that had been Ambassador Sarek’s gift to him.

Spock straightened ever so slightly. Ridiculous after so many years to still react this . . . irrationally. Yet it seemed that these days he and his father could not even agree on music: Sarek considered Spock’s transcriptions of Earth compositions frivolous. Surely the act of transcribing music from one instrument to another, with all the care necessary to maintain the composer’s intent, was a legitimate exercise in logic.

Still, there was undeniable emotion in all human music. Was a shakedown cruise with a crew half in awe, half in mourning, a time for even a suggestion of frivolity?

That was too emotional a question in itself. Spock brushed his fingers across the control panel, overriding the elevator’s programmed speed, testing. It would be interesting to see how the mechanism functioned when the elevator stopped.

The stop was smooth. Quite satisfactory. A panel flashed green, signaling acceptable life-support levels in the corridor beyond—another refinement introduced by Chief Engineer Atherton. Spock stepped out into a corridor partially dimmed to hint at ship’s “night,” striding past a few crew members also going off-watch. Starfleet Medical had long ago decreed, quite reasonably, that every ship must have a period of “night” to reflect transspecies biological imperatives. Spock knew that his own metabolism, even after so long away from his native world, was still driven by the brilliant, hot days and deep nights of Vulcan. He might need considerably less sleep than a human, but he nonetheless required the rhythm of day and night.

Alone in the corridor now, Spock let his hand rest on a bulkhead, testing once more. The ship’s vibrations were both so subtle and so all-pervasive that only a Vulcan—or perhaps an engineer who bonded with his ship almost as a symbiote—could perceive them. Machinery, Spock had been given to understand, had a “feel,” though he could sense no more than how expertly the chief engineer managed the deadly raving of matter-antimatter flow into the great engines, how meticulously he had calibrated the ship’s life-support. For a chief engineering officer to operate at peak efficiency, however, he must manage his staff as expertly as his engines.

That, Spock reminded himself, was equally true for starship captains. The integration of the crew might have been a simpler task if more of the Enterprise officers remained. Sulu had long since left to take command of the Excelsior. Chekov had joined him as first officer, and Scotty had retired to the Norphin Colony. Of the bridge crew, only McCoy and Uhura remained of his comrades on . . . Spock’s eyes narrowed fractionally, but he mastered his expression almost immediately . . . Jim Kirk’s bridge.

Is this human “nostalgia”? Illogical.

A light suddenly flashed on his belt. Lieutenant Richards, the new science officer, had presented Spock almost hesitantly with this, his latest refinement on paging technology: It kept the entire crew from hearing their captain being hailed. Messages awaited Spock in his quarters, one carrying the red light indicating urgency.

Quickly entering his quarters, Spock just as quickly turned down the light until it was a more comfortable reddish glow, turned up climate control—adjusted to a frugal Earth-normal in his absence—to something approaching Vulcan-normal, then sat before his personal viewscreen and signaled for communications.

Interesting, he thought, scrolling through the encrypted data, translating it as he read. No, fascinating.

Spock’s long fingers flew over the keypad, quickly calling up a visual. A stocky, sturdy figure appeared. A bearded face with wry dark eyes seemed to stare at him, and Spock felt the smallest thrill of recognition. The years had changed the human, of course, but Spock mentally removed the beard and visualized the face as far younger: Yes. David Rabin—now, it would seem, Captain David Rabin. Spock played the audio, unscrambled:

“Spock, or at least I hope it’s you: Yes, it’s your old desert pal, assigned to planetary duty on Obsidian. What am I doing here? Making the desert bloom, my pointy-eared friend. Or at least trying.”

Quickly, all humor gone from his voice, Rabin cataloged the list of problems, ending with, “I like these people, Spock. They deserve better. We really need your help, my friend. Rabin out.”

