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IT WAS A MODULATED
ELECTRONIC BURST THAT LASTED
NO MORE THAN A SECOND.. ..

Captain Spock remained perfectly still, wondering
if he would hear it again—and he did, a moment
later. The third time he heard the sound, he: was
certain that he recognized it.

Phaser fire!

As quietly as possible, Spock rose. His ears told him
that five assassins were creeping through the lodge,
intent upon killing him and Teska. Armed with
phasers, they could vaporize the bodies and leave
no trace at all. . . .
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Historian’s Note

This story takes place shortly after the events por-
trayed in Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country.
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Chapter One

AN OLDER MAN with a saturnine face, sallow com-
plexion, dark hair, and angular eyebrows pulled his
hood over his pointed ears and stared down into a
dripping cesspool. His long tapered nose did not
contract at the odors of the reservoir, which relieved
the great city of its waste. He was intent upon his
mission, and his only means of reaching the shuttle-
craft field undetected was through this sewer.

He gazed at the ceiling of the cavernous tunnel,
with its network of baffles and vents for removing
harmful gases, then he looked down at the intri-
cate system of tanks, gutters, and reclamation
pools. It was a marvel of engineering that no one
ever saw. His people were master builders, renowned
throughout the galaxy, but they were also master
destroyers.
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“Father, I want to go back,” said a small voice
beside him.

Wislok stared into the eyes of the seven-year-old
Hasmek, a smaller version of himself. He could not
be angry with the child. Hasmek looked wide-eyed at
their gloomy surroundings. Like most children of
the Pretorium, he had experienced only the finer
things in life. Work in the sewers was restricted to
the plebians.

“Why can’t we go in a hovercraft?” asked the boy.
“Or walk in the sunlight?”

Wislok frowned. “There are times when subter-
fuge is called for, and this is one of those times.
Haven’t 1 made the plans clear?”

“Yes, Father. But I don’t understand why I have
to . ..” Hasmek gulped. “I mean, no other boys go
through this ritual.”

“Not on Romulus,” answered Wislok patiently.
He had explained this all before, but the boy needed
reassuring. “On Vulcan, all children go through
koon-ut-la at your age, when they meet their future
mate. You volunteered for this experiment, and you
have to be brave. There’s nothing in the ritual that
can harm you.”

He certainly hoped that was the case, but he had
to admit to himself that he was guessing. Vulcan
rituals relied upon a combination of mysticism,
biology, and collective consciousness that he didn’t
pretend to understand. Perhaps it was time to tell his
son the truth. Wislok took a deep breath and began.

“The reason we’re doing this is Pardek. He’s
always two steps ahead of everyone else, with friends
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in every corner. This connection with the Vulcans is
brilliant—it could be the excuse for a new govern-
ment, with us as the leaders. The Vulcans are so
literal-minded that they have to see proof that our
races are related. You are going to be that proof.”

“Why don’t we just conquer them?” asked the
boy.

“That is the thinking of many, but when you
destroy a thing, you never learn its worth. With
Pardek’s plan, we can usurp them and all their
knowledge of the Federation and science without
firing a torpedo. If we fail, there is always the option
of war.”

The boy looked down. “What will she be like?”

Wislok could only shrug his broad shoulders. “She
comes from the family of Sarek and Spock, and
Pardek assures me they are very important.” His
chin jutted into the air, and his angular eyebrows
lifted. “I hear something. Get down.”

Without hesitation, he and the boy jumped into a
deep drainage gutter and crouched against the grimy
wall. Wislok motioned for silence and listened to the
sounds of footsteps jumping off a ladder and landing
on the catwalk with a metallic thud. He waited to
hear more footsteps, but there was apparently only
one person. With any luck, thought the Romulan, it
would be a maintenance worker, and he would take
his readings and leave swiftly.

“This is the Civil Guard!” announced a stern
voice, which echoed importantly in the sewer tun-
nel. “Who is down there?”

Wislok muttered an oath under his breath. They
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could not ignore a member of the Guard, even the
lowly Civil Guard. At least there was only one of
them. “Remain hidden,” he whispered to his son.

He stood up, located the guard on a catwalk about
fifty meters away, and addressed him authorita-
tively. “I am Wislok, Chief Surgeon to the Procon-
sul. I was taking water samples to check on a report
of liptherum bacteria.”

The young guard snapped to attention and low-
ered his disrupter rifle. “Yes, my liege, 1 recognize
you.” He looked thoughtful. “You set off an alarm.
Do you have clearance for this project?”

“Of course,” answered Wislok with the put-upon
air of the upper class. “At the highest levels. I can’t
imagine why the prefect didn’t turn off the alarms.”
He started to climb out of the gutter but pretended
to slip.

Helplessly, he held out his hands. “I seem to be
mired in my work at the moment. Could I trouble
you to come down and see my permit?”’

The guard nodded, although he wrinkled his nose
at the pungent odors emanating from the cesspool.
Wislok watched him descend the stairs, waiting to
see if he would use his communicator to alert the
centurions. When he didn’t, Wislok relaxed. He
didn’t smile at the man; that would have been too
familiar with an underling, but he assumed an air of
patience.

The officer approached, and Wislok fumbled in
his equipment belt. “I have the document here.” He
produced a fiber scroll with one hand and a tubular
device with the other, then he pretended to slip
backward, forcing the guard to come even closer.
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From the corner of his eye, he saw Hasmek pressed
against the grimy sewer wall, his dark eyes wide and
- unflinching.
: As the guard bent over the gutter to get the scroll,
- Wislok lifted his laser scalpel, applied pressure with
- his thumb, and generated a pinpoint laser beam
. thirty centimeters long. He slipped the beam into
. the guard’s left ventricle before the man even felt the
pain. The guard stared wild-eyed and gasped, and
Wislok grabbed his son and dragged him out of the
way an instant before the man tumbled into the
- sewer. His body jerked and rolled over, then it began
. to float away with the refuse.
i) “He died swiftly,” Wislok assured his son, putting
~  his laser scalpel away.
| The boy gulped. “Did you have to kill him?”
' Wislok’s patience began to snap, and he turned
angrily on the seven-year-old. “Stop behaving like
a...” A what, thought the father guiltily. A child?
. He put his hands over his weary eyes for a moment,
. and then he began again. “This is a meaningful
experiment, Hasmek. The risks are high, but so are
the rewards.”
| The boy nodded solemnly, and it wasn’t a me-
chanical nod. He is truly wise beyond his years,
Wislok noted with renewed hope of success. It would
i take wisdom, perseverance, and ruthlessness to com-
plete this experiment—an experiment that would
require two decades to yield results.

Wislok gently lifted his boy out of the sewer and
set him on the catwalk, then he dragged himself out.
Their brocaded suits were filthy, and he hoped that
Pardek had left them clean clothes in the shuttlecraft

5

E—-'-'-vi*—-r-4~



john Vornholt

as planned. Wislok sighed. He realized that he might
as well be honest with himself. He wasn’t worried
about Pardek so much as he was worried about their
Vuican “allies.” Even though Pardek knew Sarek
and Spock personally and vouched for them, Wislok
was putting his son’s life in the hands of strangers
from the dreaded Federation. He had good reason to
be concerned.

Fortunately, the Romulan had three older sons, so
he could afford to endanger the youngest on a risky
venture such as this. He pushed the boy along the
narrow catwalk. “No more talk. We must hurry.”

James T. Kirk sat on the bridge of the submersible
sport-fishing boat Cataluna, watching his float bob
upward through turquoise water that shimmered in
a porthole above his head. If he had wanted, he
could have plunged his hand into the water, which
was held at bay by forcefields and air pressure, but
he was content just to fish. The twenty-meter-long
vessel was constructed of a translucent material, so
they were surrounded by sun-streaked water and
majestic schools of sea creatures.

Kirk looked down and could see not only his
instruments but also the deck below him. In the
bow, Uhura and Spock were operating the sounding
device and fish locator, which were tasks they found
more interesting than actually fishing. Dr. “Bones™
McCoy was sitting in the stern of the ship, doggedly
fishing through a hole in the bottom of the boat,
even though he could have fished through the hull or
the upper deck. Only Kirk had caught anything big
enough to keep—two plump raylike fish with three
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eyes topside and two mouths on the bottom—and
he intended to eat them both.

He could see Bones glancing his way and looking
grumpy, and he figured the good doctor would pay
him a visit on the bridge very soon. Sure enough,
Bones rose to his feet, careful not to stick his head
through a pool of suspended water, and stepped
gingerly upon the ladder.

Kirk smiled at his friend’s approach. “You’ll never
catch anything but bottom-feeders that way.”

McCoy pointedly ignored the comment as he
stepped onto the clear deck. He looked disapprov-
ingly at Kirk’s line suspended above his head into
the wavering water. “This is unnatural. Why can’t
we use a surface boat?”

The captain shook his head with amusement.
“Bones, you live in a ship surrounded by an endless
void, and a little water makes you nervous?”

McCoy’s attempt to suppress a smile was only
partially successful. “I am accustomed to that void,
Captain,” he said with a false pomposity that imme-
diately deflated. “I just can’t get used to this one.”

“Doctor, may I remind you that this is supposed
to be rest and recreation.” Kirk tugged on his line to
give his lure a bit of movement.

McCoy sunk into the co-pilot’s seat. “Well, I'm
neither rested nor recreated. It’s not easy to relax
when we don’t know what’s going to become of us.
Are we going to be kicked out, or given medals?
What about the Enterprise—is she going to be
scrapped?”’

Kirk’s face drooped at the last suggestion, and he
looked most of his sixty years. “I don’t know, Bones.
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I’m not sure I want to run around the galaxy
anymore, but I don’t want to see the Enterprise
floating in a junkyard either.”

“It seems to me like we’re hiding out down here,”
grumbled McCoy, casting a jaundiced eye at the
captain. ““You know, Jim, Pacifica is a big planet—
there are cafes, concert halls, and restaurants. If
Starfleet won’t give us anything to do, can’t we at
least have a look around?”

The captain shook his head. “There are too many
reporters on the islands, and all they want to talk
about is Khitomer, the trial, or those damn whales.
But you go topside if you want to, Bones. It’s not fair
to keep you cooped up with me, if you want to go out
on the town.”

“By myself?” Bones scowled and shook his head.
He took a flask out of his hip pocket and smelled its
contents before he took a sip. “It’s not fair. They get
you out of retirement, run you ragged, then want to
put you back on the shelf.”

The doctor offered the flask to Kirk, but he waved
it off. “Remember what MacArthur said about old
soldiers never dying—"

McCoy nodded somberly. “Yes, I remember. And
I can tell you right now that I'm nowhere near ready
to fade away.”

“Hear, hear,” said Kirk with an affectionate smile.
A moment later he grew serious. “If we started
fading away, would we even know it?”

He heard Spock’s footsteps on the ladder and
turned to see the Vulcan pass through the translu-
cent hatch. “That is an illogical metaphor. Human-
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oid life forms do not fade away—energy is always
converted into another form of energy.”

“And you should know,” said McCoy with a
smirk.

Spock ignored him. “There are only two states—
active and inactive.”

“And this feels like inactivity, doesn’t it?”” asked
Kirk. “Let’s find ourselves a better fishin’ hole. Dr.
McCoy, turn off the forcefield anchor, will you?”’

“Aye, aye, sir!” McCoy capped his flask and bent
over the co-pilot’s instrument panel. “Anchors
aweigh.”

“Captain!” called Uhura from the lower deck.
“Don’t forget the fishing lines!”

Kirk nodded gratefully. “Thank you, Command-
er. Would you please reel in Dr. Mc oy’s line—
you’re the closest.”

“Certainly, Captain.” The serene dark-skinned
woman hiked to the stern of the boat and reeled in a
few handfuls of line to get the hook off the bottom.
Then she turned on the automatic winch, and the
fishing line reeled slowly into a receptacle.

Suddenly the line went taut, and the ship jerked.
McCoy was thrown off his feet, and Kirk gripped
his armrests instinctively. It felt as if they were
back in space, except instead of stars, Kirk saw a
leviathan rise from the depths and become engulfed
in an eruption of sand. The beast was as big as the
submersible, twenty meters long, and it looked like a
flounder—flat except for a frill of delicate-looking
fins.

The sea monster appeared to be moving slowly,
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but its pace was deceptive. It curled upward, drag-
ging the ship, and the crew members were knocked
off their feet once more. Uhura had the presence of
mind to stop the winch and release the line, but it
couldn’t unreel fast enough. The giant fish hauled
the submarine upward, and a splash of salty water
hit Kirk in the face. He looked up to see water
churning in the porthole above his head.

“Close all ports!” shouted Kirk. “Drop anchor!”

Spock took over at the co-pilot’s instrument pan-
el. “I am unable to reapply the forcefield, Captain,
but I am closing the ports.”

The porthole above Kirk snapped shut, shearing
off his fishing line. He looked around and saw that
all the portholes were closed, except for the active
one, and the ship was listing badly.

“Get out of there, Uhura!” he shouted down to
the lower deck. She scurried up the ladder, and upon
reaching the upper deck she slammed down the
hatch and twisted it shut. Kirk turned on the engines
and threw the ship into reverse. He’d be damned if
he’d let some big fish drag his boat around the
bottom of the ocean.

McCoy sat up and grinned at him. “Let’s see if
you can reel him in.”

Kirk scowled. “If you think I’'m going to bring that
fish in, you’re crazy!” He blinked at Spock. “How
long would it take?”

“It would take at least an hour to subdue that
creature,” said Spock, “with a high probability of
failure.”

Out of breath, Uhura slumped to the deck beside
them. “The line will run out if we don’t lock it.”
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“If we move toward him, we’ll put some slack in
the line,” said Kirk, wrestling with the controls. At
that moment, his wrist communicator chirped.

“Blast it,” muttered Kirk. “Spock, take over.”

The Vulcan dutifully slid into the co-pilot’s seat
and grabbed the stick. “Orders, Captain?”’

“Follow the fish,” echoed Kirk, “and keep some
slack in the line.” He lifted his arm and spoke into
his communicator. “Kirk here.”

“Brace yeself, Captain,” said Scotty in his clipped
accent. “We’ve gotten orders from Starfleet.”

Kirk bolted upright in his seat, and McCoy
blinked at him. Uhura moved, and Spock listened as
he deftly piloted the submersible in pursuit of the
giant sea creature. ‘““You’ve got our attention,” said
Kirk, “what are the orders?”

“The Enterprise is relieved from active duty, but
she is assigned for special duty to the diplomatic
corps, under the direction of Ambassador Sarek.”

Kirk glanced at Spock, who cocked an eyebrow at
the news that his father was now their superior.

Scotty went on, “Ambassador Sarek is on his way
to brief us, an’ he wants to be met by just yourself
and Captain Spock. But he’s not comin’ alone—he
has spare parts and a crew of forty-two, all for us!
It’s not a full complement, to be sure, but it’s enough
to keep the boilers stoked. We may not be the
flagship of the fleet anymore, Captain, but we’re still
in business!”

The captain could hear the excitement in Scotty’s
voice. “How soon will Sarek be here?” asked Kirk.

