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HISTORIAN’S NOTE

The events in this story take place in the final year of the U.S.S. Enterprise’s five-year mission.




PROLOGUE

Planet Vok

Sector 8491

“VOTE!” scrolled the window.

Bloj stepped back to admire the effect. The new smart-glass window at the front of his downtown art gallery worked just as advertised. The blunt imperative scrolled continuously from the top of the window and back again, spelled out in bold phosphorescent purple letters that appeared almost three-dimensional when viewed from any angle. It was a clear spring morning, awash in sunlight, but the glowing message still popped. There was no way any passing driver or pedestrian could miss it, which was precisely the idea.

“What do you think?” he asked Lesh, who was standing beside him on the sidewalk outside the gallery. Vintage carnival posters, both classical and abstract, could be viewed through the transparent portions of the window, beyond the scrolling “VOTE!” A handheld remote allowed Bloj to tinker with the color, luminosity, and scroll rate of the message, as well as edit the text if necessary. “Pretty dramatic, isn’t it?”

“It’s eye-catching, all right,” his nephew said, his worried tone and expression betraying a certain lack of enthusiasm. Lesh glanced nervously up and down the sparsely populated sidewalk; it was early enough that the street wasn’t bustling yet, although the neighborhood was already beginning to stir. The younger man, whom Bloj had hired as a favor to his sister, eyed the window with visible discomfort. “Maybe too much so. Are you sure you want to be so… provocative?”

“Times are changing,” Bloj said. “We don’t have to watch what we say like we did under the old regime.”

“So they say,” Lesh said skeptically. “But it’s not as though that regime is ancient history. You certain you aren’t jumping the gun here? Maybe we ought to wait until after the election before getting too political?”

“After the election could be too late. We need to make our voices heard now, at long last.” Bloj contemplated his modest gallery, which had been shut down more than once over the years. “I’ve spent too much of my life having to appease government censors and propaganda officers. Now that we can finally speak our minds, I intend to take full advantage of our new freedoms, no matter—”

A hover truck pulled up to the curb, hissing loudly to a stop as it settled to the pavement. The men turned toward the vehicle, which was emblazoned with the emblem of a local EPS repair service. A weathered steel door slid open, disgorging the driver, who strode toward them, displeasure written over her all-too-familiar face.

“Oh, flux,” Lesh moaned.

Bloj’s own spirits sank, despite his convictions, but he stood his ground as the hefty technician approached, her tool belt jangling from her waist. He braced himself for an ugly confrontation; he and Prav had clashed before over artwork she deemed insufficiently “patriotic.” He suspected that she had also reported him to the authorities in days gone by.

“What’s this?” she demanded, scowling at the window.

Bloj refused to be intimidated, even though Prav was a head taller than him and younger and in better shape as well. Platinum-blond dreadlocks framed her bellicose features. Silver epaulets on her shoulders betrayed her loyalty to the old regime.

“I would think the message is self-explanatory.”

His answer did not satisfy her. “Who are you voting for?” she asked. “As if I can’t guess.”

“Doctor Ceff, of course. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“Figures.” Prav snorted in disgust. “Should’ve known you’d support that spineless professor. It’s as though you and your sort can’t wait to tear down everything that has kept us strong and secure for generations. Bet you want to appease those barbaric scum on Ozalor, too. Let them steal Braco from us without so much as a fight.”

“Ceff represents a more enlightened, more peaceful future for all of us,” Bloj said. “I’m sorry you can’t see that.”

Prav came closer, invading Bloj’s personal space. She loomed over the elderly gallery owner. “Oh, I see you just fine. I see that traitors like you are in for a big surprise when the General takes power.”

“If your General wins the election,” Bloj corrected her before resolving to get back to work. He knew better than to get sucked into a pointless debate when there was obviously no common ground to be found. “You vote your way and I’ll vote my way, and we’ll see who ends up surprised.”

“We shouldn’t even be voting in the first place,” Prav snarled. “Everything was fine before subversives like you divided us.”