“Obsidian,” Spock repeated thoughtfully, staring at the now-empty screen for an instant. His fingers flew over the keypad once more, bringing up first the planet’s position—on the edge of the Romulan/Federation Neutral Zone—then an executive summary of planetological, biological, and anthropological data, and finally his old friend’s official biography.

Excellent fitness reports, of course; Rabin was not the sort to be idle. A good many successful desert excursions on a good many worlds: his friend had become as much a nomad as Rabin’s ancestors.

He has also cross-trained in hydrostatics, I see. Only logical, under the circumstances.

Successful missions, yes, although comments about Captain Rabin’s “initiative” had been duly entered. Such comments, Spock knew, were ironic: there had been several such in James Kirk’s records. And none at all in his.

What was Rabin doing on an outpost this small?

I’m making the desert bloom, my pointy-eared friend.

One corner of Spock’s mouth quirked up in what would have been wild mirth for a human. Rapidly processing the data, he saw that Medical had red-flagged Obsidian; glancing at its star’s spectrographic assay, he saw the cause. Loki could be called a main-sequence G-type star, but its recent level of solar flares and sunspot activity made the worlds orbiting it less than healthy places to live, complicated by the fact that Obsidian had almost no ozone layer.

High infant mortality, high death rate of adults as well, mostly due to melanomas, carcinomas . . . Spock downloaded the medical data, preempting his science officer’s task for the sake of efficiency; after all these years, he knew far better than Lieutenant Richards what Dr. McCoy would need, and the science officer would never reproach him.

A new flash of light: an upgraded message from Rabin.

“We’ve got trouble, Spock. The grain supplies are contaminated. The level of raiding against the cities by the wild nomads has stepped up. Someone is poisoning the wells!”

Both of Spock’s eyebrows shot up. “They’re poisoning the wells!” was Rabin’s personal metaphor, meaning damage. Prejudice. Danger. A long finger stabbed at a control button, opening a direct line to Lieutenant Duchamps.

“Captain?”

When will he stop sounding astonished? And when will the title stop sounding incongruous to me?

Illogical.

“Lieutenant, divert course to Obsidian, with all deliberate speed. I should suggest maximum scan and yellow alert as we parallel the Neutral Zone.”

“Aye-aye, sir.” Curiosity tinged Duchamps’ voice, but “aye-aye” was the only acceptable answer.

Meditation was out of the question. One did not need to be a Vulcan to know that diverting course was likely to bring questions, if not outright debate. Spock took down his lytherette from where it hung near his copy of Chagall’s Expulsion and began to tune it. Perhaps he could at least—

Of course, the first interruption struck right then. “Yes, Mr. Atherton?”

“Captain, I have just calibrated my engines and was counting on testing them at lower speeds when your order came.” Atherton’s clipped British accept almost trembled with protective outrage, just barely skirting insubordination. “I would hate to put undue pressure on the dilithium crystal mounts just because this David Rabin you mentioned has overreacted.”

Me bairns, me puir wee bairns.

That echo of Scotty’s frequent wails kept Spock from giving the human a precise, perfectly logical dressing-down. Instead, he took a deep breath, knowing how many people had no doubt patched into ship’s communication or would have this message relayed to them, and said only, “The rest of the ship is in such exemplary order, Mr. Atherton, that I think you might countenance the speed.” He kept his voice coolly patient, more for the memory of Scotty’s concern than Atherton’s present worries. “I knew Captain Rabin when we were boys together on Vulcan. I have traveled with him. He would not send out a distress call without great need.”

The viewscreen showed how thoroughly Atherton’s pale face reddened. “Aye-aye, sir,” the chief engineer said crisply, and Spock’s screen went blank. It was illogical, Spock told himself, to be grateful to a formula that had been old even in the days when Jane’s Fighting Ships meant naval vessels, not faster-than-light craft.

There were no further messages of import. Spock returned to tuning the ancient lytherette, his fingers caressing pegs and the luminous varnish of its sound box, then glanced at the chronometer and made a private estimate before striking the opening notes of a slow, meditative piece by that most logical of human composers, Johann Sebastian Bach.