“Inside of two hours.”

“Good, we’ve got time to pilot this bucket back to
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shore. Stand by to beam us up in one hour. Kirk
out.”

“Get closer!” said McCoy, leaning over Spock’s
shoulder. “We’ve got to ree/ him in. I'll get the line.”

“Belay that order,” snapped Kirk. “Back up
slowly and let the line run out.” Spock said nothing
as he reversed the craft.

McCoy stared at Kirk in astonishment. “You’re
going to let him get away, aren’t you? My fish!”

“Just think, Bones, when you tell them about the
one that got away, your arms won’t even be long
enough.” He slapped his friend on the back, but
McCoy still looked glum.

As Spock piloted the submersible on a gradual
course of withdrawal, the majestic creature faded
from view. Kirk looked down through the clear deck
to watch the reel unwind in fits and starts. Finally
the line snapped off and disappeared into the sun-
drenched turquoise sea.

“Closing the stern porthole,” said Spock. “Would
you like me to set course for shore?”’

“Go ahead,” said the captain, taking a breath.

McCoy shook his head with disappointment.
“There was a time, Jim, when you would have reeled
him in.”

Kirk gave his old friend a wistful smile. “We all
have to grow up sometime.”

Captain Spock snapped to attention as his father
materialized on the transporter platform aboard the
Enterprise NCC-1701-A. He understood that Sarek
was not coming to visit him, per se, but was there
in his official capacity, and Spock could easily sep-
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arate these two distinct roles of the Vulcan states-
man. He stepped out from behind the transporter
controls and nodded cordially. Spock would treat
their distinguished visitor with the same respectful
attitude that he would show any representative of
the Federation.

Captain Kirk was much more ebullient as he
stepped forward and held out his hand. “Ambassa-
dor, good to see you again!”

“Captain Kirk,” said Sarek with as much warmth
as he could muster, which wasn’t much. “I am glad
to see that you are well and recovered from your
recent travails.”

Kirk smiled. “I’m never turning myself over to the
Klingons again.”

“Those were unfortunate circumstances,” said
Sarek. “However, you admirably demonstrated that
the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.
Thanks to the actions of you, Dr. McCoy, and your
crew, a disaster was averted.”

“All in a day’s work.”

At last, Sarek turned to his son. Except for the
graying hair, he was little changed from the man
Spock had known his entire life. A handsome,
robust man, Sarek was only 138 years old, still in the
prime of life for a Vulcan.

“Captain Spock,” said Sarek in a cordial tone. I
have not fully thanked you for your part in saving
the conference at Khitomer.”

Spock cocked his head. “It was only logical to
make peace with the Klingons.”

“And do you believe it is equally logical to seek
peace with the Romulans?”” asked Sarek. The ambas-
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sador turned to Captain Kirk, whose mouth was
dropping open.

“First the Klingons, now the Romulans?” he
asked. “Are we going to make friends with every-
body?”

“In essence, Captain, that is precisely what we are
doing. In a way, your new assignment is more
important than a mere treaty, because it will set in
motion events that will eventually lead to the unifi-
cation of Vulcans and Romulans.”

Silence greeted Sarek’s remark. Spock quickly
looked over at Kirk, who appeared anxious to ques-
tion the ambassador further. The Vulcan nodded
slightly in the direction of his commanding officer
and friend and was gratified to see an expression of
understanding on Kirk’s face. They would talk later.
But now Spock had questions of his own for his
father. ““Have our discussions with Pardek yielded
results?”” he asked.

“Possibilities,” Sarek replied. He looked around,
as if doubting that the transporter room of the
Enterprise was secure enough to contain this conver-
sation. “These matters must remain secret for a
time, as few Romulans can risk discussing the theory
that both our races are descended from the same
ancestors.”

Spock nodded. “One can understand why; the
data on our common ancestors is mostly apocry-
phal. Genetic tests have also proven inconclusive.”

“Yes,” agreed Sarek. “We need a stronger test, one
that will convince the Vulcan Science Academy to
back our plans. With the Vulcan Science Academy
on our side, we can proceed to the next logical step;

14



j_i

MIND MELD

without them, we will not even receive a hearing. We
need proof that goes beyond mere biology—to the
core of what it means to be a Vulcan.”

The ambassador’s expression changed slightly,
not so much that Kirk would notice, but Spock
realized that they were about to discuss something
personal.

Sarek gazed at his son. “I asked the two of you to
meet me alone, because we have both family matters
and ritual matters to discuss. They directly affect
this mission. Normally, outworlders would not be
privileged to hear this information, but Captain
Kirk participated in your koon-ut-kal-if-fee, and the
fal-tor-pan which restored you to us. He has demon-
strated his respect for our traditions.”

“Ambassador Sarek, I appreciate your confi-
dence,” said Kirk, “and since you have placed so
much trust in me, I feel I must speak frankly. I don’t
think you should make any kind of deal with the
Romulans. They may look like Vulcans, but your
cultures are quite literally worlds apart.”

Sarek smoothed a wrinkle out of his robes. “That
remains to be seen, Captain. We were once much
like the Romulans—Dbrutal, treacherous—until we
learned to control our emotions.”

He looked intently at Captain Kirk. “We have a
unique opportunity. High Priestess T°Lar has agreed
to perform the koon-ut-la ceremony between a Vul-
can female and a Romulan male. If these children go
through pon farr in the seventh year of their adult
life, we will know that the similarities between
Vulcans and Romulans are far deeper than appear-
ance. The Vulcan Science Academy will be forced to
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give serious attention to our theory, and so will
open-minded factions on Romulus and Remus.”

Spock suddenly realized why he and the Enter-
prise had been chosen for this assignment. “Teska,”
he said.

“Yes, your niece.”

Spock bowed to his father. “I will be honored to
perform my duties as pele-ut-la.”

“What is that?” Kirk asked warily.

Sarek replied, “The role of pele-ut-la, or chaper-
one, is a traditional duty for an uncle. But since the
child has no uncles, I have arranged for Spock to
serve instead. One complication is that Teska’s par-
ents are dead, and she is living with her grandfather,
Sopeg, who teaches geology at Starfleet Academy.
Spock must accompany Teska from Earth to Vulcan
with a stop on the way, and he needs the Enterprise
for that. The boy and his father are coming to
Vulcan by a circuitous route, and we must be ready
when they arrive.”

“Wait a minute,” said Kirk, holding up his hands.
“You’re betting the whole idea of reunification be-
tween Vulcans and Romulans on whether these two
children, who have never met each other, go through
with a marriage when they grow up?”

“There are significant risks,” Sarek acknowl-
edged. “If they fail, our cause will be set back
decades. Perhaps Vulcans and Romulans will never
be unified, because we may never have a priestess
with the stature of T’Lar who is willing to officiate.”

He continued, “If a Romulan suffers the effects of
pon farr, it would convince Romulans, Vulcans, and
even doubtful humans that we are biologically simi-
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lar. We are depending upon you, Captain—this
ceremony must take place.”

Kirk scratched his chin and looked at his old
friend. “What do you think of this, Spock?”

The Vulcan answered slowly. “As we are all aware,
a koon-ut-la ceremony does not guarantee a success-
ful partnership. In my case, it was unsuccessful.
Therefore, I would be most impressed if the ceremo-
ny resulted in a successful marriage. It would prove
the viability of unification.”

“The probability of success is unknown,” said
Sarek. “However, the presence of T'Lar will afford
the young couple the best possible opportunity. As
you and few outsiders know, Captain, it is the high
priestess who must fuse their minds in a ceremony
that will, at the proper time, drive them to plak-tow,
the blood fever.”

“I am familiar with the blood fever,” said Kirk
quietly. If Spock were not Vulcan, he would have
winced at the memory of the blood fever that
gripped him during his first tour of duty aboard the
Enterprise. Kirk had risked his career, then his life,
to bring him through the turmoil of pon farr. Most of
it was a blur to Spock, except for the memories of
helplessness, anger, and rejection, followed by de-
spair when he thought he had killed his captain. The
only thing that was always clear to Spock about that
terrible time was that he owed Jim Kirk his life.

“Captain, you may want to attend their mar-
riage,” Spock told his friend. “It could be the
beginning of the most important event in Vulcan
and Romulan history.”

Kirk smiled. “I’ll check my schedule and see what

17



John Vornholt

I'm doing in twenty-one years.” He grew more
serious. “I take it we shouldn’t tell the crew about
this mission.”

“I would prefer you did not,” answered Sarek,
“unless it is necessary. As cover for this mission, you
are also transporting a group of Rigelians who have
been involved in talks on Earth. Taking the Ri-
gelians home to Rigel V should not inconvenience
you, and it will allay suspicion.”

Kirk smiled. “I see. Rigelians also look a lot like
Vulcans, and you’re counting on the girl blending in
with them.”

“Yes,” agreed Sarek, “and there is another matter.
The Rigelians are under investigation for practices
that are forbidden under Federation laws. If these
charges are true, we will not renew their trade
agreements, and their membership in the Federation
may be revoked. This delegation did not get the
reassurances they sought, and they may be agitated.
I do not wish to involve you in these matters, but I
feel it safe to warn you—the Rigelians are not as
reserved as Vulcans, and they may seek your aid.”

“We’ll stay neutral,” said Kirk. “And we’ll keep
our eyes open.”

The venerable Vulcan nodded. “I must take my
leave. There are more negotiations with the Kling-
ons at Camp Khitomer, even talk of a Klingon
settlement there. Shall we beam your new crew
members aboard?”

“Please,” said Kirk crisply. “The old crew mem-
bers are just itching to delegate a little work.”

Sarek nodded and turned to Spock. His face
remained immobile, but Spock could feel a oneness
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with his father as he held up his right hand in the
traditional, open-handed Vulcan salute. “Live long
and prosper.”

“May our paths soon cross again,” replied Spock
with the same salute.

As the ambassador climbed upon the transporter
platform, the Starfleet officer strode behind the
controls. For years, diverse interests and careers had
kept father and son apart—now they saw each other
more frequently, often working for the same causes.
Over the years, Spock had become something of a
diplomat, and Sarek had become as much a repre-
sentative of the Federation as he was for the planet
Vulcan. Remembering the years when they hadn’t
spoken to one another, Spock took considerable
gratification in the meshing of their lives and ca-
reers.

“Energize when ready,” said Sarek.

“Yes, Father.” Spock’s deft fingers worked the
controls and converted Sarek’s molecules into a
column of sparkling lights. A moment later the
renowned diplomat was gone.
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Chapter Two

A CHIME SOUNDED over the ship’s intercom, and the
captain’s precise voice followed: “To all hands, the
Enterprise is now in standard orbit around Earth.
My commendations to the new crew members for a
job well done on our first journey together. I wish I
could give you all shore leave, but we will only be
here long enough to pick up passengers. The Ri-
gelians have been involved in difficult trade talks, so
let’s make sure they have a quiet trip with lots of
privacy. Captain Spock, I will meet you in the
transporter room.”

Spock nodded automatically, although he was
alone in his austere quarters. He looked back at the
computer screen on his desk to see the visage of a
seven-year-old Vulcan female. Her face was impish,
elflike, and her ears appeared large, even for a
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Vulcan. Shiny bangs pointed the way to luminous
black eyes, which showed a marked degree of intelli-
gence.

He had seen Teska twice in the four years she had
lived on Earth. Now he regretted not spending more
time with the girl, although his life had been rather
eventful of late. He should have remembered that
her koon-ut-la was coming soon—even without the
Romulan involvement, he would still have served as
her chaperone.

Putting these concerns out of his mind, Spock
turned off the computer screen and looked in the
mirror. He saw a Vulcan male of middle age—tall,
gaunt, and stern. There was no indication whatsoev-
er that he was half-human, which suited Spock; only
he knew the trials it had taken to achieve that state.
The Vulcan straightened the collar of his maroon
uniform jacket and headed toward the door, which
opened at his approach.

A few minutes later Spock walked into the trans-
porter room and found Captain Kirk and Com-
mander Scott waiting for him. Scotty was in his
usual place behind the transporter controls, and he
gave Spock a jovial smile. “Good day, Captain
Spock.”

“Mr. Scott,” replied the Vulcan with a nod. “I
presume from your demeanor that you are satisfied
with the performance of the crew.”

“An’ right you’d be. They’ve got a lot of silly
theory in their heads, but we’ll soon replace it with
practical experience. The Academy is still turnin’
out a good grade of officer.”
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“They seem awfully young to me,” said Kirk
wistfully.

“You are about to meet someone even younger,”
replied Spock as he climbed upon the transporter
platform.

Kirk stepped on after him. “Yes, I'm looking
forward to it. I haven’t met many Vulcan children.”

“Neither have I,”” answered Spock. “Not since I
was a child.”

“Your party is waiting for you on the campus
green,” said Scotty. “I’ve entered the coordinates.”

“Beam us down,” ordered Kirk.

Spock felt a slight tingle as his molecules were
scattered and rearranged, and the view in front of
him changed from the sterile surroundings of the
transporter room to a lovely commons area in the
center of the Starfleet Academy campus. The
smooth lines of the Academy buildings surrounded
them, yet the buildings were dwarfed by the sky-
scrapers of San Francisco and the vast ocean be-
yond. It was a cool day in March, and the air was
bracing and salty. Several cadets and instructors
hurried past them, paying little attention to two
people materializing in the middle of the green.

From the midst of the scurrying pedestrians, two
people walked slowly toward them—a thin Vulcan
male about the age of Spock’s father and the seven-
year-old, Teska. She was smaller than Spock imag-
ined she would be, but he reminded himself that
Vulcan children seldom had a growth spurt until
they reached their teen years. He was more accus-
tomed to seeing human children, who were often
quite tall by the age of seven. Teska’s demeanor was
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properly reserved, and Spock nodded with approval
at her approach.

“Pele-ut-la,” said the girl in a lilting voice, “we
meet in the appointed time and place.”

“Koon-ut-la,” replied Spock, “possessor of the
flame which burns from the time of the beginning, I
am your servant.” He bowed reverently, and the girl
bowed back.

Now that the official greeting was over, the older
Vulcan turned to Captain Kirk. “I am Sopeg, a
teacher here at the Academy.”

“Captain James T. Kirk,” answered the human,
“of the Enterprise.”

“Curious,” said Sopeg, “I thought you were pro-
moted to admiral.”

“I was for a while, but they came to their senses.”
Kirk turned to the little girl and smiled. “And you
must be Teska.”

“Obviously,” she agreed. “I have been reading
about your exploits, Captain Kirk, and it is an honor
to meet you. You are very courageous.”

“I’'m glad to meet you, too,” answered Kirk. “But
I’'m not sure I would have the courage to do what
you’re about to do.”

Sopeg looked thoughtful. “It is unusual for an
outworlder to know about our ceremonies.”

“Captain Kirk has made many important jour-
neys with me to Vulcan,” said Spock. “He is not an
outworlder, but a friend.”

“I understand,” said the elder Vulcan. “I know
much more about Earth and its customs than I ever
thought I would know. Just two days ago, I attended
a hockey game. Very enlightening. Captain Kirk,
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could I have a few moments to talk privately with
Spock?”