“Speak for yourself, please. That’s not how I remember it.”

Bloj began to turn away from Prav, but she surprised him by snatching the remote from his hand and hurling it at the window with all her strength. The device shattered the smart glass. Jagged shards rained down onto the sidewalk.

“Oops,” Prav said with a smirk.

Fury consumed Bloj. “You ignorant bully! You had no right!”

“What are you going to do about it, old man?” Prav raised her fists, spoiling for a fight. “Show me what you’ve got, art collector.”

Bloj had never been a brawler, not even in his youth, but he was sorely tempted to oblige her. He trembled with rage, his fists clenched at his sides. He had put up with the likes of Prav for too long. That she thought she could still get away with such tactics infuriated him.

Just when I thought things were getting better!

“Leave it, Uncle!” Lesh grabbed his arm to restrain him. “Don’t let her bait you. She’s just looking for an excuse to flatten you!”

“Listen to the boy.” Prav snickered as she headed back to her vehicle. “And you might want to think twice before trying to stir up any more trouble. Don’t think we’re going to forget whose side you chose once this idiotic election is over.”

“You can’t stop the future,” Bloj said, his voice thick with emotion. “The military isn’t in charge anymore!”

“Right,” she scoffed. “Keep telling yourself that.”

She got into her hover truck and cruised away, leaving the vandalized window behind, its shattered message littering the pavement.

“You see, this is just what I was worried about.” Lesh released Bloj’s arm once Prav was well away. He shook his head at the wreckage. “This election has everyone worked up. You need to be more circumspect.”

“But I wasn’t even promoting any one candidate over another,” Bloj protested, still shaken by the encounter. His heart drummed even as his blood boiled at the injustice. “I was just urging people to vote, that’s all.”

“These days, that’s enough to set some folks off,” Lesh said. Broken glass crunched beneath his boots as he inspected the damage. “I told you before, you’re staking too much on this election. Chances are, the whole thing is rigged anyway, so why risk antagonizing people over it?”

Bloj was dismayed by his nephew’s cynicism. “That’s not true. Good people have fought long and hard to make this election happen. Why, the Federation is sending its own experts to observe the election to guarantee that it’s conducted fairly. The eyes of the entire quadrant are upon us. There’s no way anyone can steal this election!”

“That,” Lesh said dubiously, “remains to be seen.”






One


Captain’s Log, Stardate 6784.1: As the Enterprise nears the end of its five-year mission, we are en route to Vok, an independent world in a sector bordering the outer reaches of the Federation. The planet is about to hold its first free election after being ruled by a military dictatorship for more than a generation. Because tensions are running high, the Federation has been invited to oversee the election as a neutral observer, which may prove challenging given that the results of the election could affect the future of not just Vok but two other neighboring planets.



“With apologies to Charles Dickens, this is essentially a tale of three worlds,” Commissioner Imogen Dare informed various senior officers of the U.S.S. Enterprise in the ship’s main briefing room. A distinguished Federation diplomat, she was a human in her late fifties, with silver hair and shrewd brown eyes. Her civilian attire was well tailored and professional. “Vok, Ozalor, and Braco.”

Captain James T. Kirk listened attentively. He was already familiar with the gist of the mission, but he let Dare take the lead on this briefing. Although he had never met her before she came aboard at Starbase R-3, she’d made a good first impression in that she didn’t strike him as being as overbearing or self-important as some other high-ranking dignitaries he could name. He hoped that boded well for their joint assignment.

“More than two thousand years ago, an apocalyptic interstellar war pretty much wiped out civilization on all three worlds, each of which occupies its own solar system within a common sector,” Dare continued. “After centuries of struggle, their respective peoples have only now climbed back up from post-atomic dark ages to modernity, although much of their early history remains in dispute, surviving only as conflicting legends and scraps of unreliable data. At this point, they are only just warp capable again; in Earth terms, they’re somewhere between Zefram Cochrane and Jonathan Archer, which means they’ve made contact with the Federation, but are probably still generations away from joining us.”