Quite within the time frame Spock had projected, the doors to his quarters parted, his privacy coding overridden as only a privileged character might do.

The privileged character glowered at him from the doorway. “Spock,” McCoy blurted, “you never told me you had a human buddy on Vulcan when you were a kid!”

Ah yes, the news must have spread through the Intrepid at better than warp factor ten. Gossip always could outpace even a starship. Rather than replying immediately, Spock allowed himself the luxury of a few more notes of Bach’s “Air on the G String,” then lifted his fingers from the instrument and let the vibrations dissipate.

“Since you have already intruded, Doctor, please sit down.”

McCoy ambled into the red-lit cabin, mimed ostentatious discomfort at the heat, and sank into the chair opposite Spock, setting a square crystal bottle down on the desk with a thump that made the cobalt blue liquid inside slosh from side to side. It boiled up, threatening to overflow, and McCoy glared at it.

“If you were a drinking man, Spock, I’d say you could use a drink. Where do you keep your beer glasses?”

“I see no logic to the ingestion of ethanol,” Spock retorted. “Especially not before what might be a ship’s action.”

A quick foray by McCoy to one of Spock’s meticulously neat shelves produced, if not beer glasses, a substitute the human considered at least adequate: a pair of translucent stone goblets. He poured the frothing ale.

“Now, if this were Saurian brandy or Tennessee bourbon, I wouldn’t waste it on you. But Romulan ale . . . if your Romulan cousins can drink it, you certainly can.”

“Romulans do many things no sane Vulcan would do,” Spock observed, studying the liquid. The ale was the exact color of antique computer screens.

“Sane Vulcan?” There went McCoy’s eyebrow, raised in his usual jesting mockery. “Isn’t that somewhat of a redundancy?”

“Believe me, Doctor,” Spock admitted reluctantly, “I have known of cases . . .”

No. McCoy had often harassed Jim Kirk with these nocturnal visits. Ship’s doctor’s responsible for the captain’s health, he’d insisted. “‘You’re a bartender, not a doctor,’ “Spock quoted Kirk without warning, almost making McCoy choke on his drink.

The doctor raised his glass in appreciation. “Absent friends.” The old toast was the most military thing about him.

Spock knew he must comply or risk a serious breach of custom. “Absent friends,” he responded and took a meager sip of the burning ale.

“I miss him too, Spock.”

A flash of memory: the sharp stab of grief, logical but no less painful, the memorial ceremony, with humans allowed to show that grief while he, he must keep his face forever properly impassive . . . Spock glanced up from his glass. “What would you have me say, Doctor? One cannot change the past.”

His cool tone, Spock thought, would surely provoke McCoy into a rant. But if the usual diatribe about Spock’s coldness brought the doctor any ease of heart, he was welcome to it.

But McCoy said nothing, and there was a suspicious warmth in his eyes that Spock recognized as human sympathy. “It grows late,” Spock said. “This is not your watch. Should you not be sleeping?”

“What about you? I’ve checked computer access, Spock. You haven’t slept for—”

“Ten days, fifteen hours, and thirty-five minutes—”

“Stop!” McCoy flung up his free hand. “You haven’t slept since we left Tarin Four.”

“Really, Doctor.” Spock raised an eyebrow to the position his crew called (not to his face, though they never did realize the efficiency of Vulcan hearing) “eyebrow on stun.” “I must protest your cross-training as a computer hacker. I had no idea you were so accomplished.”

McCoy flushed awkwardly. “Access time is tied to medical records,” he admitted. “In case of obsessions, compulsions, people spending all their off-hours plugged in. Including,” he reverted to his unwelcome subject with a vengeance, “this ship’s captain. I remember the last time you played sleepless wonder.”

“We returned home safely then, did we not?”

McCoy glared. “You’re worried about this friend of yours.”