Kirk checked the chronometer on his wrist com-
municator. “I don’t see why not. The Rigelians were
supposed to meet us here by now, but they’re
running late.”

Spock replied, “You will find that Rigelians are
not as punctual as Vulcans.”

“Who is?” answered Kirk. ‘““Take as much time as
you need. Teska and I will chat.”

The two Vulcan men ambled down the sidewalk
about twenty meters and stopped. Spock waited
patiently for Sopeg to tell that which needed privacy
to be told.

The elder Vulcan glanced over his shoulder at
Teska and Kirk. “She is a bright child,” he began,
“and she does well in her studies. I have done the
best I can these past four years to see that her
training is adequate, but she spends many hours a
day with non-Vulcans. She has been exposed to more
outside influences than a typical Vulcan child of her
age.”

Spock raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying that her
training has been corrupted?”

“As you can see, she knows how to behave cor-
rectly, but she also knows how to behave incorrectly.
A few times, I have caught her mimicking humans,
quite well, I might add. I am aware of what she does
in my presence, but I am unaware of what she does
around others.”

“I see.” Now Spock glanced over his shoulder at
the middle-aged captain and the young Vulcan.
Indeed, the two of them were chatting quite amica-
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bly, and it was clear that Teska had little of the
reticence typical of her race. Around humans, a
typical Vulcan child would behave more or less like a
statue. But Teska had spent her formative years
among humans; like himself, she had a special bond
with them.

Spock turned to the elder Vulcan. “Sopeg, we do
not see one another often, but you are my kinsman.
Therefore, I can speak frankly. The task that Teska is
being asked to perform is so difficult that it requires
an exceptional person, and the probability of failure
is quite high. It was Sarek’s decision that she partake

- in this great experiment, and her experience with
~ other species will serve her well.”

] Sopeg nodded solemnly. “I see much of your
- father in you and your reasoning. We must be tested
*  to the fullest if we are to achieve greatness. I can see
why you have accomplished so much.”

“As the humans say, I was often in the right place
~ at the right time. This is one of those right places
and times, and we must proceed without hesitation.
Does Teska know she is marrying a Romulan?”

' “I have told her,” answered Sopeg. “I am not sure
if she understands the full ramifications of that
decision.”

“Decades will pass before we complete this
work,” observed Spock. “In the meantime, we must
be concerned about Teska’s long-term development.
Is it possible that she could remain on Vulcan after
the koon-ut-la?”

“I have thought about this,” answered the profes-
sor. “Our family is small and widely scattered, and
there is no one presently on Vulcan. I know you
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could have your choice of assignments, and Teska
could remain with you if you were to stay on
Vulcan.”

Spock lifted an eyebrow. “My plans are not final-
ized, but I will give it consideration. Is there no one
else?”

“No. But there is always the pak-or-tuk.”

Adoption, thought Spock, translating the term into
the Federation equivalent. Of course, many families
would accept a child of Teska’s heritage, but adop-
tion was a very difficult procedure on Vulcan, requir-
ing perfect harmony within the family and the
ministrations of a high priestess such as T’Lar. It
was nearly as tricky as the ceremony they were about
to undertake.

“We can delay that decision until after the koon-
ut-la,” said Spock. He lifted his hand in the Vulcan
salute. “Live long and prosper, Sopeg, and thank you
for your diligence on behalf of Teska.”

“lI did what was necessary,” the older Vulcan
replied.

Spock and Sopeg strolled back toward Kirk and
Teska, who stopped their conversation to wait for
them. Spock looked for signs of emotion on the face
of the girl, who must have known what was coming
next. The only adult caretaker she could remember
was about to hand her over to an obscure uncle, who
was about to hand her over to a stranger from
another race.

In some respects, she was following in the foot-
steps of Sarek, who had taken a human wife and
pioneered intimate Vulcan-human relations. But
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Sarek had made that decision as an adult, after his
first wife had died; Teska was a child who had been
volunteered by her family. Her sacrifice made Spock
somewhat uneasy.

Teska’s face remained impassive as Sopeg held up
a withered hand in the well-known salute. “Grand-
daughter, live long and prosper.”

Teska held up a smooth little hand which trem-
bled slightly. “The same to you, Grandfather. When
shall I see you again?”’

“That is unknown,” answered Sopeg. “Obey your
uncle.” He turned on his heel and walked away,
never looking back at his young charge.

Spock watched Teska carefully now. An outward
show of emotion would demonstrate that her early
training was considerably corrupted. The girl’s face
remained impassive, but her lustrous dark eyes
looked downcast. Then she lifted her chin with
determination and cast off the fleeting emotion.

Spock was satisfied with her behavior.

“I"d suggest we get going,” said Kirk, “but our
other passengers aren’t here yet. Teska, are you
aware that we’re traveling with a group of Ri-
gelians?”

“I have been told this,” answered Teska, ‘“but not
the reason.”

“Well,” answered Kirk, glancing around, “we’re
not going to lie and say you’re one of the Rigelians,
but we’re not going to dissuade anyone from that
notion either. Do you understand?”

“Subterfuge,” answered Teska.

Spock pursed his lips. “Indeed.”
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Kirk cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Uh,
Teska, you’ll like seeing the Rigel solar system—it
has a—”

“A blue giant sun,” Teska finished. “From Earth,
it is visible with the naked eye in the constellation of
Orion.”

“Cute kid,” muttered Kirk. He peered into the
distance. “I think I see our passengers.”

Spock followed Kirk’s gaze and saw an odd band
of black-suited, sallow-skinned humanoids come
strolling around the corner of a building. They
looked lost and uncertain, until one of them—a
voluptuous woman wearing a form-hugging
jumpsuit—spotted Kirk and led the way. Spock
counted four men, four women, and four children.
This symmetrical number was due, no doubt, to the
Rigelian fascination with numerology. Each mem-
ber of the group wore simple black clothing. The
outfits differed only slightly in style.

At a glance, the Rigelians did appear to be identi-
cal to Romulans and Vulcans, but there was some-
thing alien about them—perhaps the way they
carried themselves. They possessed none of the
discipline common to Vulcans and Romulans. Like
humans, they were not afraid to look foolish.

“They have children,” said Kirk. “That’s handy.”

“When my father makes arrangements, they are
usually quite thorough,” observed Spock.

“I have read that Rigelians believe in group mar-
riage,” said Teska.

Spock nodded, impressed by her knowledge. *““Yes,
most Rigelians practice group marriage. Three of
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the women, two of the men, and all of the children
are from the Heart Clan, who represent the rural
craft guilds of Rigel V. However, the most important
person in the group is Ambassador Denker, the man
on the left.”

Kirk smiled. “Who’s the gorgeous woman in the

E lead?”
l “That would be Vitra, a wealthy industrialist.” At
Kirk’s grin, he added, “And former prostitute. In
fact, she prefers to be called Madame Vitra.”

The captain shook his head. “The Rigelians aren’t
much like Vulcans, are they?”

s “No, they are not,” answered Spock. “Physically
©  we are similar, but the Rigelians have demonstrated
i'v no appreciable telepathic abilities. They are super-
. stitious, emotional, and deeply rooted to an agrarian
- lifestyle and precious-metal economy. They are what
L humans would describe as ‘earthy.””” Kirk looked
- surprised. “No offense intended,” Spock added.

' “None taken,” replied Kirk with a smile.

The party of Rigelians strolled haphazardly along
the sidewalk, with the children lagging behind. A
slim woman wearing a flowing black skirt dropped
- back to round up the children. The children hopped
* swiftly at her urging and were soon at the front of the
- pack, so she turned her attention to the young
- women in the group. She had them tying back their
long hair as they approached, which was the sort of
preening a Vulcan woman would never do. The
]L woman’s actions reminded Spock of an alpha mare

in a herd of horses, nipping and prodding the others
into obedience.
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Captain Kirk smiled charmingly, sucked in his
stomach, and made a beeline for the woman in the
clinging jumpsuit. “Madame Vitra, I presume?”

“Yes.” Her black hair flowed in an unruly mane
from a face that wasn’t young but was heavily
altered by cosmetics. “Are you the famous Captain
Kirk?”

“I am,” he assured her. As the others caught up,
Kirk turned to the leader of the delegation. “Ambas-
sador Denker, we are honored.”

The ambassador was a rugged-looking man in a
tailored black suit, and he was not as quick to smile
as the others. “Captain Kirk, 1 appreciate your
willingness to take us home, but can we make the
introductions short and get right to our cabins? I'm
tired, and I have a report to write.”

“Of course,” answered Kirk, nonplussed. “This is
Captain Spock and his niece, Teska.”

Denker nodded curtly. “A pleasure. You have met
Madame Vitra, and this is her champion, Mondral.”
Spock looked at the tall muscular Rigelian hovering
behind Madame Vitra and realized that ‘“‘champi-
on” was a euphemism for “bodyguard.” The impas-
sive expression on Mondral’s face would have suited
any Vulcan or Romulan.

The ambassador motioned to the family huddled
behind the others. “This is the Heart Clan—Hanua,
Dilni, Espera, Rassero, Hemopar, and their chil-
dren.”

The slim woman whom Spock had observed earli-
er looked directly at him. Their gazes connected for
a moment, and he was surprised at the carefree
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mirth in her dark eyes. Unlike Madame Vitra, her
complexion was healthy and natural.
“It is our immense pleasure,” said Hanua with a
smile. “We never dreamed we would be traveling in
. any ship so grand as the Enterprise.”
; “After what she’s been through,” said Kirk, “the
~ Enterprise is not so grand anymore. But she still does
the job.”
. A female Rigelian child stepped warily toward

Teska. “Where are you from?”

{ “I am from Vulcan, although I live here on Earth.”
~ Teska glanced at Spock. “Perhaps it is more accurate
- to say I lived here.”

“I like it on Earth,” said the Rigelian girl with a

grin. “They have pretty birds that sing a lot. I'm
- Falona.”

: “Teska,” answered the Vulcan.

“We should be going, Captain,” Spock said.

“Yes, yes,” answered Kirk. He made a quick head
. count and tapped his wrist communicator. “Kirk to
. Enterprise. Fifteen of us to beam up.”

“Scott here,” came the welcoming voice. “We
- kenna take you all at once, so we’ll beam up the
children first. Locking on to their life signs.”

The children huddled around Hanua, who gently
lined them up. “Space yourselves out, there’s noth-
ing to fear. First Starfleet Academy, and now the
. Enterprise—what a day you’ve had!” With her reas-
suring voice ringing in their ears, the children stood
~ calmly while their molecules were scrambled and
- beamed to the ship in orbit. Teska stood at attention

until her slight form disappeared altogether.
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Madame Vitra reached out to take Kirk’s arm.
“Captain, I trust you will be dining with us to-
night?”

“Of course,” he answered with a smile. “I
wouldn’t miss it.”

“Captain,” said Denker, “the passenger transport
was four days getting here, with scheduled stops.
How long will the journey take aboard the Enter-
prise?”

“Less than two days,” answered Kirk.

Vitra batted her long dark eyelashes at him. “You
can take your time, Captain. We’re in no hurry.”

“Speak for yourself,” muttered Denker.

Kirk glanced at Spock and smiled, and the Vulcan
could tell that his friend was amused to see people
who resembled Vulcans bickering like humans.
Spock, on the other hand, was uncertain that the
Rigelians were a proper influence on young Teska,
but he supposed she could survive a few days with
them.

Scotty’s voice chimed over the communicator.
“I'm ready for the rest of you, Captain.”

“Proceed,” answered Kirk.

A few moments later Spock and Kirk stepped off
the transporter platform, followed by Hanua, Vitra,
Mondral, Denker, and the other four Rigelians. The
members of the Heart Clan were instantly greeted by
warm hugs from their children. Teska stood at
proper attention and gazed at Spock. He could
almost read her mind; she was questioning whether
a little affection was such a bad thing. He knew it
was. Vulcans had a savage history, which had rem-
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nants in their rituals. That history made it clear that
Vulcans were once addicted to emotion and vio-
lence. For them, there was no such thing as a little
bit.

Spock turned to find Kirk smiling at him. “Go on
and escort Teska to her quarters. Take your time,
Spock, we don’t need you on active duty.”

“Thank you,” replied Spock. He motioned to the
open door, and the seven-year-old started out.

“Teska!” called little Falona. “See you later?”

She glanced at Spock, then cocked her head at the
young Rigelian. “Perhaps.”

Uncle and niece spoke very little as they traveled
. the ship’s turbolifts and corridors. Teska continued
to deport herself with the correct demeanor, nod-
ding politely but impassively at the crew members
they passed. Still Spock could not get Sopeg’s warn-
ing out of his mind.

“Will you have any difficulty sleeping alone to-
.~ night?” he asked. “My quarters are directly across
the corridor from yours.”

“I require little sleep,”” she answered.

“You will need to rest for the ceremony.”

“Two days’ worth of rest?”” asked Teska. “Is it that
- hard?”

Spock cleared his throat, thinking that her turn of
phrase was more colloquial for Earth than Vulcan,
although it was a fair question. ‘““You will be severely
tested,” he answered. “But much good will come of
it. Here is your cabin.”

She studied the door with interest. “My own
cabin. That is more than I expected.”
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“Computer,” intoned Spock, “record voiceprint
of new occupant.” He nodded to Teska. “State your
name.”

“Teska,” she answered.

“Teska,” repeated the impersonal voice of the
computer. The door slid open with a whoosh.

Spock followed the child into the small but taste-
fully appointed crew quarters; the colors were
mostly mauve and gray, with renderings of the
Horsehead Nebula on the wall. Teska began to take
in her surroundings, until her eyes fixed on the
basket of thorns upon the desk. Inside was a pile of
withered red fruit, sun-dried into shriveled pellets.

“Ah, tono’pak berries!” said Teska, not hiding her
delight. She froze to the spot with a stricken look on
her face, knowing she had slipped.

Spock adjusted his face to a frown. “The tono’pak
berries are a symbol of the childhood that will
shrivel and die, to be born again in the heart of a
young woman. You must eat one every hour until the
koon-ut-la.”

She turned to Spock. “I have many questions
about this undertaking.”

“I assumed you would,” answered Spock. “I have
taken the liberty of stocking the computer with
selected readings from the Meditations of T 'Pau,
many of which pertain to your situation.”

Teska shook her head. “Are you not equally quali-
fied to answer my questions?”

“Certainly not as qualified as T’Pau,” said Spock.
He started for the door. “If you have any questions
about this material, I will help you to further your
research.” The door whooshed open at his approach.
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“What if it does not work?”

Spock froze in the doorway and turned around
slowly, his hunched shoulders straightening to atten-
tion. “What if what does not work?”

“The ritual, everything.” Teska paused as if
searching for the right words to continue. “It
sounds . . . unsettling—the blood fever, losing con-
trol, men fighting with each other. Uncle, I am aware
that your koon-ut-la was unsuccessful. And it seems
illogical to go through all of this for nothing.”

Spock swallowed dryly and pressed the panel
button, closing the door. He knew he was not going
to leave this room anytime soon, so he pulled up a
chair and sat across from the girl, who considered
him with a frankness that was disconcerting. Spock’s
chiseled features drooped a bit more than usual.