Graphics on a viewscreen accompanied her briefing. At present, a star chart demonstrated the three planets’ relative proximity to one another. Kirk noted that each world was only a solar system away from the others, making them only a few days’ travel from one another at warp speed. Just as significantly, their sector bordered various outlying Federation colonies and outposts, giving the United Federation of Planets a vested interest in preserving peace in the region lest any conflicts spill over into Federation territory.

“Vok is our destination,” Dare said, “but their relations with their neighbors are key to understanding the politics involved, as well as all that is at stake.”

The image on the screen zeroed in on one particular Class-M planet.

“Ozalor is Vok’s ancient adversary and rival. As noted before, much of the sector’s history was lost to time and the war, including the particulars of who exactly initiated the conflict, but the enmity between Vok and Ozalor has endured in the collective memories and myths of both peoples long after the cataclysm sent them back to the dark ages. These festered and grew during the millennia or so that they had no contact with each other, prior to rediscovering warp travel in the last century or so. We’re talking thousands of years of bad blood, congealed into the bedrock of both resurgent civilizations.”

“There’s a grisly image,” Doctor Leonard McCoy said. He was seated at the conference table along with Spock. Yeoman Zahra was also on hand to take notes on the meeting. McCoy shook his head. “Too bad there’s no such thing as a cultural anticoagulant when it comes to clotted feuds and prejudices.”

“If only,” Dare said. “These days Ozalor is a modern, reasonably high-tech monarchy, with whom, unfortunately, the Federation does not have formal diplomatic relations, due to a tragic misunderstanding a few decades ago.”

“The Pericles affair,” Spock stated. “A most regrettable occurrence.”

Kirk recalled the incident. A routine first contact had taken a bad turn, leading to a Starfleet landing party being taken hostage. An ensuing rescue attempt had also gone amiss, resulting in fatalities on both sides. Relations between the Federation and Ozalor had been frosty ever since, despite sporadic attempts on the UFP’s part to mend fences. Ozalor preferred to keep the Federation at arm’s length and so Starfleet had given the system a wide berth.

“Very much so, Mister Spock,” Dare agreed. “And, for better or for worse, the fact that Vok is on friendlier terms with the Federation doesn’t help matters as far as the Ozalorians are concerned.”

“I can see that,” Kirk said. “Hard to win their trust when we’re already forging ties with their ancient enemy. That’s a tricky nut to crack, diplomatically.”

“And beyond the purview of this mission,” Dare said. “But rest assured that we can’t talk about the presidential election on Vok without understanding its rivalry with Ozalor, particularly where Braco is concerned.”

The focus of the viewscreen shifted to the third planet under discussion.

“Braco is a major bone of contention. Both Vok and Ozalor lay claim to the planet, which is believed to be the ancestral home of both peoples, while the planet’s own population is divided in their loyalties, with some claiming allegiance to Vok and others to Ozalor. After years of strife and civil war, a tentative cease-fire is in effect, with the planet being jointly administered by a provisional government representing both factions, but the planet’s long-term status and loyalties remain precariously unresolved. The possibility of a proxy war, with Vok and Ozalor supporting opposing forces, or, worse yet, a hot war between Vok and Ozalor, remains a very real possibility… and a major issue in the presidential election on Vok.”

“How so?” McCoy asked.

“On one side you have the hardliners, headed by a General Gogg, who is affiliated with the old military regime. He and his fellow hawks feel strongly that Braco belongs to Vok and resist any sort of compromise on the issue. On the other side, you have Doctor Ceff, an intellectual and reformer who is committed to working out a peaceful solution to the Braco issue.” Dare paused to take a sip of water before proceeding. “Frankly, the Federation would prefer that Ceff win the election, but we need to fall over backward to avoid any hint of favoritism. We can’t take sides if we’re to fulfill our role as impartial observers.”

“Understood,” Kirk said. “What challenges do you anticipate us encountering once we reach Vok?”