“David Rabin is a very distinguished officer. He was a capable individual even before he entered Starfleet. Did I ever tell you,” Spock continued, calculatedly offering diversionary tactics, “of when I met him . . . and his mother, who was at that time a Starfleet captain as well?”

He could all but feel McCoy restraining himself from chasing after the story. “Nevertheless,” the doctor continued resolutely, “you’re worried about him. Why, Spock?”

“Because Captain Rabin is worried, and I trust him. Obsidian is of strategic importance because of its location on the border of the Neutral Zone.”

He called up the star map and turned the screen to allow McCoy to see it.

“That star’s got the jitters,” McCoy grumbled. “Naming it Loki was bad cess. Do you have any idea of the incidence of lethal mutations on that planet?” he asked, almost accusingly. “Carcinomas? Melanomas? Place makes metastasis an occupational hazard.”

Wordlessly, Spock handed the physician the data he had downloaded. McCoy practically grabbed the printout from him. “A bribe, Spock?”

“Data are never a bribe, Doctor. Let us call it a briefing.”

“Didn’t have time to get this from Richards, though. Micromanaging, eh Spock? Science officer wouldn’t thank you for stepping in. Oh well, every man—all right, every Vulcan—yields to temptation every now and then.”

“I judged that I could approximate your requirements more closely than Science Officer Richards. Please, examine the data.”

“This is another reason Rabin’s worried, isn’t it?” McCoy asked, looking up after a time, his voice compassionate. “Obsidian’s a low-tech world. Only reason it tolerates a Federation outpost at all is for the medical technology. And maybe the water engineering and agronomy.”

Spock highlighted a graph on-screen. “In the generation since that outpost has been operational, the average age of the townspeople of Obsidian—we have no way of calculating population trends for the nomads—has risen two years. That is a significant change. Another generation or so . . .”

“So it’s not just tactics. It isn’t even loss of face if the Romulans—”

“No evidence of Romulan interference has been reported.”

“I don’t believe in the tooth fairy, Spock!”

Spock sipped his ale rather than pander to the doctor’s improbabilities about dentition and the supernatural. “It would be a loss if the Federation were compelled to abandon the outpost.”

“It’s the waste that’s scaring your friend, isn’t it, Spock? The loss of life. The children who will never have a chance at life, much less health. The people who will never be without misery.” McCoy’s voice thinned in pain.

Spock turned away, remembering Rabin’s mobile face, smeared with grit from Vulcan’s deep desert, a trail of dried blood at one corner of his mouth, tears making clean streaks in the mess: “I cry because I’m relieved. I’m proud to care so much.”

McCoy poured himself more ale. “Spock, you’re a phony. Don’t tell me your heart doesn’t bleed for these people.”

Spock glanced at him, face a cool mask. “In diagnosis, if nothing else, you are the logical peer of a Vulcan. However, if you seek to elicit a reaction for which I am not equipped, you are in error.”

“Tell it to the stars.” McCoy drained his glass, then set it down with a bang. Spock lowered his own drink more gently. His aim, rather to his bemusement, was not as unerring as it should have been.

“Function’s deteriorating, Spock!” McCoy pounced. “Are you going to sleep? I’ll make a bargain with you. You sleep now, and you can sleep here, not in sickbay. Though how you can sleep in this heat . . .”

“One does not bargain with duty,” Spock pointed out. “And you had best acclimatize yourself to ‘this heat’ if you are to accompany me to Obsidian’s surface.”

“Try and keep me away,” said McCoy, a hunter on the trail of his most hated quarry: suffering.

“Doctor, I would never interfere in the performance of your duty.”

McCoy tentatively raised a hand, then let it fall back to his side.

You almost forgot, did you not? Had I been Jim, you would have patted me on the shoulder.

But one did not casually touch Vulcans. “It’s okay, Spock,” McCoy continued as though that awkward little moment had never occurred, “I won’t tell anyone that your heart’s in the right place. Assuming that the right place is where normal people have their livers.”