“You know about my failed marriage?”’ he asked.

“I do, Uncle. I was urged to study the family
histories. You fought the challenge over T’Pring, yet
you did not claim her, as was your right. I do not
understand.”

Spock tapped his mouth with the tips of his index
fingers. “You have asked several questions in one
breath, and I will need several breaths to answer.
The first thing to know is that the Vulcan way of
marriage is usually successful. Failures like mine are
rare. The Vulcan divorce rate is much lower than
that of humans, for example, who theoretically
choose their own mates and marry for love.”

Spock continued, “Secondly, my situation was
complicated by the fact that I was a Starfleet officer.
For that same reason I was estranged from my
father, and I did not return to Vulcan for several
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years. During that time I became rather well known
as first officer of the Enterprise, and T’Pring did not
want a husband who was an absentee public figure.
Even then, I saw the logic in her position. My failure
has nothing to do with your situation.”

“But I am marrying outside my race,” said Teska.

Spock’s expression softened. “I can personally
attest to the potential success of such a union. If
you’ve read our family histories, then you are aware
that my father is Sarek of Vulcan, and my mother is
Amanda of Earth. I am the product of an inter-
species marriage.”

To her credit, Teska did not look perturbed by this
news.

Spock took the opportunity her silence provided
to redirect the conversation.

“Have you any other questions?”

“What is pon farr like?”

Spock rose, went to the desk, and turned on the
computer screen. “I believe it is meditation sixteen,
passage seven, of T'Pau’s writings which describe
the sensations and the theories. But I have always
found every description to be lacking. And I expect
that after it has happened to you, you still will not be
able to describe it. Pon farr is the price we pay to
achieve mastery over our emotions the rest of the
time.”

“I understand,” said Teska, taking command of
the computer screen. “I am glad you will assist me,
Uncle.”

“Yes,” Spock answered thoughtfully. He had be-
gun to suspect a secondary reason for the selection
of Teska for this immense task. Himself. There was a
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high probability that the mental bonding with the
Romulan boy would not be successful and would not
produce the blood fever, let alone a lasting marriage.
Because Spock did not marry his betrothed, Teska
would not be totally surprised if such a thing hap-
pened to her. It was logical that they discuss this.

But before they could delve too deeply into the
wisdom of T’Pau, Spock heard muffled shouts out-
side the door in the corridor. He jumped to his feet
just as the chime sounded, rushed to the door, and
pushed the panel to open it.

Uhura stood outside the door. “Captain Spock, I
know you’re off-duty—"

“What is it, Commander?”

She pointed down the corridor. “Two of those
Rigelians—they’re trying to kill each other in the
recreation room!”
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Chapter Three

As Spock AND UHURA dashed down the corridor of
Deck Six, Spock could hear the shouts emanating
from Recreation Room Twelve. A knot of Starfleet
officers were gathered in the doorway, forcing him to
stop abruptly. Uhura cleared her throat, and the
officers stepped back, looking sheepishly at the vene-
rated Vulcan.

“Proceed to your stations,” ordered Spock.

“Yes, sir!” They rushed off, although a couple of
them stole glances into the recreation room, where
two Rigelian women were circling each other, amid
overturned tables and chairs. With cuts on their
faces, torn clothes, and disheveled hair, they looked
as though they were fighting to the death. Spock
recognized one of the combatants as Madame Vitra,
and the other was a member of the Heart Clan
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named Espera, who appeared to be several years
younger than her foe.

Hanua, Mondral, and a few more Rigelian passen-
gers were also present, and they were watching the
scrap with disturbing calm.

“Shall I call for backup security, Mr. Spock?”
asked Uhura.

“No, but stand by. We may need them yet.” The
Vulcan strode into the room and went directly to
Hanua. There appeared to be no point in talking to
the combatants.

“Please explain?” he said calmly.

Before she could answer, Vitra lunged for Espera
and tried to rip her face off. The younger woman
socked her in the thorax, and Vitra stumbled back-
ward, gasping for breath.

“Not much longer,” said Mondral.

“Am I going to receive an explanation?” asked
Spock.

Mondral straightened to his full height, which was
several centimeters taller and broader than the older
Vulcan. “Don’t interfere.”

“It is the grief frenzy,” explained Hanua. “We just
received word that Vitra’s husband died, and she is
in mourning. The frenzy will burn it out of her.
Don’t you have such a thing?”

“Not connected with grief,” answered Spock,
~ “which we do not experience. Shall I have Dr.
McCoy stand by?”

“No! No!” Vitra gasped as she staggered back-
ward. “I yield! The grief is past.”

Her foe nodded and slumped to her knees, breath-
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ing hard. Hanua instantly grabbed a pouch of medi-
cines and rushed to her kinswoman’s side. “You did
well, my wife, now breathe deeply. Captain Spock,
may we have more oxygen in this room?”

“Computer,” said Spock, “increase oxygen con-
tent in Recreation Room Twelve by five percent.”

“Increasing oxygen by five percent,” answered the
computer.

“Thank you,” said Hanua, dabbing what looked
like homemade ointment on a cut on Espera’s face.

Mondral draped a towel around Vitra’s shoulders
and helped her to her feet. Spock now saw why she
needed so much makeup—from the scars and
bruises on her face, it appeared that this was not her
first brawl.

Vitra wiped away a smear of olive-green blood
under her eye. “I’m sorry we alarmed you, Captain
Spock, but the death of my husband came as sudden
news. I have sixteen more husbands, but I was
particularly fond of Bonkuyo. He was one of my
oldest, and richest, spouses.”

She lovingly stroked Mondral’s face. “Now I have
an opening for a new husband. Or should I take a
wife?”

“A good accountant would be a better choice,”
said Mondral dryly.

“Always so practical.” She patted her champion’s
cheek and walked up to her opponent. “Thank you,
Espera, for releasing my grief. May I contribute to
the endowment of the Heart Clan in appreciation?”’

“As you wish.” Espera bowed in a servile fashion,
and Spock had the unpleasant sense that she was
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getting paid for her role in relieving Madame Vitra’s
grief.

| Vitra nodded to Mondral, and he escorted her out
of the recreation room without further discussion.
Uhura glanced at Spock, and he nodded; she
promptly followed the pair of Rigelians down the
corridor.

“We must seem like barbarians to you,” said
Hanua, as she picked up a chair and set it upright.
The other Rigelians also began to straighten the
room. One of them cleaned a few drops of green
blood off the deck.

Spock picked up a game table. “No, I have seen
barbarians, and you do not remind me of them.
Vitra does possess a combative spirit, however.”

“Yes,” agreed Hanua. “Do you suppose Captain
Kirk is safe with her?”

“I think the captain can look out for himself in
that regard.” Spock picked up a delicate three-
dimensional chessboard and set it on the table, but
the lower stand was broken, which made the board
wobbly.

“I'm sorry we broke it,” said Hanua. “Does it
mean something to you?”

He looked up at her, wondering if his thoughts
could be so transparent. Then again, he was holding
the broken chess stand very gently, as if prizing it.
He let go of it, and it fell apart in a clatter.

“When I was younger,” said Spock, “I used to play
three-dimensional chess for hours on end. There was
a notable lack of worthy opponents aboard the
Enterprise in those days.”
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Hanua began to reassemble the multilevel playing
board. “Would you like to play? I believe I can repair
this—I carry a fixative with me.”

“We have other boards,” said Spock.

“I insist,” replied Hanua with a smile. “After all,
we broke it.” She opened the black pouch that hung
from her skirt and produced a tube of fixative. Spock
watched as she deftly glued the broken stand togeth-
er. Within a matter of seconds, the three-
dimensional chessboard stood ready for play. The
other Rigelians finished cleaning the room and be-
gan to file out. Only Hanua stayed behind.

“I would like to play this game with you,” she
said. “Where are the pieces?”

“This would not be the most convenient time,”
said the Vulcan.

“Why not? 1 heard Captain Kirk say that you
weren’t needed on active duty. Are you afraid to play
me?”

Spock cocked an eyebrow at the notion. “I am
concerned about my niece, Teska. I left her waiting
in her quarters.”

“I’ll wager that she’s asleep,” said Hanua. “She
looked tired, and it’s been an exciting day.”

“She has more self-discipline than that. She is
supposed to be studying.”

“Sleep is a natural thing,” said the Rigelian. “It’s
healthy for young children to give in to it. She looked
tired to me, but if you’re afraid to check, that’s your
business.”

Spock furrowed his brow and looked at the slim
Rigelian woman, who gave him a warm smile. If
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Hanua were Vulcan, he would judge her to be about
forty-five years old. She was still of child-bearing
- age, and she evidently knew a great deal about
~ children. Spock had always thought that talking to
an expert was the quickest way to increase one’s
. knowledge about a foreign subject, so he resolved to
~ sit with Hanua of the Heart Clan for a few minutes.

Besides, there was a possibility that she was a
good chess player.

The Vulcan strode to the wall and pushed a
button. A compartment opened, revealing a set of

- black and white chess pieces shaped like space
vessels. Three-dimensional chess used the metaphor
of space travel, because it also dealt in movement
that was three-dimensional, not simply lateral.

“Can I be black?”” asked Hanua, sitting at the table
and tucking her black skirt under her legs.

“Certainly,” answered Spock, sitting across from
the woman. “Allow me to set the pieces. Do you
require an explanation of the game?”

“No, I’ve played it. We are avid games players in
the commune—every night there are a dozen games
of various sorts going on. It’s our reward after a hard
day’s work in the craft guild.”

“How large is the Heart Clan?” asked Spock.

“I have fourteen children and fourteen spouses,”
answered Hanua with some pride. “I had more, but
the marriage split last year into two separate clans. It
was difficult but necessary with such a large number
of people. A few of our younger folks wished to
emigrate to the city. Our young often rebel against

- the rural life. Is it that way on Vulcan?”
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“Few of our children rebel,” answered Spock. “Of
course, we have much smaller families, and our
children receive an intensive education.” He fin-
ished placing the last ship on the bottom level of the
playing board.

“Is that why Teska is returning home?”” asked the
Rigelian. “To continue her education?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.” Spock was not
about to discuss family matters or their ground-
breaking mission with a complete stranger, however
berign she appeared to be.

His wrist communicator chirped. “Spock here.”

“This is Uhura. Our guests are safely back in their
quarters. Shall I report this incident, Mr. Spock?”

“No,” he answered with a glance at Hanua. “I
trust it will not be repeated. Spock out.”

Hanua frowned. “One never knows when tragedy
will strike, and grief will claim us.”

“The timing is unknown,” agreed Spock, “‘but one
may prepare oneself to fight grief.”

“Or welcome it,” said Hanua softly. “I believe it is
your move. Traditionally, white goes first.”

Spock raised an eyebrow and regarded the woman
across from him. “Yes, let us maintain tradition.”

Captain Kirk rose from his chair as Madame
Vitra, Ambassador Denker, Mondral, and another
Rigelian, Hemopar, entered the dining room. The
statuesque woman led the three men past the gleam-
ing galley toward Kirk’s table. The captain tried to
smile, even though he had been kept waiting for
fifteen minutes—he would have to remember that
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Rigelians were never punctual, at least not this

bunch.

- When Madame Vitra reached the table, Kirk
noticed the fresh rouge on her face that didn’t
disguise a bruise under her eye. He tried to keep a
poker face, but he was no Vulcan.

“Welcome, Madame Vitra, Ambassador, and your
party,” said Kirk cheerfully. “Has your stay been
pleasant?”

“ Yes,” answered Denker with little enthusiasm.
- “The state rooms are small, but this ship runs

quietly. I have gotten some work done.” He pulled
out a chair and sat.

“My stay has been rather eventful,” said the
woman in the form-hugging black jumpsuit. Vitra
moved toward the table, and Kirk and Mondral both
rushed to pull out a chair for her. She leveled

- Mondral with a glance, and he retreated to allow

Captain Kirk to seat her.

“Eventful in the good sense, I hope,” said Kirk,
taking the seat beside her.

Vitra aimed her dark limpid eyes at Kirk. “Not
entirely. My husband died, and I sought comfort in
the grief frenzy. Rigelians believe that physical exer-
tion is very important. So when we’re upset, we
fight . . . or have sex. Sex is crucial to Rigelians, as
we believe it reduces our destructive impulses. What
do humans think about sex?”

Several replies sprung to Kirk’s mind, but he
finally said, “We’re for it. And I’ve always believed

n that taking action is better than sitting around
- brooding.”
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“Precisely,” replied Vitra in a husky voice.

“May we have our food, Captain?” said Ambassa-
dor Denker impatiently. I have more work io do on
my report.”

Kirk cleared his throat, but before he could reply,
Mondral cut in. “Denker, you’re supposed to be an
ambassador. That requires . . . diplomacy.”

The ambassador shot him a disgusted look. “I
haven’t got time for diplomacy, and neither do you.”

Kirk was about to change the subject when an
ensign appeared at his side. “Bring the appetizer,
along with the trijelian tea. And hurry,” he mur-
mured out of the corner of his mouth.

“Yes, sir.” The steward hurried off.

“Trijelian tea,” said Vitra, nodding with approval.
““You’ve done your research.”

“I’ve also taken the liberty of starting off with
cargil mussels, which I understand are a delicacy on
Rigel V.”

“A passé delicacy,” said Denker. “It would be like
serving caviar on Earth.”

“I like mussels,” said Hemopar with an embar-
rassed smile. “I haven’t had cargil mussels in ages.”

Kirk cast about for another subject. ““You spent
quite some time on Earth.”

“Three weeks,”” muttered Denker.

“How did the trade negotiations go?”

“Fine,” said Vitra in the same instant that Denker
said, “Badly.” The two Rigelians gazed at one
another, and Kirk could almost touch the hatred
between them.

Vitra gave him a snide laugh. “The Federation has
the misguided notion that we are still dealing in
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illegal practices, such as prostitution and animal-

skin trade. Nothing could be further from the truth.

Oh, we have our history of being tolerant of many
- lifestyles, but that doesn’t mean we have organized
prostitution! Youngsters are no longer taken from
their clans and sold to brothels in the city—that’s in
the past.”

She tossed her mane of black hair. “Yes, it hap-
pened to me when I was a child—1I was a prostitute
at ten—but that was many years ago. Ancient histo-

2

ry.

After that bold statement, Kirk scanned the faces
of his guests. Each wore a different expression. Vitra
looked sweetly innocent, as if it was perfectly natural
to have been a child prostitute. Mondral looked
mildly amused at his mistress’s outrageous behavior;
Denker looked disgusted; and Hemopar looked em-
barrassed.

None of the Rigelians were talking, so Kirk was
forced to keep the conversation going. “I take it you
can’t get the concessions you want from the Federa-
tion until you clear up this matter.”

“It’s just a misunderstanding,” said Hemopar
with a glance at Vitra. “The rural craft guilds need
the Federation credits from this agreement—we
must make the extra effort to produce a study that
will satisfy them.”

Denker suddenly threw his napkin on the table
and stood up. “I will not be a party to this facade
any longer. Excuse me, Captain, I will dine in my
quarters.”