“Difficult to say, Captain. An executive committee is temporarily in charge of the planet’s government, but tensions are running high in anticipation of the election, with threats and accusations flying back and forth between the rival camps and unrest simmering amongst the populace. Among other tasks, securing a fair election may entail preventing voter intimidation, not to mention protecting the safety of the candidates and their supporters.”

Kirk nodded. He wanted to believe that elections and bloodshed were incompatible, but galactic history suggested that democracies sometimes experienced violent birth pangs—and didn’t always survive. The descent of the First Sybellan Republic into anarchy came immediately to mind, as did the bloody Ballot Wars of Tammuz VI and too many other cautionary examples. Nobody wanted to see Vok turn into another failed state or dictatorship.

“You can count on the Enterprise and its crew, Commissioner, to provide whatever assistance you require.”

“Thank you, Captain Kirk.” She swept her steely gaze over her audience. “Let me stress the importance of ensuring a peaceful transition of power on Vok. Beyond the humanitarian aspects of our mission, the last thing anyone wants is war and chaos spreading into neighboring sectors. Fair elections on Vok won’t resolve all the tensions in the region overnight, but, fortune willing, they’ll bring greater stability to the sector… and that’s in everyone’s best interests.”

McCoy sighed. “I’ll stick to medicine if you don’t mind. Politics brings out the cynic in me.”

“You’re not alone there,” Dare conceded. “Ambrose Bierce once defined politics as ‘a strife of interests masquerading as a contest of principles.’ ”

“Let’s hope for more of the latter,” Kirk said, “and less of the former.”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” McCoy said.



“So I understand you’ve been to Vok before?” Kirk asked Dare as the landing party prepared to beam down to Yant, the planet’s capital city, to meet with the presidential candidates. He was decked out in his dress uniform for the occasion.

“That’s right,” she replied. “Years ago, as a junior member of the diplomatic corps, I helped establish formal relations with Vok. One of my first big assignments, actually, so I have a personal attachment to the planet and its inhabitants. It’s a terrific world, full of natural beauty, a rich culture, and warm, welcoming people, even if, politically, they’ve gone through some difficult times over the last few decades. The military staged a coup twenty-seven years ago, during a severe economic downturn, but the people are ready to try democracy again.”

“I look forward to getting to know them,” Kirk said.

The Enterprise had made good time getting to Vok. The election was still more than a week away, giving them time to get settled in to observe the proceedings. For this initial meeting, Kirk had kept the landing party to a minimum in order to seem less like an occupying force. Only he, Dare, and Yeoman Zahra occupied the transporter platform. Spock had the bridge, while McCoy had seemed happy to stay put in sickbay for “medical reasons.”

“I’m allergic to politics,” he’d insisted.

Bones never did like dressing up for formal occasions, Kirk recalled.

“Any word from the planet, Mister Scott?” he asked the engineer, who was at the transporter controls.

“Aye, sir. We’re receiving the exact coordinates now. Just needed a moment to provide the proper passwords to get past a few extra layers of encryption.” Scott frowned at the inconvenience. “A bit of a bother, if you ask me.”

“Better safe than sorry, Mister Scott. We’re meeting with the future leaders of the planet at a crucial juncture in their history.” Kirk shrugged. “Can’t blame the Vokites for wanting to take all prudent safety precautions.”

“I suppose not, sir,” Scott conceded. “Regardless, we’re ready when you are, Captain.”

“Very good, Mister Scott.” Kirk glanced to confirm that Dare and Zahra were in position. “Energize.”

As ever, the transport was near instantaneous. Kirk and his party suddenly found themselves in a large, well-lit parlor boasting the garishly colored walls and furnishings favored on Vok. Only a handful of individuals were present, all humanoid in appearance; like many alien species, Vokites were more or less indistinguishable from humans at first glance. Kirk recognized the rival candidates. Opaque windows provided privacy from prying eyes.