He rose. “Get some rest, Captain. We’ve got more work than any two men, or Vulcans, can handle facing us on Obsidian. Someone, I forget who, once said that ‘the desert is a forge on which to try the’ . . . hell, I forget. Soul, probably.”

A shock of memory surprised Spock. Forge, indeed. Long ago, he and Rabin had been hammered out on another such forge. “You have convinced me, Doctor. However, without belaboring the point, may I remind you that I am better able than you to tolerate extremes of heat—or of sleep deprivation?”

“I’d like to see what your subconscious comes up with when you’re really sleep-deprived,” McCoy grumbled. Spock sat waiting. McCoy usually delivered his true message just when he seemed about to leave.

“Spock, forget I’m your doctor for a minute. Pretend I’m your friend. I’m telling you, as a friend: Dammit, get some sleep.”

He slouched out, muttering to himself, “Hypertamoxifen, recombinant interferon, genetic splicing . . .”

It would be profoundly tempting to anticipate McCoy’s research. But McCoy’s points about micromanaging and usurping his officers’ functions had made sense, and Spock had given him what amounted to an implied promise that he would comply.

Replacing the lytherette on its wall mount, Spock darkened the cabin and stretched out on his bed. If the bridge needed him, he was a signal away. He hoped—emotion though that was—that they would.

And then, drifting at last into sleep, hoped that at least for a short while they would not.






THREE
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Vulcan, Sarek’s Estate Day 3, Fourth Week of Tasmeen, Year 2247

The view from his father’s estate was tranquil in Vulcan’s early morning, the air still cool and sweet with the scent of desert vegetation, the vast red sweep of desert and mountains still blue with shadow. Spock, already nearly his father’s height at seven Vulcan standard years—seventeen Terran years—though not yet grown out of a boy’s gangliness, stood on the wide stone terrace trying to empty his mind of all but the tranquility before him . . . trying but not quite succeeding.

This was illogical. He had survived his kahs-wan trial, proved himself a true Vulcan despite his mixed heritage. There should be no reason for doubt.

And yet the question remained. Surely it was not illogical to wonder about himself? Spock had studied genetics as part of his schooling; he was quite well aware of his own hybrid complexity. But a reasoning being was more than a mere assemblage of genes.

What, then, am I?

His father would probably say that introspection was an interesting mental discipline only as long as it did not devolve into unseemly self-absorption. His mother would probably smile that cryptically amused human smile of hers and murmur in Earth English something about “teenage angst.”

Neither view was particularly helpful.

So. The question should be, perhaps, less “What am I” than “What am I to be?” Spock was sure that he lacked the temperament to become a teacher as his mother had been, and while the thought of pure scientific research was intriguing, it did not seem right for him as a career, either. To be an ambassador like his father . . . again, intriguing—but that was Sarek’s path, not his. A fact, Spock thought, that Sarek could not or would not see.

No. Calmness. Anger is a dangerous emotion.

A flash of color caught the young Vulcan’s attention: a lara, a desert bird dazzlingly blue against the red sands, soared up into the brightening sky, racing upward on a thermal. Spock’s gaze followed it up, up, climbing as though fleeing the known, the safe—

Ridiculous fancy. Illogical.

And yet, were it not illogical to do so, he might almost envy the bird its freedom. The thought of seeing strange new places—

“Spock.”

He just barely managed to properly compose his face, to turn without unseemly haste. “Father. Is it time?”

Sarek, an impressive figure in his somber red ambassadorial finery, nodded. “Come, my son.”

Private—and indeed often public—meetings were traditionally held in the early morning, one of the coolest parts of the desert day. Sered, Spock knew, had once been a classmate of his father’s at the Vulcan Science Academy, though the two had never been close. Now Sered was Sarek’s political antagonist, one who advocated Vulcan’s withdrawal from the Federation.