Mondral shot him a dark look. “Watch yourself,
Denker, you have your position to consider.”
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“I’ve considered it, and it’s not worth it.”” With
that, the ambassador stalked out of the dining room,
nearly knocking over the young ensign who was
bringing tea and appetizers. The ensign seemed
relieved that he managed to set the tray on the table
before he dropped it.

“We’ll be one less for dinner,” said Vitra cheer-
fully. “And good riddance. Denker is such a stuffed-
shirt—he pouts whenever things don’t go his way.
I’'m beginning to think he’s not the right person for
the job of ambassador.”

“Me, too,” said Mondral. “But, of course, he can
be removed.”

*“Politics is not the province of an honest man,”
said Hemopar thoughtfully. He picked up the teapot
and poured everyone at the table a steaming cup of
purple liquid. “Good,” he said with glee, ‘“‘scalding
hot.”

Vitra slipped a long painted fingernail into her tea
and stirred it, while she gazed at Captain Kirk.
“Have you ever known grief?”

“Yes, I have,” answered Kirk. He thought about
his son, David, and his tragic death on the Genesis
planet.

“And did you take action?”

“Yes, I did.”

Vitra lifted her cup to her bruised lips and blew
the steam toward Kirk. “I like a man of action.”

Teska lifted her chin off the desk with a start, not
realizing until then that she had fallen asleep while
studying the wisdom of T’Pau. Oh, what would her
pele-ut-la think of her? She looked around the room,
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expecting him to be standing there, gazing at her
with disapproval. When she realized she was alone,
she calmed quickly. She knew that she wasn’t the
~ only one who found the stoic Captain Spock intimi-
dating—she had seen the young crew of the Enter-
- prise regard him with awe. And why not? The places
- he had gone, the things he had seen—they were
. enough to fill the logs of a dozen Starfleet officers.
Spock was arguably the best-known Vulcan in the
Federation, after his accomplished father.
These were her kinsmen, she reminded herself,
.~ but they existed more in reports and histories than
in reality. She had not seen much of them in the
flesh. Sopeg’s old apartment in the Tenderloin dis-
trict, her playmates at school, the crashing of the
waves on the Embarcadero—these things seemed
real to her. The idea of getting married on Vulcan,
when the day before she had been playing hopscotch
on Haight Street, was such a strange juxtaposition
that it didn’t seem possible. But Teska knew it was
more than possible, it was going to happen.

In a matter of days, she would be married to a
Romulan. The seven-year-old rose from her desk
and paced the confines of her quarters. She was
Vulcan, Teska told herself, even if her homeworld
was nothing but a blurry memory. The koon-ut-la
would have been her fate no matter what her circum-
stances, even if her parents had lived.

A chime came at the door, startling the girl from
her reverie. Teska straightened her tunic, which was
rumpled from sleeping, then called out, “Come in!”

The door slid open, and Spock entered, followed

. by Hanua from the Heart Clan. Teska bowed to
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them. “Uncle, I must report that I fell asleep while
studying.”

“Hanua predicted you would be asleep,” said
Spock. “I have been reconsidering my advice, and I
believe you can best prepare for the ceremony by
relaxing. Instead of studying, we will engage in
recreational activities.”

Hanua nodded. “My daughter, Falona, said she
would like to play with you tomorrow. Shall we
make a date, say, ten-hundred hours?”

Teska glanced at Spock, and he nodded in ap-
proval. “That would be acceptable,” said the girl.

“Good,” replied Hanua. “Well, I'll see you both
tomorrow. I enjoyed our games of chess, Captain
Spock. I’'m sure it was just beginner’s luck.”

“No,” insisted Spock. “You are an excellent play-
er, and you beat me fairly. Your play was most
unpredictable.”

“Your play was a little oo predictable,” said
Hanua with a smile. She backed out the doorway.
“Good night.” The door slid shut after her.

“You found a worthy opponent,” said Teska.

“It would appear so,” said Spock with a thought-
ful nod. “Which activity would you prefer? Shall we
take a tour of the ship or visit the exercise room?”

“I wish to practice the mind-meld.”

Spock frowned. “That is not required for the
koon-ut-la. You will have High Priestess T'Lar to
guide you.”

“I know,” said Teska, working up her courage.
“You asked me what I preferred to do, and I have
told you. I wish to practice the mind-meld.”
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She turned away from Spock’s stern gaze, but she

- never hesitated in her explanation. “I am Vulcan—I

. know this—but I have lived among humans for so

- long that sometimes I sense I am somehow discon-

- nected. Perhaps if I mastered the mind-meld, I

~ would feel more at peace with our rituals. Sopeg said

- I had a talent for it. On Vulcan, children my age
practice the mind-meld.”

. Spock held up his hand. “That is true. However, it
is also true that the mind-meld is mentally and
physically exhausting. There can be unknown reper-
cussions, especially if you perform it on non-
Vulcans.”

“I do not ask this lightly,” said Teska. “I need to
know what it means to be Vulcan.”

Spock looked away from her and then finally
spoke once again. “I can see the logic in your
position—the path to freedom from emotion is too
arduous without seeing the benefits. We will perform
the mind-meld, if you wish.”

Teska resisted any outward show of emotion over
this decision. What she really wanted was to tap into
Spock’s solid beliefs in the Vulcan way, although
maybe those convictions weren’t as solid as they
seemed. It was impossible to look at him and think
he was half human. But now, sltumped wearily on the
edge of the bed, Captain Spock seemed more human
than Vulcan. His face was still expressionless, but
Teska sensed genuine empathy coming from him.
He cared about her, and he understood what she was
going through.

Spock suddenly reached out and grabbed her right
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hand. He spread her fingers and studied each one, as
if inspecting fine machinery. Teska held perfectly
still.

“The katra is a stream,” said Spock as if in a
trance, “and it flows from one mind to another. Your
fingers are channels to direct the flow, and your
mind is a pool to be filled. Envision your hand
reaching into my mind and drinking from the pool.”

He lifted her hand to his face and positioned her
fingertips at his nose, sinuses, and temple, and her
thumb on his chin. Instantly, Teska felt a burning in
her hand, which flowed like a surge of electricity
along her arm until it reached her brain. She almost
lost consciousness, but Spock grabbed her shoulder
with his hand and held her upright. His touch
seemed to complete a circuit, and the being that was
Spock flowed into her mind.

The tears came unbidden to her eyes; she could do
nothing to fight them, because they were not her
tears. She realized Spock was more torn and incom-
plete than she would ever be. She saw his mother, his
death, his father, his crew mates, bursts of laughter
and joy, abject fear and horror—all at once!

Then the iron will asserted itself, and Teska saw
the man pulling his disparate parts together into an
amazing whole. Not a perfect whole; he had to work
harder than most Vulcans. But Spock had found
contentment. The bridge of the Enterprise was a
constant in his life, even when he spent years away
from it, and so was his friendship with Jim, Bones,
and the others. His sense of righteousness and duty
was as solid as the deck under her feet.
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Spock pulled away, breaking the contact between
them. Teska started to faint again, but she managed
- to catch herself on the bed and shake off the dizzying
- effects. She focused her eyes to find Spock staring
' numbly at her.
“Sopeg was right,” he said hoarsely. “You have a
* natural ability. Of course, you will need to gain
greater control of the initial impulses—they can be
|f overwhelming. Unlike most children of your age,
* your training will focus on controlling your abilities,
- not developing them. You must not, I repeat, not,
. send your thoughts into someone else’s mind, until
~ you receive much more training.”

Teska thought about the morass of conflicting
desires and emotions she had seen within her uncle,

. a glimpse that was rare for a child. Spock knew far
better than she what it felt like to be drawn toward
humanity.

“Thank you, Uncle. I will not forget this.”

He rose wearily to his feet. “However much you

- may admire other races, Teska, you are a Vulcan.
Nothing will change that. We believe that wisdom
flows from generation to generation, never to be lost
but only expanded. Let my experiences guide you in
the difficult years ahead of you. We are not dissim-
ilar.”

“Thank you, Pele-ut-la, I will.”

The older Vulcan nodded curtly and headed for
the door. “It is time for both of us to get some
sleep.”

“Can we continue to practice the mind-meld?”

- asked Teska hopefully.
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Spock stopped at the door to consider the ques- ]
tion. “We need a suitable subject, but I might know
one. I will awaken you early.” :

“Thank you, Uncle.” '

“Until then, sleep well.” Captain Spock stepped
out the door, and it shut after him.

I will sleep well, thought Teska, knowing that you
are watching after me, Pele-ut-la.
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Chapter Four

Dr. McCoy GaPeD at the two Vulcans. “You want to
do what?”

The girl looked down, and McCoy wasn’t sure but
he thought he saw her smile. Even though she was a
Vulcan, she had an impish quality about her that he
liked. Still, he didn’t really want her poking around
inside his mind.

Spock merely regarded him with his usual obsti-
nacy. “Doctor, I assure you, it won’t be harmful.
Teska is very accomplished for her age, and the meld
will be unidirectional. This is my only opportunity
to work with her, and I must see how accomplished
she is before I recommend a teacher. There are no
other Vulcans on the ship, and I know from first-
hand experience that your mind is receptive to a
mind-meld.”
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“Now you’re trying to insult me,” McCoy grum-
bled. One of his young medical technicians grinned
with amusement, but McCoy’s glower chased him
out of the room.

“I would not allow this if there were any danger,”
said Spock.

“I know, I know. It’s not dangerous,” grumbled
McCoy, “but it’s also not my idea of a good time.”

“Come,” said Spock to Teska, “we can search the
computer for a suitable subject.”

Spock headed for the door, but the seven-year-old
hesitated. “Perhaps we need to offer him a deal.”

“A deal?” asked McCoy and Spock at the same
time.

“Yes. I have found that humans favor a quid pro
quo arrangement. If you want them to do something
for you, you must do something for them.”

McCoy grinned, thinking that he definitely liked
this little girl. Anyone who stood up to Spock was
okay with him. ““Yeah, Spock, listen to Teska. Hu-
mans aren’t all that hard to figure out.”

“I am well aware that humans are often motivated
by greed,” said Spock. Was that a glimmer of amuse-
ment he saw in Spock’s eyes, McCoy wondered.

“Not greed,” offered Teska, “just fairness. What
can I do for you in exchange, Doctor?”

McCoy scratched his chin. “Well, I don’t know.
We don’t have any patients at the moment. If there
was an emergency, I could think of all kinds of
things I would ask you to do.”

“I am very good at filing and organizing,” said
Teska. “Do you have anything that needs to be
catalogued and filed?”
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The doctor snapped his fingers. “We’ve picked up
a lot of new supplies, like bandages and hyposprays.
I haven’t really counted them yet, so maybe you
could go through the supply cabinet and do a quick
inventory.”

“I will start at fourteen-hundred hours after my
play date,” promised Teska. “Do we have a deal?”

“Sure,” said McCoy, shaking her small but cool
hand. He tapped a comm panel on the wall. “Hen-
dricksen, you’re in charge of Sickbay for a few
minutes. I'll be in Examination Room One, doing
some, uh . . . therapy.”

“Yes, sir.”

McCoy led his visitors to the examination room
with its clear windows all around. As he approached
the door, it opened, and lights came on inside the
room. The doctor entered and found himself twist-
ing his sweaty palms together. He tapped a panel
which turned the windows opaque, so they would
have more privacy, but it didn’t help relax him.
Besides, he had just thought of something.

“I’'ve got to admit I’m a little nervous,” said
McCoy. “And I just realized—you’re a little girl. I'm
a grown man, and there are things in my head that
are for grown people.”

“I have studied human mating practices,’
Teska neutrally.

Spock nodded in agreement. “We mind-melded
last night, and she has shared all of my experiences
as well. Of course, it will take her many years to
understand them. Teska will obey the oath of confi-
dentiality.”

McCoy took a deep breath and let out a groan.
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“Okay, I agreed, so let’s do it before I change my
mind. I should have my head examined.” He
groaned. That was exactly what was going to happen

to him!

Spock pressed a panel and turned the examination
table into a reclining chair. After it clicked into
shape, the Vulcan guided the doctor into it. The
metal seat felt cold against his back, which only
aggravated his fear. Damn it, thought McCoy, some-
times it would be nice to be a Vulcan and avoid
those rushes of terror to which humans were prone.
Then again, sometimes terror was only your com-
mon sense telling you that you were doing some-
thing crazy!

Teska moved her tiny fingers toward him, and he
wondered if she would be able to reach the impor-
tant nerve synapses that Spock had told him about.
But as soon as her fingers touched his cheekbone, he
felt as if an immense claw had ripped into his face,
and he jerked involuntarily. McCoy felt himself
surging forward, like flood waters breaking through
a dam. Then he rushed into a place of calmness, like
an ocean. His muscles went numb, leaving him
conscious but unable to move or react.

It could have been an eternity or a second before
the claw disengaged from his face and he felt control
over his body and mind returning to him. He
touched his cheek and found to his surprise that he
wasn’t bleeding—his face wasn’t ripped away. Then
he saw the angelic pixie gazing at him, and he
remembered that he wasn’t in a nightmare.

“Doctor?” cut in a stern voice. “Are you all right,
Dr. McCoy?”
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McCoy jumped to his feet, filled with energy for
no good reason. “Not bad!” he said in astonishment.
“I think she’s better at that mumbo-jumbo than you
are, Spock.”

“I am sure that is not the case,” said Teska with a
polite bow. “Thank you, Dr. McCoy. I believe it was
a success.”

He shrugged. “Maybe I should rent myself out to
Vulcans for this type of thing on a regular basis.
What do you think?”’

“This is the doctor’s idea of humor,” added
Spock.

“Well, at least I have an idea of humor.” McCoy
suddenly felt like scheduling the new crew members
for physical exams, so it was time to usher these two
out of his workplace. “I'm going to have lots of
bandages for you to count later, Teska.”

“Agreed,” said Teska. She didn’t smile, but she
did bounce on her toes.

Spock turned to the girl. “Would you leave us
alone for a moment?”

“Certainly, Uncle.” Teska walked briskly out the
door.

Spock turned and cocked an eyebrow at McCoy.
“Doctor, it is highly irregular not to take inventory
of a shipment of supplies.”

McCoy scowled. “Oh, I know how many hypo-
sprays we have, but I had to give her something to
do. You won’t tell her, will you?”

“No. In fact, I will make certain that she returns
to work off her debt. She is gifted for such an early
age—there is a chance that I could enroll her for
training as a priestess. Perhaps even a healer.”
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“Yes, a healer,” agreed McCoy. “She’s got the
touch—it just makes you feel better.”

“Thank you for helping me.”

“Helping you? 1 was helping her!” grumbled
McCoy. “If the only mind she ever looked into was
yours, heaven help the poor girl.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said Spock. He headed for
the door and stopped. “When we deliver our passen-
gers to Rigel V, we are beaming down for a courtesy
call. Are you going with us?”

McCoy grinned. “Wouldn’t miss it. I /ove the
Rigel solar system. Did I ever tell you about these
two dancers I met on Rigel 11?7

Spock nodded. “Many times. Rigel V has a
precious-metal economy, so if you would like a
refreshment, I could bring enough local currency.”