A young man in a conservative Federation business suit stepped forward to greet them. A slight accent indicated Neptunian roots. Kirk recognized him as Steve Tanaka, Dare’s advance man, who had come ahead to lay the groundwork for the mission. Fashionable sideburns framed his youthful countenance; a pencil mustache provided a rakish flair—or possibly just represented an attempt to look more mature. Dare had spoken highly of Tanaka on the voyage here.

“Commissioner, Captain Kirk, Yeoman, welcome to Vok.”

“Good to see you again, Steve.” Dare glanced around. “I take it everything is in order?”

“You bet,” he said. “Per your instructions, I’ve arranged a larger, more public reception later this afternoon, complete with vid opportunities and press coverage, but this gathering is just for the principals, to give everyone a chance to meet outside of the public eye.”

Kirk saw the wisdom in that. Less chance of political posturing if nothing else. He also observed that there didn’t seem to be a lot of mingling going on; both camps were keeping to themselves, eyeing each other warily from opposite sides of the room. He didn’t need a psycho-tricorder to pick up on the tension between them. It was just as well that phasers or any other kind of sidearm had been banned from the occasion.

He was pondering how best to break the ice when the reform candidate, Doctor Ceff, took the initiative. Loose, neon-bright fabrics swirled about her short, roundish form as she crossed the room. A warm smile, rosy cheeks, and laugh lines added character to her features. A pile of fuzzy auburn hair contributed several centimeters to her height. She came forward, accompanied by an older man, who bore a distinct familial resemblance to Ceff, and a younger woman, who struck Kirk as roughly the same age as Chekov back on the Enterprise.

“Allow me to introduce my right and left hands,” Ceff said after a few pleasantries. “This is my brother, Div, who also happens to be my campaign manager.”

“Pleased to meet you,” the man said. His auburn hair and rosy complexion matched his sister’s, while his smile was perhaps a tad too broad. He shook Kirk’s hand vigorously. A sweaty palm left Kirk wishing for a discreet way to wipe his own hand off afterward. “The way I see it, my job is simply to make sure the voters get to know and appreciate my sister as much as I do. Beyond that, she sells herself.”

Ceff chuckled indulgently. “Did I mention that Div used to work in marketing before joining my campaign?” She turned toward the younger woman. “And this is Prup, my number-one policy advisor. Don’t be fooled by her tender years; she’s one of the best students I ever taught back in my academic days and she has a prodigious grasp of the issues and how they affect the average citizen. I like to think she keeps me honest… and in touch with the younger generation.”

“The professor is too kind,” Prup said. Her straight blond hair was parted down the middle. A pale blue dress, suitable to the occasion, flattered her slender figure. A data slate was tucked under her arm. “She taught me everything I know.”

“I certainly hope not,” Ceff replied, chuckling again. “I’m counting on you to keep me informed of what I don’t know, even when I don’t want to hear it.”

“My attitude as well,” Kirk agreed. “I depend on my crew to provide me with information as well as their expertise and judgment. And I like to think that they’re comfortable expressing their opinions, sometimes quite forcefully.”

“Oh, I can attest to that,” Dare said lightly, “particularly where your chief medical officer is concerned.”

“I’ll have to take your word for that,” Ceff said. “Barring any unexpected medical emergencies.”

“Knock on wood,” Kirk said, taking a liking to Ceff so far. He reminded himself, however, that he needed to be evenhanded when dealing with the candidates vying for the leadership of the planet. He turned toward the opposition, who were standing a few meters away. Unlike Ceff and her people, who’d wasted no time approaching them, General Gogg and his supporters made the new arrivals come to them.

“General.” Dare crossed the room to address him, followed by Kirk and the rest of the Federation party. “A pleasure to meet you at last.”

“Commissioner, Captain.”

Gogg was a tall, imposing presence, whose rigid bearing betrayed his military background even though he had traded in his uniform for a crisply pressed dark suit, with only a single medal testifying to his service. Cropped black hair had gone gray at the temples. Sharp, severe features matched his saturnine expression. A deep voice rumbled from his chest. His hands remained clasped behind his back.