Withdrawal, Spock thought with the certainty of his nearly seventeen years, is hardly a wise or a logical position.

But of course it was not his place to speak up. It was his place merely to watch and witness as Sered came to their home to debate with Sarek.

Why? Sarek does not legally or morally require a witness. Does my father think me his ambassadorial apprentice? I am not, I will not be, that.

As they reentered their home, Sarek commented, as though aware of his son’s thoughts, “Sered always was a brilliant student, brilliant and philosophical. Quite charming. Deliberately so. Do not let him charm you, my son.”

“No.”

Sarek raised a wry brow but said nothing more. Spock stood politely to one side as Sered was ushered into his father’s quiet, simply furnished study—a table, chairs, several cases holding books and scrolls and one elegant wall hanging in muted brown and sepia tones by the famous scholar-artist T’Resik. The young Vulcan, still keeping out of the way as was proper, listened to the two political rivals greet each other with just the proper amount of cool civility.

They are saying a good deal in only a few words, yet at the same time never really saying anything. Spock marveled at that bizarre juggling-with-words skill, then reminded himself that of course they were masters at such. That was part of how the game of diplomacy was played.

It is not my game. Despite what my father may believe.

But one could learn from any experience, and Spock determined to learn what he could from this, all the while trying to study Sered without being noticed.

Sered was worthy of study. He was a striking figure, taller than Sarek, lean almost to the point of thinness, with the clean, sharp features of a noble from Vulcan’s distant past. He was dressed almost too austerely in a simple brown robe of archaic cut that emphasized the link with the past.

Arrogance, Spock thought in disapproval, then chided himself: Illogical to judge merely on physical appearance.

“Colleague Sered, this is my son, Spock. Spock, this is the scholar Sered.”

Spock started at hearing his name suddenly spoken. He bowed politely, then straightened to find himself caught by Sered’s intense stare, a stare that seemed to sum up all he was and would ever be—and which found him lacking.

“He does look truly of our people,” Sered said after a moment. “I see nothing of humanity in his appearance.”

Sarek’s almost imperceptible crook of a hand sent Spock back to his corner, struggling to keep his face impassive. What Sered had said had most definitely been intended as an insult. Why? The only logical reasons could be to force Sarek from his calm—or to display deliberate prejudice.

Sarek never stirred. “There is no shame in my son’s parentage,” he said, totally without expression. “Nor is there shame in that of my lady wife.”

“A fine and sadly rare thing,” Sered retorted. “To see so strong a bond, I mean. Even if perhaps it is—this is not meant as an insult, Sarek, but as simple fact—even if it is misplaced.”

“How so?”

“Ah, Sarek, you know exactly what I mean. We have had similar discussions in the past.”

“And came to no satisfactory conclusions.”

“I grant that. But you cannot deny the truth: Ours is a long and proud heritage worthy of protection.”

“And I grant that. Your point, Sered?”

“My point is that some of that precious heritage has already been lost.”

“Because of our alliance with the other Federation worlds.”

“In part, yes. And yes, of course we have debated this before. You cannot deny that diffusion and assimilation are both perils when one deals with outsiders.”

“We have, indeed, debated this before.”

“Of course. And I will not waste our time in going over old ground. More important for our people than outside influences is that we not let ouselves forget Surak’s teachings.” Sered gave the smallest hiss of disapproval, barely audible. “Too much has already been lost through misinterpretations and false doctrine. Yes, and almost worse than this warping of logic has been the sundering of our kind.”

“Those who abandoned Vulcan, you mean.” In Sarek’s voice was the faintest warning hint of we have been here before as well.

“Exactly. Think of it, Sarek. Consider it well. Our own cousins are lost to us—unless we turn back from the treacherous path we walk.”

Sarek’s slight lift of an eyebrow spoke volumes of skepticism. “To do what? Rejoin a people who have chosen the path of violence?”

“Ah, my colleague, consider this: Our ways have become stale, rigid, far from the healthy whole proposed by Surak. Can you deny this?”