“Why, Spock,” said McCoy in amazement, “are
you—in some roundabout way—offering to buy me
a drink?”

'~ Ty

““As long as you let me pick the place.”

“Agreed.”

Spock started out the door, but McCoy called
after him, ““Before you leave, could I speak to Teska
for a moment? In private.”

“Certainly.” The Vulcan went out of the room,
and Teska entered. McCoy waited for the door to
shut behind her.

“Yes, Dr. McCoy?”

He paced a few steps. ‘“Teska, when you were
inside my mind, did you, uh, find out anything
about Spock?”’
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“I know you hold him in high regard and consider
him a friend, as well as a loyal shipmate.”

“Well,” said McCoy, “I’d appreciate it if you
didn’t tell him any of that. I don’t want him to get a
big head.”

Teska cocked her head. “As you wish. Thank you
again, Dr. McCoy. I'll see you at fourteen-hundred
hours.”

“Good, I've got lots of inventory for you to
count.”

A tiny personnel shuttlecraft hurtled through
Romulan space at warp one, but still it wasn’t fast
enough to suit Wislok. There were too many centuri-
on patrols this close to the border—he needed a
craft that was capable of outrunning them, capable
of getting to Vulcan in days, not weeks. If Pardek
failed him at this next crucial juncture, his life could
be over.

The distinguished surgeon glanced at his youngest
son, Hasmek, asleep in the co-pilot seat, shrouded in
innocence. Wislok blinked his eyes and tried not to
think about how weary he was, and how foolish he
had been to make this mad trek with only a seven-
year-old for a companion. He reached into his pack
for a syringe-clip. He regretted having to give him-
self more stimulants, but he had to stay alert. Until
they reached the rendezvous, it was him and the boy
against the Romulan Star Empire.

Wislok was beginning to wonder what had pos-
sessed him to agree to this madness. When he and
Pardek had begun to discuss Romulan-Vulcan simi-
larities in hushed tones, it seemed a sensible experi-
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ment to see if Vulcan mysticism would affect a
Romulan as well. Plus there were all the potential
rewards in being at the forefront of a movement that
could change history.

Volunteering his youngest son had seemed a rea-
sonable progression, if somewhat cold-hearted, but
Wislok hadn’t realized how dangerous and lonely
this act of treason would feel. He had always been a
loyal retainer to the powerful and privileged, but
now he was risking it all for what might be a2 mirage.
Dangerous business indeed. The momentary burst
of excitement had long since faded to a numbing
dread.

He consoled himself with the fact that Sarek and
Spock were offering up a child, too, for the great
experiment. Vulcans were not conquerors, but they
were ruthless in the pursuit of science and knowl-
edge. Deep down, Wislok had to admit that he was
risking his career and his son’s life in a grab for
greatness. His career as a high-priced toady would
never land him in the history books, but this mar-
riage could. Knowing Sarek and Spock could be very
prestigious in a more enlightened future.

Wislok administered the syringe-clip to his neck
and tried to calm himself as the stimulants kicked
in. They always brought a momentary rush of panic,
which seemed to be getting worse the longer he
deprived himself of sleep.

He heard a soft moan beside him, and he turned
to see Hasmek blinking at him. “Are we there yet?”

Wislok scowled. “To tell you the truth, I don’t
know. I haven’t altered our course, so we’re in the
right sector, but I haven’t had time to check our
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‘exact position. Besides, we’re not supposed to
~ stop—they’re supposed to find us. If they don't,
“we’ll turn back before we reach the Neutral Zone.”

He struggled out of his seat, his legs feeling numb.

. “Hasmek, watch the indicators while I go to the
stern.”

“Yes, Father!”” The boy sat up eagerly and studied

. the readouts and the view of the endless starscape.

After a trip to the head, Wislok had just started
making himself some broth from a self-heating
emergency ration when his son called out, “Father!”

He staggered to the cockpit, spilling hot soup all
over his hand. “What is it?”

The boy pressed an earplug into a pointed ear. “It
1s a scout ship—they are hailing us, and they want to
know our destination.”

That is the correct question, thought Wislok, his
heart thumping in panic. Of course, it might be a
question that a real patrol ship might ask. He tried
to stay calm as he whispered to the boy, “Narenz
Marsh.”

Hasmek blinked at him, unable to believe that he
was supposed to give the code word, but he spoke it
bravely and loudly. Wislok reached over his shoul-
der and pressed a button to put the conversation on
the speaker.

“Prepare to be boarded,” came the response.

Wislok let out a breath and nodded with relief.
That was also the correct response, and it sounded
like a familiar voice. If the centurions should be
monitoring communications in this sector, their
conversation would sound like a typical brush with
authority.
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He heard a crackling sound, and he whirled
around to see two figures materializing in the stern
of the shuttlecraft. One of them was tall and had to
bend over to transport into the tiny craft, but Pardek
had no such difficulty. He was rather short and stout
for a Romulan, like a piston, with just as much
energy. Wislok had come to depend upon his stocky
reliability.

He rushed forward to grip Pardek’s forearm.
“Good to see you, my friend!”

His fellow conspirator smiled and grasped his arm
in a viselike grip. “I can hardly believe we have come
so far.”

“Ah, but the worst is over,” said Wislok with
relief.

“Is it?” The expression on Pardek’s face was
troubled. “We must talk, but first, this is Dangoshal
of Remus. He will pilot the scout ship.”

Wislok noted the man’s bronze uniform was of the
Galactic Guard, an elite corps of long-range scouts.
Unless the uniform was counterfeit, the man and his
ship were an incredible asset to the cause. As usual,
the depth of Pardek’s connections in the government
were a wonder to behold. With men such as this,
their success was guaranteed.

“And this would be the groom,” said Pardek,
bending down to shake Hasmek’s small hand. “You
are so young to be a man of greatness, but you are.
Your bravery will be talked about for millennia, and
all you have to do is to marry a beautiful Vulcan
girl.”

Hasmek smiled brightly. “Is she really beautiful?”
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“The promise is there, or so they tell me.” Pardek
turned to Wislok. ‘“However, circumstances have
dictated a change of plans.”

The surgeon could feel his stomach wrench into
knots. “A change in plans?”

“Yes. It seems that a member of the Civil Guard
was discovered dead in the sewers near the shuttle-
craft field, and there has been an inquiry. He was

. killed with a laser scalpel, an instrument usually

e

possessed only by doctors.”

Wislok put his hands on his head. “I had no
choice, believe me.”

“There is no case against you,” said Pardek, “but
there could be if you disappeared for several days.
I’m afraid you must return to Romulus for the sake
of appearance. Return the shuttlecraft, answer a few
questions, and I’m sure that will be enough.”

“Then we can delay the koon-ut-la?” asked
Wislok.

“No,” answered Pardek, “the Vulcans are await-
ing us. I will continue on to Vulcan with the boy,
while you return to Romulus. I'm sorry, but we must
proceed this way.”

Wislok looked sadly at his son, who pouted tear-
fully at the news that they would be separated. He
gripped the boy’s shoulders and pulled him to his
chest.

“Be brave, and do what Pardek tells you to do.
You will be reunited with the whole family very
soon.” Wislok pushed the boy away and straightened
his padded shoulders.

“Yes, Father,” said Hasmek, fighting off tears.
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“Why don’t you go with Dangoshal,” said Pardek,
guiding the boy toward the taller man. “I have some
final instructions for your father.”

“Yes, sir.” The boy stood beside Dangoshal, who
turned on his communicator and informed the scout
ship that two of them were ready to beam aboard.

“T’ll be waiting to hear all about the ceremony!”
called Wislok cheerfully.

The boy waved as he and the pilot were whisked
away in swirls of shimmering lights. The smile
drained from Wislok’s face, and his normally stiff
shoulders slumped. “I wish I didn’t have to go
back.”

“But you do,” insisted Pardek. “Give me that
laser scalpel you used on the guard. It wouldn’t be
good for you to be found with it. We’ll eject it into
space.”

Wislck sighed and reached into his equipment
belt. He pulled out the scalpel, checked to see that it
was turned off, and handed it to Pardek. “I need
some sleep. I can’t fly back with no rest.”

“Get some sleep then,” said Pardek. He studied
the slim laser scalpel. “How do you turn it on? With
this thumb dial?”

A thin purple beam shot from the device and
attained a length of twenty centimeters. Wislok
jumped back in alarm. “Be careful with that thing,
Pardek! My nerves are already shot.”

“You shouldn’t worry, I know what to do with it.”
With that, he plunged the narrow beam deep into
Wislok’s chest.

The pain was like the fires of Volcaneum, and
Wislok staggered backward and collapsed against
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the bulkhead. He gripped his chest and could feel his
warm blood spewing all over the fine brocaded
clothing that Pardek had obtained for him. Unfortu-
nately, Pardek was not as skilled with the scalpel as
the surgeon, and Wislok knew he might survive
many minutes before he bled to death.

“Why?” he croaked. “Why!”

Pardek flicked the laser scalpel, and the beam
retracted. ““Did you really think the Praetor and his
advisors knew nothing about this idea of reunifica-
tion? They know about it, and they want to both
outlaw it and control it. They didn’t want you to
become too friendly with Sarek and Spock, because

~ that’s my job.”

In a haze, with his life seeping away, Wislok
watched helplessly as his treacherous comrade took
a small box out of his shoulder pack. He set it on the
instrument array and pushed a button. Blurry num-
bers began to march across its display.

“A bomb.” Wislok gasped. He reached for it, but
Pardek lifted his boot and kicked him backward into

- the bulkhead. The doctor groaned and struggled to

sit up, but his strength was almost gone.

“Also it is safer if the boy never returns to
Romulus,” said Pardek, straightening his tunic over
his barrel chest. “This will give us a better chance of
success. Thank you for being a visionary, Wislok. I
shall glorify your name. In the meantime, I’ll tell
your boy you said goodbye.”

Wislok tried to sputter something, but only froth-
ing green liquid came from his mouth.

Pardek opened his communicator. “Beam me

. over. As soon as I am aboard, go to warp three.”
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“Yes, sir.”

To Wislok, the entire cockpit of the shuttlecraft
was whirling, and he could barely find Pardek’s
wavering image as the transporter beam converted
him. A light blinded him for an instant, and he knew
that the murderer had escaped. With great effort,
Wislok focused his eyes until he spotted the small
box sitting on the instrument panel. He lunged for it,
but his insides convulsed with pain; he dropped to
the deck with a howl.

While Wislok tried to collect himself, his tiny craft
shuddered violently. Were they firing on her, too?
No, he decided, it was just the larger scout ship
going into warp, leaving him all alone to perish in
space. No doubt Hasmek would officially perish
with him, leaving no one to investigate his fate. It
was a perfect plan, and he should have seen it
coming,.

Lie down with gatha, thought Wislok, and you get
up with stangmites.

That was his last thought before the bomb rent the
Romulan shuttlecraft into a billion silvery shards,
which flowed outward from the explosion like a new
sun in the void.

“Surak’s philosophy of logic and pacifism turned
us around,” said Teska to a rapt Hanua and Falona,
not to mention Spock, who appreciated hearing his
niece expound on Vulcan history. She was an ex-
tremely bright child, one might say precocious, a
trait which he planned to temper if given time. That
if was up to him, and he knew it.

Dare he take on the responsibility of raising a
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- child? His contact with children had been rare
" indeed, and he had been like this child, forced to
grow up quickly due to his unique circumstances.
Vulcan childhood was not as carefree as human
childhood—it was a time of learning and apprecia-
tion. Did he wish to be a teacher?

Spock looked up from his reverie and found
Hanua gazing fondly at him. Hanua, Falona, Teska,
and Spock had spent midday together, then reunited
after Teska completed her chores for Dr. McCoy.
Now it was late in the evening. It seemed to relax
Teska to be with the Rigelians, and Spock found
their company to be agreeable and nondemanding.
Since he didn’t wish to injure Hanua’s feelings, he
endured her mild flirting.

Teska went on: ‘“Some believe that Romulans, and
perhaps Rigelians, broke off from Vulcan during
those turbulent times, before Surak began teaching.
Or perhaps we had a common ancestor.”

Spock cleared his throat in warning, and the girl
glanced back at him. This was a topic he preferred
she not expound upon at the moment, and she
seemed to understand.

Falona shook her head in amazement. “I can’t
believe you’re so calm about getting married in a few
days.”

“I have no choice,” said Teska with complete
logic.

“It is time for bed,” said Spock, rising to his feet.
“We dock early tomorrow at oh-seven-hundred, and
there will be a reception for us.”

“Can I go?” asked Teska.

“For a short time,” promised Spock.
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“Oh, you must!” gushed Falona. “Rigel V is so
beautiful. I wish you could see our farm—we have
lots of animals.”

“Perhaps someday,” said Teska. She caught her
wistful tone and straightened to attention.

“Here!” Falona reached into her black pouch and
pulled out a small silver locket shaped like two
interlocking hearts. With a grin on her dark face, the
Rigelian child put the chain around Teska’s neck.

Teska looked back at Spock, and her eyes asked,
“May I keep it?”

He nodded.

“We make these in our guild,” said Falona
proudly. “It’s got a hologram inside with a picture of
our farm, and the address. It’s what humans would
call a souvenir.”

“Thank you,” said Teska. Very carefully, she
opened the locket, and a small scene sprang from the
two halves and hung suspended in the air. Across the
door of a picturesque lodge were trellises draped
with thorny bushes and plump fruit, and banners
waved in the breeze. As she moved the locket, the
scene changed and became a signpost with the
words: Heart Clan, Hermitage Township, Tangle-
wood Briar. Welcome!

“Wear it at your wedding,” said Falona. Then she
laughed.

“What’s so humorous?”” asked Teska.

“I will have nineteen weddings,” said the Rigelian,
“maybe more.”

“Yes, but mine will be first,”” said Teska.

Hanua clapped her hands together. “Captain
Spock is right, we should be getting to bed.”
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Since they were already in the quarters that
. Hanua shared with Falona, the younger Rigelian was
already close to her bed. Hanua turned to Spock and
said, “T’ll walk with you down to Teska’s quarters.”

“That will not be necessary.”

“I insist.” Hanua appealed to him with a warm
smile, and Spock nodded in assent.

“See you in the morning, Teska!” called Falona as
she jumped onto her bed.

“Goodbye,” said Teska as they stepped out the
door.

The girl was still fingering the locket a few minutes
later as she led Hanua and Spock through mostly
empty corridors on Deck Six. With the Enterprise at
one-fourth of its typical crew strength, there were no
extra personnel—only Bridge, Engineering, and
Life-support. When they weren’t on duty, they were
asleep, not roaming the ship.

Spock and Hanua walked a few paces behind
Teska, and Hanua seemed more reserved than earli-
er. “Captain Spock,” she said thoughtfully, “I un-
derstand that you could retire from Starfleet
anytime you wish.”

He nodded. “That is true. I have retired before
and gone on extended leaves, only to be called back.
They always seem to know where to find me.”

“Your life is your own,” said Hanua.