“Thank you for making the time to meet with us today,” Dare said.

“I could hardly surrender the field to the enemy,” Gogg declared.

“The opposition, you mean,” Kirk said. “ ‘Enemy’ seems a bit strong for a peaceful election.”

“I am not one to mince words,” Gogg said. “This is a battle I intend to win… for our world’s sake.”

Kirk chose not to press the point. “Fair enough. We’re just here to make sure everyone plays by the rules.”

One of Gogg’s aides snorted in derision. “Sure you are.”

“I assure you,” Dare said, “we take our role as impartial observers very seriously.”

“I don’t know,” the aide said. “You lot looked pretty cozy with Ceff and her fellow subversives just now. Everyone knows whose side the Federation is on.”

“That’s enough, Sozz,” the General said curtly. “Captain Kirk is a soldier with an honorable record. He and his associates must be accorded respect.”

“Thank you, General,” Kirk responded. “I can only reiterate what Commissioner Dare just stated. We’re not here to interfere in your election.”

Gogg looked squarely at Kirk, more or less ignoring Dare. If the diplomat was offended by this, she did a good job of hiding it. Kirk could only assume that she judged this a battle not worth fighting at the moment.

“I will take you at your word, Captain,” Gogg said. “I have reviewed your career and find it most commendable. As a fellow military man, I am reassured that you are a soldier, not a politician.”

“I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Kirk said. “But, if you’ll forgive me, aren’t you a politician these days?”

“Don’t remind me,” Gogg said, sighing heavily, “but it’s a sacrifice I’m prepared to make to protect our society from those who would weaken us. I am confident that, in the end, Vok will choose a strong leader to maintain order and hold on tightly to what belongs to us.”

“Such as Braco?” Ceff asked, joining the conversation. “Surely, that is negotiable. Why not strive for a long-term solution that respects the claims of all?”

Gogg bristled. “The sacred birthplace of our species means so little to you? You would barter away our heritage, embolden our foes?”

“Ozalor doesn’t have to be our foe,” Ceff argued.

“Not our foe?” Gogg said. “Have you forgotten the billions they slew in The Leveling, the cities they laid waste to, the hundreds of centuries of hardship our people have endured because of Ozalor’s perfidy? You dishonor our martyred ancestors with every word out of your seditious lips.”

“That war was millennia ago, and Ozalor suffered as much as Vok,” Ceff stated. “We need to look to the future, not the past.”

The General huffed indignantly. “Maybe you can blithely dismiss our history, but I for one will never relinquish our proud heritage… or our rightful claim to the planet that spawned us.”

“But that’s never been proven,” Prup chimed in. Ceff’s young protégée looked up from her slate to add her own two cents. “And even if Braco is where our species evolved before colonizing Vok and Ozalor, doesn’t that mean Ozalor also has a legitimate interest in Braco?”

“You dare place the enemy’s ‘interests’ on the level of your own people?” spat the General’s outspoken aide-de-camp. His face flushed angrily. “That’s nothing short of treason!”

“I’m sure that’s not what my young associate meant.” Div attempted to spin Prup’s words. “Nobody has greater respect for Vok’s proud heritage than my sister and—”

Prup did not allow Div to speak for her. “Are you questioning my patriotism?” she shot back.

“I’m calling you a traitor,” Sozz said. “You and the rest of—”

“Everyone cool their engines.” Kirk stepped between the two factions in hopes of de-escalating the increasingly heated confrontation. He briefly wondered if he should have included a couple of security officers in the landing party, while taking some comfort in the knowledge that Zahra was trained in self-defense and could handle herself in a tight spot if necessary. “Let’s keep things cordial.”

“An excellent suggestion, Captain Kirk,” Dare said. “These are important issues and there will be plenty of opportunities to debate them, but perhaps now is not the time or the place? This is a social occasion.”

Kirk recalled Khan Noonien Singh’s observation, a few years ago, that social occasions were often just war concealed. Did General Gogg feel the same way? Did Ceff and her people?