“Yes.”

“You spend so much time in your ambassadorial duties—no shame in that, but you do not see, you do not know what happens outside the many embassies. Ours is, indeed, a stagnant culture. While who can say what our cousins have become?” Sered paused, the faintest hint of a charming smile barely touching his lips. “Can you honestly claim you are not curious? Come, Sarek, tell me: Do you not wish to see what glories our sundered cousins might have accomplished?”

“Of course,” Sarek retorted dryly, “but not if it involves surrendering all that we are and may become.”

Sered stepped back from the confrontation, turning to study the intricate wall hanging. “T’Resik’s work, is it not?”

“Indeed.”

“A most logically woven piece. See how the twist of fiber here leads the eye to follow it along till it joins this thread and becomes one with it. Stronger than before.” He turned smoothly back to Sarek. “And that is exactly what I propose. We cannot survive as we are. Ultimately, there must be a merging of the sundered cultures, the two halves made whole. We must use the fierce, healthy—yes, the emotional strain to rejuvenate Vulcan’s tired bloodlines.” Sered’s glance flicked to Spock, flicked away. “In a new joining, a new, better order, those of . . . lesser blood—” Again his glance flicked delicately to Spock, then away. “—those of lesser blood might be deemed less than worthy.”

“‘Lesser blood,’” Sarek said to the air. “There, I believe, is an illogical thought if ever there was such a thing. Blood is but a substance, in itself neither superior nor inferior. Odd that it, whether from one species or two commingled, should so often be used as an excuse for bias—even, it would seem, in these enlightened times. But of course,” he added directly to Sered, “you would never stoop to employing such illogic. The fault must then be mine for misunderstanding you. If you wish to leave, Sered, after such a lack of communication, there is no loss of dignity in that.”

Sered, face a stony mask, dipped his head almost curtly to Sarek, ignored Spock completely, and left with precise, cold dignity.

“That,” Sarek said after Sered was gone, “is, alas, a sadly warped and dangerous being.”

“But . . .” Spock began tentatively. “He does seem to make some interesting points, Father.”

Sarek turned to him, revealing nothing at all of his thoughts. “And what points might those be, my son?”

Spock hesitated, trying to focus, to put his thoughts into clear, concise order. “I must postulate that, since emotion and mystery are a part of the Vulcan soul—as T’Pau so eloquently put it—is it not illogical not to study such issues?”

“Ah, my son waxes philosophical.”

“I merely meant—”

“Spock, I did warn you. Sered can be totally charming to even one fully grown. And you are still far from that.”

Was his father trying to goad him? No, that would hardly be logical. A test, then, for him to prove his own logical thinking to Sarek. “I am not yet adult, Father. I admit that. But surely even a child may see the value of certain matters.”

“There can be no value in any matters that include a return to the practice of violence. My son, I do not mean to belittle your thinking. But you must admit that I have had many more years of study—many more years of life and its experiences.”

“Yes, of course, but—”

“You are letting control slip, Spock.”

And you—you patronize me, my father. But Spock wisely kept silent, willing himself to emotionless calm. After a moment, Sarek nodded approval. “Yes, the words of Sered sound intriguing. Who would not wish to learn more about our sundered cousins? But as a mature adult, Spock, I truly am more aware of the warning lessons of history. Yes, those ancient days must sound fascinating to one as young as yourself, full of what your mother would call ‘romance.’ I remember when I was your age and felt the same. But there is nothing romantic about war, nothing fascinating about mindless bloodshed. As I grew, I learned that not all paths are safe to walk.”

The lecture was rapidly becoming more than a young Vulcan’s self-control could endure. Before he could disgrace himself by blurting out something such as But I’m not you, Spock dipped his head courteously to his father and said instead, “You have given me much to ponder. If I may . . . ?”

Sarek nodded, the ever so slight upward crook of his mouth hinting at his amusement.

At me.
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