“Yes.”

She gave him a fleeting smile. “That is good.”

“Here we are,” said the girl as they reached her
quarters. “Teska,” she announced to the computer,
and the door flew open.

Hanua bent down and touched her delicate chin.
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“Good night, Little One. I'm sure we’ll see you
tomorrow, but we may not have much time to talk.
Listen to your uncle, and remember—there’s noth-
ing more important than family, whether it’s a big
one or a little one.”

“I will remember.” Teska clutched her locket and
gazed into the slim woman’s eyes. Without changing
expression, she slipped into her room.

Spock folded his hands in front of him. “My room
is also nearby. Good night, Hanua, and thank you
for helping me entertain Teska.”

She stepped toward him. “How would you feel
about a quick game of chess?”

“I think not.”

“Then five minutes of conversation. Please.”
There was something composed and businesslike in
her expression that induced Spock to open his door
and let her inside his quarters.

Hanua smiled as she looked around. “It seems like
the place you would live, orderly and secretive.” She
pointed to his lyre hanging on the wall. “Is that a
musical instrument?”’

“Yes. I play it.”

The Rigelian rushed to touch the lyre’s polished
frame. “I would very much like to hear you play it,
Captain Spock, but not right now. I will be blunt
with you. I sense within you a willingness to experi-
ment, to search for knowledge. I believe you would
make a worthy addition to our clan, and I’'m asking
you to marry into our family.”

Spock raised an eyebrow. This infatuation was
more serious than he had suspected. Before he could
respond, Hanua held up her hand and said, “Your
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initial reaction would be to decline, which is why 1
suggest you take the night to think about it. Believe
me, I do not toss these proposals about lightly. You
are the first person invited into our clan since we
split, despite the fact that we are still out of balance,
numerically.”

“I am flattered,” said Spock. “But my answer will
be the same in the morning. I must decline.”

Hanua gave him a pained smile. “But I feel as if
you are casting about for something, and perhaps we
could offer it. I know your mating customs are
different, and you would not be required to . . .”

“However tempting your offer might be,” he inter-
rupted, “my primary duty right now is to see that
Teska is brought up as a Vulcan. I cannot deviate
from my task to indulge in an experiment. Perhaps
in the future, I will feel differently.”

Hanua bowed and backed toward the door. “You
are a gentleman, Captain Spock. Even in rejection, 1
don’t feel rejected. Should our paths ever cross
again, consider the Heart Clan your friends.” The
door opened, and the slim Rigelian woman exited,
her black skirt flowing after her.

“Fascinating,” said Spock to himself.
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THE NEXT MORNING, Captains Kirk and Spock
strolled along a deck-three corridor on their way to
the transporter room, ready to beam down to Rigel
V. Teska followed them at a discreet distance. They
had been discussing the Rigelian passengers, and she
wanted to be close enough to listen but not close
enough to inhibit their conversation. In the deserted
corridors of the Enterprise, this was fairly easy to
accomplish.

“What do you make of Madame Vitra?” asked
Kirk.

“An interesting woman,” granted Spock, “intelli-
gent, determined, perhaps ruthless. Actually, I spent
more time with Hanua, who is much different.”

“Yes,” said Kirk playfully, “so I heard. How many
husbands does she have?”
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“A sufficient number for all practical purposes,
but Rigelian numerology demands a specific number
- of spouses in each clan, based upon many factors.
They may be looking to add husbands.”
. Kirk nodded knowingly. “Good thing I declined a
. certain invitation last night. I’'m getting smarter in
~ my old age.” He turned and glanced at Teska. “What
- did you think of the Rigelians?”

“I like them,” answered the girl. “They remind me
of humans.”

Spock nodded in agreement. “An astute observa-
tion.”

“Then we’re all agreed, they’re wonderful!” Kirk
turned to his right and led the way into the trans-
porter room, but he stopped abruptly upon finding
the room already filled with Rigelians—the three
females, two males, and four children of the Heart
Clan.

“Hello!” said Kirk with surprise. “You’re early.”

“We are not all Madame Vitra,” explained Hemo-
par. “We are usually punctual, but some Rigelians
like to arrive late in order to make an impression.”

Teska and Spock glanced at each other. They
didn’t have to exchange the remark, “Just like hu-
mans.”’

Captain Kirk turned to the transporter operator,
- who was another older officer. “Good morning,

Kyle. Everything in order?”

“Good morning, Captain,” said the officer. “Co-
ordinates are laid in. It is twilight on the planet, and
temperature and air composition are ideal for hu-

~ mans.”
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“I’'m ready to go down,” said Kirk, “but we’re
missing three passengers.”
“As well as Dr. McCoy,” added Spock.

Kirk nodded, glanced at his wrist communicator,

and opened his mouth.

Before he could speak, Madame Vitra stalked into
the transporter room, followed closely by her broad-
shouldered champion, Mondral, and at a distance by
Ambassador Denker. Both Denker and Vitra looked
angry, probably with each other, and Mondral
looked tight-lipped as usual.

“Captain,” said Vitra with an icy steel in her
voice, “thank you for your hospitality.” She glared
at Denker. “I wish more people would realize what
the Federation is offering us.”

“I am quite aware of what they’re offering,” said
Denker. “It doesn’t matter. We might as well be
honest now rather than pay for deceit later.” With-
out another word, the grim ambassador stepped
upon the transporter platform and stared at the
operator.

“We’re all going down, Kyle,” said Captain Kirk.
“Will you arrange our party?”

“We can take seven more with the ambassador,”
said Kyle. “Captain, may I suggest yourself, Mr.
Spock, and the children.”

“Yes,” said Kirk, leading the way. “Send the
doctor down as soon as he arrives.”

It was wise of Kyle to separate Denker and Vitra,
thought the girl, as she jumped upon the transporter

_platform and stood on a glowing pad. Spock looked
back at Hanua, who urged her brood onto the
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transporter platform, despite their misgivings over
being separated from the adult members of the
family.

“We’ll get you down very quickly,” promised
~ Kyle.

“Thank you,” replied Hanua gratefully.

- As the three adults and five children stood at
- attention on the platform, Falona gave Teska a brave
smile. The young Vulcan nodded back, then stared
straight ahead.

“When ready,” ordered Kirk.

As Kyle plied the controls, Teska’s entire body
began to vibrate. With concentration, she found that
she could lessen the physical effects of the transport-
er beam, but she could do nothing about the strange-
ness of the visual experience. It was fascinating the
way the transporter room of the Enterprise faded
from view to be replaced by overgrown hills, cov-
ered with shadowy glades, vine-covered ruins, and
low-slung lodges. Teska turned to see lush hills all
around them, and she breathed in the glorious scent
of wild flowers and fruit blossoms.

Although it was morning according to the Enter-
prise’s twenty-four-hour schedule, it was twilight on
Rigel V, and the tip of a blue giant sun glimmered
above the sylvan hills, bathing the scene with a
bluish-gold tinge that was improbably beautiful. The
sky was deep blue, shot with flaming-orange swirls of
clouds. Teska had never seen anything like this
place. This part of Rigel V was a paradise—a lush,
overgrown, unkempt paradise.

She turned to see Captain Kirk smiling. “Very
impressive, don’t you think, Mr. Spock?”
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“Indeed,” said the Vulcan, opening a tricorder.
“This valley is quite fertile.”

The Rigelian children began to laugh and run
around, chasing each other, as people on the hillside
spotted them and waved. There came a tinkling
sound, and Teska whirled around to see columns of
sparkling lights transform into Hanua, Vitra, Mon-
dral, the other Rigelians, and a grinning Dr. McCoy.
In this overgrown glade, filled with the beauty of
twilight, the glittering transporter beams seemed
entirely normal.

“Yep,” said the doctor, “it’s as gorgeous as I
heard. What did I tell you, Spock? You can’t go
wrong in this solar system!”

“Momma!” cried the children as they rushed to
hug the adults. One thing Rigelian children never
lacked, thought Teska, was physical displays of
affection—they were hugged and kissed whenever
possible. The young Vulcan wondered what that
would be like.

People were now pouring out of the lodges and
majestic ruins that hugged the overgrown hills.
Teska could see the narrow steps that linked the hill
dwellings with the valley, and she saw footbridges
spanning a creek below them in the hollow.

A short thick man rushed down the hill and across
a bridge, waving frantically at them. “Hello! Hello!”
he shouted.

“That would be the prefect,” explained Hanua.
“We don’t have many governmental bodies, just
local prefects and the Assembly, which meets twice a
year.”

The little man ran toward them as quickly as he
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could. Like the other Rigelians, he was dressed
entirely in black, although his outfit included a
~ stained white apron. Teska shied away from him as
he rushed up to Kirk and Spock.
~  “I am Oblek, the prefect of Ancient Grace. Wel-
. come to our fair city!” He stopped to wipe his hand
~ on his apron, then realized he was wearing an apron.
He ripped it off and handed it to one of the children.
~ Then he extended a hand, which Kirk shook and
~ Spock ignored.

Kirk performed the introductions on their end,

'~ then said, “This area seems a little . . . pastoral, for
a city.”

Oblek grinned proudly. “We are spread out.
Twelve hundred years ago, this was a very great city,
of the type you are familiar with. On these hills
stood great buildings many stories high, with mas-
sive white columns and porticos. We were a different
people then—very competitive, distrustful, posses-
sive, always seeking an edge. The numerologists
warned us to change our ways.”

“Please,” said Denker, cutting in, “don’t bore him
with the long version of the story. The short version,
Captain, is that a plague decimated our population.
Our cities went to ruin, but the plant life flourished,
as you see here. Once the plague had burned itself
out, the survivors formed a vastly different culture,
one that was rural and decentralized. To avoid
having our families decimated again, we formed a
different kind of family, with scores of members. We
began to live more for today and less for tomorrow,
or the past.”

w “But we remain poor,” said Vitra, “compared to
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other Federation planets. Our blessed forests give us
some biomedical products, which we sell, but we
have no fleets, no trade agreements.”

She leveled a fiery gaze at Ambassador Denker.
“This is not the way we can approach the next |
millennium. We need open trade; we need Federa-
tion credits and markets for the wares produced by
our craft guilds. This low-technology lifestyle comes
with a price, and you know it, Denker.”

“Bah!” snapped the ambassador. “7 am not the
one who is holding up progress; it is you.” He
stomped off toward the creek. ‘

“Ch, dear,” said Prefect Oblek. “Should I take it
that the trade negotiations did not go well?”

“It’s not over yet,” muttered Vitra, charging after
Denker, with Mondral right behind her. Hemopar
glanced at Hanua; at her nod, he dashed after the
departing delegates.

Hanua turned to Spock. “We must be going, too.
The solar transporters stop running shortly after
dark. It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Captain
Spock. You, too, Captain Kirk, and especially
Teska.”

She bent down to pinch Teska’s chin, an act to
which a Vulcan should have objected, but affection
seemed natural coming from the kind Rigelian.
“Good fortune on your big day, Little One. Visit us
if you ever have the chance.”

Teska clutched the locket given her by Falona.
“Thank you.” She looked for her friend and found
her standing in the clutch of Rigelians, many of
whom were gazing worriedly at the setting sun.
“Falona,” she said softly.
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“Teska!” shouted the young Rigelian. She ran over
and grabbed the girl’s hands. “It’s goodbye for only a
short time, isn’t it? You will come and visit us, won’t

- you?”

Teska glanced at Spock, whose expression gave her
little encouragement. “It may be a long time,” she
answered, “but someday I will.”

Waving, Falona ran to join her family. Like
mourners headed for a sunset funeral, the black-

- suited Rigelians walked slowly into the shadows of

the forest, away from the city on the hillside. Teska
wondered how long the journey was to the lodge of
the Heart Clan.

McCoy sidled up to Spock and smiled. “How
about that drink you promised me?”

Spock produced some copper-colored, triangular-
shaped coins. “I am prepared, Doctor.”

“Why, Spock,” said Kirk with a smile, “you’re
buying?”’

“It would appear so. But our schedule only allows
forty-six minutes for this stop.”

The prefect eyed the coins with interest. “Gentle-
men, near my home is a visitors’ lodge, which
accepts donations to its endowment. They have ale,
mead, and other refreshments.”

“Lead on,” said McCoy.

With a wave, Oblek headed toward the gurgling
creek with its picturesque footbridges. They passed
scattered ruins, including the vine-covered founda-
tion of an ancient building, which now seemed like a
fanciful wall stuck in the middle of nowhere. All of
the ruins had a sort of otherworldly appearance in

~ this lush glade, like glimpses of another dimension

I
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phasing in and out of reality. The peaceful calm and
gentle breeze had a lulling effect as they walked, and
soft lights twinkled on across the hillside. Teska
began to think that she had never seen any place as
grand as this one.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”” said McCoy. “I hear Romu-
lus is a paradise, too. You know, Spock, when they
were handing out planets to your genus of human-
oids, it looks like the Vulcans got the short end of the
stick.”

Spock nodded thoughtfully. “That thought had
occurred to me, Doctor. By all accounts, my ances-
tors were much more violent than either Rigelians or
Romulans. Perhaps Vulcan was originally a prison
colony, much like Georgia in the United States.”

McCoy blinked at him, aghast. “Are you speaking
ill of Georgia, sir?”

“Merely a statement of fact.”

“Well, it may be true,” said McCoy, “but those
convicts built a very genteel society.”

“As did the Vulcans.” Spock glanced at Teska, and
she fell back a step. The girl was walking close on
their heels, so as not to miss a word of their
conversation.

“But, Bones,” said Captain Kirk, “that genteel
society kept slaves.”

“Yes,” conceded McCoy. “Underneath the most
genteel societies there’s often a rotten core.”

Teska thought about the pon farr, the kal-if-fee,
and the other violent Vulcan rituals. The fact that
these moments of madness were rare didn’t make
them any less unsettling, and they were indeed at the
core of the Vulcan being. She tried to forget about
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the ordeal ahead of her as she followed the men

across one of the bridges.

. Teska stopped on the bridge to look down into the

F creek, and she could see dark shapes gliding under

" the water. With the failing light, it was hard to tell if

- the shapes were fish or plants, but the sound of the

. running water was oddly soothing.

- She felt a presence beside her, and she looked up

* to see Spock. Captain Kirk and Dr. McCoy were
striding ahead of them, keeping pace with their
friendly host.

“I am sorry to delay you,” said Teska, jerking to
attention.

“It would be illogical to hurry,” answered Spock,
leaning on the handrail. “I brought you down to the
planet so that you might relax and feel refreshed,
before we journey to Vulcan.”

“Spock!” called a voice. They looked up to see
Captain Kirk, Dr. McCoy, and the prefect waving to
them from the base of a narrow staircase. “Come on!
We don’t want you to get lost!”

. “Come,” said Spock, lightly touching her
shoulder.

As the Vulcans approached the staircase, more
lights blinked on across the sprawling city of Ancient
Grace, giving the dark hill the appearance of a giant
Christmas tree. Staircases zigzagged crazily up the
hill, intersecting lodges, dilapidated ruins, and other
staircases. Lights hung in many of the bleached
ruins, glowing like giant lanterns to light the way.
Spock and Teska joined the others, and they began
their meandering ascent, their boots scraping the
rough stone.
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After several minutes Teska saw a large gathering
of people on a staircase twenty meters away. They
were laughing, talking, and hugging one another, as
various groups came and went.