“Very well,” Gogg said. “There is little point in wasting breath on those who cannot hear. Better to make my case to the people.”

“On that we can agree,” Ceff said. “This election is about convincing the voters, not each other.”

Steve Tanaka spoke up. “Speaking of whom, perhaps now is a good time to introduce you to the state-of-the-art computer that will be tabulating the vote.”

“By all means,” Dare said, no doubt grateful for the change of subject. “That’s your field of expertise after all.” Her voice conveyed total confidence in her aide. “I confess that Steve is much better versed in the technical aspects of modern suffrage than I am.”

“Thanks.” He crossed the room to address a vibrantly yellow steel wall. “Tanaka to VP-One. Requesting terminal access.”

An amber-colored sensor beam, issuing from the ceiling, illuminated him for a moment.

“Biometric scan confirmed,” a bodiless voice replied. “Allowing access.”

The wall retracted into the floor, exposing a sophisticated computer terminal. Banks of processors, bedecked with blinking lights, flanked a central control pedestal facing a large circular screen that currently provided a view of a spherical satellite orbiting the planet. It was difficult to judge the size of the satellite against the vacuum of space, but it conveyed the impression of heft. Kirk understood that the satellite had been designed and built on Vok, albeit with technical assistance from the Federation.

“Meet Vok Populi,” Tanaka said, grinning at the pun, “or, more simply, VP-One. The actual computer is in orbit above our heads, waiting to receive and tally the votes of every eligible adult on the planet come Election Day, which will last for one entire planetary rotation in order for VP-One to receive ballots transmitted directly from voting stations all over the globe, without any need for intermediary relays. Our goal? A completely automated system, eliminating any possibility of humanoid error or tampering. VP-One is autonomous and incorruptible, at least as far as possible.”

Kirk frowned. Memories of Landru and M-5 and other rogue computers compelled him to play devil’s advocate. “Are we sure that’s wise, placing that much power in the hands of a machine?”

“I understand your concerns, Captain,” Tanaka said, seemingly unfazed by Kirk’s query. “I studied under poor Doctor Daystrom back in my undergrad days, so I understand where you’re coming from. Let me assure you that, bottom line, VP-One is just a glorified calculating machine, not a genuine artificial intelligence with any possibility of developing its own agenda, nor is it tied into the planet’s defense grid or anything like that. Heck, it’s actually programmed to self-destruct if it’s ever irretrievably compromised, not that such a breach is remotely possible. Advanced duotronic firewalls and algorithms allow VP-One to detect and avert any attempts at fraud or hijacking.” He beamed at his pride and joy. “Trust me, we’ve taken every precaution.”

“Glad to hear it.”

Kirk had no desire to undermine anyone’s confidence in the election results; that would be contrary to his mission. He figured, however, that it was better to address such issues head-on rather than let them go unspoken. In the long run, answering any worrisome questions in advance could only increase the odds of a fair and uncontested election.

“Nevertheless,” he said, “might I suggest that some of my people conduct a review of the system, strictly in the interest of added redundancy. In particular, I’m thinking that I’d like my science officer, my chief engineer, and my communications specialist to look over the specs, if only to provide fresh eyes.”

“I’m not sure that’s necessary, Captain,” Tanaka said. “Between me and my Vokite collaborators, we’ve already gone to extraordinary lengths to perfect VP-One and our voting centers.”

“No doubt,” Kirk said, not wanting to question the other man’s efforts. “But given the importance of the election, why not err toward overkill when it comes to reviewing the systems in place?”

The captain knew he would feel more comfortable having the hardware, software, and transmission networks checked out by Scotty, Spock, and Uhura, respectively.

“Why not, indeed?” Dare said. “The Enterprise is at our disposal, so it would be foolish not to take full advantage of its gifted crew.”

“Well, when you put it that way,” Tanaka conceded. He nodded at Kirk. “Please let your officers know, Captain, that I will be happy to provide them with whatever technical specs they require.”

“Thanks,” Kirk said. “I appreciate your cooperation.”