She wasn’t the only one who noticed the crowd.
“What’s going on over there?” asked McCoy.

“Oh,” said Prefect Oblek, pausing to catch his
breath. “Do you see the amber light above the
alcove? That’s a solar transporter. It appears to have
shut down for the night. People are meeting their
families, pausing to chat on their way home, that
sort of thing.”

“How far can you go on one of those solar
transporters?” asked Kirk.

“Not far, about eight of your kilometers. They are
programmed for each direction—this one goes
north, for example, and the Heart Clan took another
one east. You have no choice in your destination; it
takes you to the next transporter station, where you
can transport again, if you wish, or walk. We keep
the power requirements low that way. To make a
journey of any distance, you have to transport many
times.”

“Charming,” grumbled McCoy.

“Don’t mind the doctor,” said Kirk with a smile.
“He hates transporters.”

They were about to resume their ascent when
Teska heard a strange shuffling sound. She turned to
see an old woman climbing laboriously toward
them. She was dressed shockingly in brown, not the
usual Rigelian black. The prefect noticed her, too,
and he hustled down to help her. She appeared to be
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" as ancient as these ruins, as old as T’Lar, T’Pau, or
any of the renowned Vulcan high priestesses.
~ The prefect conducted the old woman into their
" midst, and Teska saw that her brown dress had
“ hand-stitched numbers, symbols, and figures all over
_it, many of them faded and unrecognizable. More
~ than a few of the stitches were unraveling, and the
woman’s hair was a bramble of gray with twigs and
leaves shot through it.

“Mother Ganspul, come this way!” said Oblek
with great pride. “Come meet our guests, from the
Enterprise! Captain Kirk, Dr. McCoy, Captain
Spock, and the little girl—”

“Teska,” she informed him.

Oblek steered the woman toward Spock. “Can you
enlighten them, Mother, with your wisdom?”

Mother Ganspul eyed Spock appraisingly, and
Teska wondered if he had been selected for scrutiny
because he held the coins. Ganspul snorted in dis-
dain. “Three men and a child? They don’t think
much of our customs, do they?”

The prefect looked embarrassed. “They don’t
know our customs, Mother.”

She looked earnestly at Spock, as if recognizing
him from some incident in the foggy past. The
Vulcan didn’t change his expression or reveal what
he thought about numerology—he simply returned
her gaze and waited.

“How many letters in your primary name?” asked
Ganspul.

“Five.”

“How many in your entire ship’s complement?”
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Spock had to pause to compute the number, then
he glanced at Teska. “Counting our single passenger,
forty-nine.”

The old woman clucked her tongue, as if that
wasn’t very good. “How many wives do you have?”

“Yes,” remarked Kirk with a smile, “how many
wives do you have, Spock?”

“Zero.”

Mother Ganspul nodded, as if that only confirmed
her unfavorable impression of him. “You have come
here out of balance, and you will not leave until you
add or subtract from your number.”

“That is out of the question,” answered Spock.

Nevertheless, Mother Ganspul held out her with-
ered hand as if expecting payment. Prefect Oblek
laughed nervously and tried to escort the soothsayer
down the stairs. “Come along, Mother, they don’t
understand our customs.”

“On the contrary,” said Spock, “I understand
your customs quite well.” He took a coin from his
jacket pocket and placed it in the old woman’s hand.
She studied the coin suspiciously, nodded, and shuf-
fled off.

Oblek looked pained. “You never know what
they’ll say! But three men traveling with a child is a
known omen of ill-fortune. I think we can ignore her
warning because you came down here with so many
people. In reality, you have already changed your
number!”” This numerical rationalization seemed to
please the prefect, who led them at a brisk pace up
the stairs.

Captain Kirk tried to put the best light on the
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subject. “On Earth, we have our share of numerical
omens. I can remember one I used to hear around
the corn fields in Iowa. It involves crows.”

“Crows?” asked Spock doubtfully.

“Yes,” said Kirk, “it depends on how many crows
you see together. It goes like this: ‘One crow sorrow,
two crows mirth, three crows a wedding, four crows
a birth. Five crows silver, six crows gold, seven
crows a secret which must never be told.””

“Oh, I like that one!” said Oblek. “But what’s a
‘crow?”

“A large black bird,” answered Teska. “Often a
scavenger.”

“Ah,” said the prefect, “we don’t have many
birds. Maybe I could adapt it to dung beetles. How
does it go again?”

They passed the rest of the climb teaching the
nursery rhyme to the prefect, and Teska began to
have more respect for Vulcan logic. Vulcans had
their lapses, but not on a daily basis.

All but the two Vulcans were out of breath by the
time they reached a landing two-thirds of the way up
the hill. An adjoining staircase led down to a small
lodge nestled among overhanging trees. There were a
few colorful lamps twinkling in the doorway, and
Oblek charged ahead with great relish. “Refresh-
ments are at hand!” he promised.

“And not a moment too soon,” replied McCoy.

The humans picked up the pace, and Teska and
Spock followed them into the visitors’ lodge. The
communal home, which appeared warm and
friendly from outside, was surprisingly tawdry in-
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side. There were dingy furnishings in the outer
room—Ilittle more than wooden frames with animal
skins covering them. The walls looked as if they were
made of splintered bamboo, and nothing but a
curtain of beads separated the common room from a
hallway that led to rows of sleeping quarters. Teska
could hear voices from beyond the curtain, some of l
them laughing, arguing, or cooing romantically.

Two black-suited residents apparently heard their
voices and scuttled through the curtains, sending the
beads clattering into one another. One was an older
man, and the other was a young woman, who kept
her eyes lowered.

“Hello! Welcome to the Sundial Visitors’ Lodge,”
said the man with a smile. He cast a disapproving
glance at Oblek. “Prefect, you didn’t warn us we
were having off-world visitors.”

The prefect shrugged. “I didn’t know. After the
crew from the Enterprise paid their respects, they
said they wanted some refreshments.”

The lodgekeeper looked doubtfully at Teska. “We
have far too many adults in the lodge to accept a
child—it is out of balance. For the child to pass
some time, I would suggest the cooperative school
by the old library. They have a playground, and
children are always playing there.”

“Come,” said Oblek to the girl, “I’ll show you the
way.”

Spock started after them. “I will come, too.”

“There is no need, Uncle,” said Teska, anxious to
get out of the seedy lodge. “You should stay with
your companions.”

“We won’t be here long,” said Kirk, checking the
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' time on his wrist device. “It’s just another twenty
minutes before we have to leave.”

“Besides, Spock can’t leave yet,” said McCoy.
“He’s buying.”

“Very well.” Spock looked at Teska. “Do not go
far away.”

“I won’t,” promised the girl. “I’ll probably sit and
watch the people go by.”

She was relieved to step outside into the cool
scented air, away from the animal skins and un-
healthy atmosphere of the visitors’ lodge. Teska
couldn’t explain her adverse reaction to the lodge,
except that she wanted all of Rigel V to be beautiful
and unspoiled, when this was clearly impractical.
She reminded herself that travel on Rigel V was
time-consuming with a solar transporter range of
only eight kilometers, so weary travelers probably
weren’t too selective when it came to choosing a
place to sleep.

Oblek pointed her toward the staircase they had
already ascended. “Go back the way we came and
climb to the next landing; go to the right and keep
bearing that direction until you see a large ruin with
many lights. You’ll probably hear the children’s
voices before you see the place. It’s close.”

“Thank you,” said Teska with a polite bow.

Oblek nodded and headed toward the lodge, and
Teska could see Spock standing in the doorway. For
a moment she thought he would come after her, but
the prefect shepherded the Vulcan back into the
lodge.

Suddenly the girl was struck by the novelty of
being alone in a strange place. During so much of
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her young life she had been shunted here and
shunted there, at the whim of adults. For once, they
were giving her a small taste of autonomy.

Teska nearly skipped along as she hurried to the
staircase. Three Rigelians walked by and nodded
pleasantly at her, and she fought the temptation to
smile back. The girl followed the Rigelians to the
next landing and turned to the right, as instructed.
She saw many ruins with lights dotting the hillside,
but one was substantially bigger than the others.
Sure enough, she heard the laughter and shouts of
children wafting on the evening breeze.

But Teska was in no hurry to join another throng
of strangers. She was enjoying this brief respite on
her own, and she knew it would be her last solitary
moment for many days to come. She was quite
content to stand in the darkness, listening to voices
and watching the lights twinkle on the hills of
Ancient Grace. She wandered a few more meters
along the maze of steps, always remembering how to
get back to the lodge. In fact, she kept the lodge in
sight, so that she could see Spock and the others
when they came looking for her.

The girl finally found a place to sit on a deserted
stretch of stairs, and she decided to wait there until
it was time to leave Rigel V. She clutched her locket,
wondering how old she would be before she could
return to this planet to visit the Heart Clan. It was
definitely something she intended to do. If she were
a human planning to get married, she could come
here on her honeymoon. But she wasn’t a human,
and Vulcans didn’t have honeymoons.

Suddenly she heard the rustling of bushes and a
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,I muffled shout, followed by footsteps running. Teska

jumped to her feet and turned in the direction of the
sound, but all she saw was a man walking slowly
toward her down the staircase. As he drew closer,
she saw that something was wrong with him. He was
staggering and not looking where he was putting his
feet. When he saw her, he waved frantically,
clutched his throat, and made horrible rasping
sounds. She watched, dumbfounded, as the man
collapsed and tumbled down the stairs.

He looked like a wounded bird as he flopped down
the stairs and came to rest at her feet. The young
Vulcan stared in shock at the lifeless body, trying to
remember the training she needed to stay calm and
unemotional. But it didn’t help when she saw who it
was—Ambassador Denker—with a crude dagger
sticking from his throat!

“Help!” she called. “Help!”

But the two of them seemed alone in a vast
necropolis of ruined buildings. Even the sound of
the children’s laughter was gone.

Teska was about to run to the lodge for help, when
Denker reached a bloody hand into the air and tried
to grab her. Teska stumbled backward. Denker gur-
gled and croaked in desperation, but his vocal
chords had been severed by the dagger—he had no
way to speak. Overcoming her shock, Teska gripped
his hand and knelt beside him, to do what she could
for the man in his final moments of life.

If he were a Vulcan, she knew exactly what she
would do—she would mind-meld with him, so that
he could pass his katra on to her. Then his memories,
experience, and knowledge would not be lost but
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would be retained and passed on to his family. His
soul would live in their collective consciousness.

But Denker was not a Vulcan.

“Help!” she shrieked again, sounding as desperate
as the dying man.

Now he gripped her tunic, spreading blood across
her chest as he tried valiantly to speak. Nothing
came from his mouth but frothing green liquid, and
his body rattled in its death throes. Still, he gasped,
trying to tell her something.

So urgent was his need to communicate that Teska
forgot her usual caution. She spread the fingers of
her right hand and laid them upon the dying man’s
cheekbones. His spasms instantly subsided, and a
peaceful expression spread across his face.

But Teska’s face twisted in agony, and she
screamed.
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Chapter Six

IN THE SUNDIAL ViIsITORS’ LODGE, Spock rose to his
feet, walked to the doorway, and peered into the
darkness. If he were a human, he might be accused
of pacing nervously, so he tried to think of a logical
reason to leave the bridge and check on Teska. He
had heard some childlike shouts, but he wasn’t sure
if they came from outside or from one of the back
rooms. Suddenly the forty-six minutes they had to
spend on Rigel V seemed like a very long time.
Behind him, McCoy laughed at the antics of
Oblek, who had proven to be an adroit juggler as
well as a jovial host. Kirk and Spock were nursing
their first glasses of ale, and Kirk glanced at him
sympathetically. Spock remembered that his friend
had been a parent, even if he had never watched his
son grow up. If unwarranted concern was part of
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being a parent, he was glad that he had been spared
such unpleasantness.

Oblek noticed that he was losing his audience, and
he dropped the four sacks of seed he had been
juggling. They hit the floor and spilled open.

“Hey!” the proprietor cried. “We don’t pay you to
make a mess around here, Oblek.”

“Sorry,” said the prefect, looking crestfallen.

Kirk slapped his hands on his thighs and stoad up.
“I think it is time to be going. We can beam up from
here. Spock, you are the only one with any money.”

“This is all I have,” said Spock, handing a stack of
coins to the proprietor. “Will that be sufficient?”

“Oh, my, yes!” said the man with a big grin on his
face. “Half of that would be enough.”

As he returned a few coins to the Vulcan, the
man’s face dissolved into shock, and he stared past
Spock. The Vulcan whirled around at the same time
the others did, to see the cause of his alarm.

Standing in the doorway was little Teska with a
vacant look on her face, and covered in blood.

Kirk rushed to the girl’s side. “What happened to
you?”

McCoy was right behind Kirk, and he opened a
small medical pouch on his belt and took out a
diagnostic instrument. Despite the blood all over
her clothes, she didn’t appear injured.

“She’s suffered some kind of trauma,” said
McCoy. “Alert Sickbay, Jim, and tell them we’re on
our way.”

“No!” said Teska forcefully, as if snapping out of a
trance. “I am not hurt. But Ambassador Denker is
dead.”
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Prefect Oblek gasped and sunk down into one of
the seedy chairs. “Denker is dead?”’

“Murdered.” The girl looked up at Spock. “I did
not intend to do it, but he was dying.”

“Do what?” asked Kirk. “What did you do?”

Spock’s jaw tightened. “You performed a mind-
meld.”

The girl nodded. “I saw it all. They argued, and
Denker walked off. Vitra sent Mondral after him,
and they fought. Mondral stuck a knife in his
throat.”

“You saw this?” asked Oblek, amazed.

“Yes.”

“No,” said Spock. “She did not actually witness
the murder. But she did a mind-meld with Denker,
and she shared Ais vision of it. Is that right, Teska?”

The girl nodded vacantly.

Oblek shook his head, confused. “What is a mind-
meld?”

Kirk looked at Spock and sighed. If anybody was
going to have to explain the Vulcan mind-meld, it
would be Spock.

“Wait a minute,” said McCoy, “maybe Teska is
mistaken. Maybe the man is still alive.” He was
headed out the door when they heard shouts and
running footsteps coming closer.

The girl suddenly jerked her head and looked
outside, as if reminded of something. “I know why
he did it, too. So Denker could not tell the Assembly
about Vitra’s illegal activities. Denker refused to
falsify his report.”

“Let me note the time,” said Oblek, fumbling in
his pocket for a timepiece.
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“I want to see the body,” insisted McCoy. Before
he could get out the door, two Rigelians ran up to
the doorway, shouting, “Prefect! Prefect! There’s
been a murder!”

“Yes, I know,” grumbled the pudgy bureaucrat.
“Ambassador Denker.”

The Rigelians looked at each other in amazement.
“That’s right. But we just found his body.”

“Are you sure he’s dead?”” asked McCoy.

“I think so,” said one of them<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>