Tanaka shrugged. “That’s what I’m here for. Now then, does anybody else have any questions?”

Prup raised her hand, as though still in a classroom. “I’m already fairly familiar with the basics of the systems, but I wouldn’t mind a chance to go over some specifics with you in detail… although perhaps not at this particular moment.”

“Naturally,” Tanaka agreed. “Talk to me later about scheduling an appointment.”

Gogg stepped forward. “I would prefer one of my own lieutenants attend any such conference.”

“That can be arranged,” Tanaka said amiably. “If that’s acceptable to both parties.”

“No problem here,” Prup said. “We’re all about transparency.”

“Within reasonable limits, naturally,” Div added. “Wouldn’t want to give away our entire playbook before Election Day.”

An electronic chime caught Tanaka’s attention. He consulted his personal communicator.

“Ah, it’s time for that public reception. We don’t want to keep the press and various other dignitaries waiting. If you’ll excuse me for a moment.” He turned back toward the viewscreen. “Tanaka to VP-One. Secure terminal.”

“Acknowledged. Securing.”

The concealing wall slid back into place. Tanaka guided Kirk and the others toward a bank of waiting lifts.

“If you’ll follow me, the media—and a full buffet—await.”

“What about security?” Sozz asked warily. “How do we know this reception will not expose the General to unnecessary risk?”

“All the customary measures are in place,” Tanaka said. “The guest list has been vetted and revetted by all concerned. There’s no cause to worry.”

“Easy for you to say,” Sozz said. “We cannot take any chances with the General’s safety, not with so many radicals and subversives about.” He squinted suspiciously at Ceff and her entourage. “There are those who would stop at nothing to seize control of the state.”

“Is that directed at us?” Prup objected. “Please! If anything, it’s your diehard supporters who are more likely to resort to force to get their way, just like the old military regime did.”

“Lies and propaganda,” Sozz said. “It’s well known your side tolerates no opposition to your so-called reforms.”

Prup produced her data slate. “Would you care to back that up with facts? Perhaps consult the actual numbers regarding death threats against Doctor Ceff and assaults on nonviolent advocates for change?”

“Manufactured numbers,” Sozz said. “The truth cannot be found in whatever spurious ‘facts’ you have on your device.”

“Actually,” Div said, “we’re quite conscientious when it comes to our data collection and projections.”

Sozz laughed harshly. “I wouldn’t trust your data if you swore to it on the lives of your misbegotten forebears.”

“Hey,” Div objected, “there’s no call for that kind of personal insult.”

“I quite agree.” Ceff confronted Gogg directly. “You mind calling off your attack dog, General Gogg?”

“He is merely speaking his mind,” Gogg stated. “I cannot fault him for the passion of his views. Perhaps you should concentrate on reining in your own subordinates instead.”

Kirk was about to intervene again when Dare beat him to the punch.

“Candidates, please!” she said. “We’re about to go before the public. Is this really the picture you want to present to Vok?”

“Why not?” Sozz stated. “Why sugarcoat the truth about the combat we’re engaged in?”

“Well, there’s the truth and there’s the truth,” Div said. “Presentation matters.”

Spoken like a salesman, Kirk thought, but he knew what Div meant. “Electoral combat, you mean. As I understand it, the message we want to convey today is that this contest will be fairly fought, with both sides in agreement regarding the rules of engagement, so maybe you shouldn’t look as though you’re ready to come to blows? This is supposed to be a peaceful election, correct?”

“Quite right, Captain,” Dare said. “Let’s put our best faces forward, so that whoever wins the election will do so without dispute.”

She strode over to the lifts, which opened to receive them. Kirk found himself grateful that they wouldn’t all have to squeeze into the same lift. That could make for an extremely uncomfortable ride, in more ways than one.

“Time to shake hands before the world,” Dare said. “Smiles, everyone.”

Easier said than done, Kirk thought.






Two

Braco System

“We’re approaching the planet, Doctor.”

Lieutenant Peter Levine was at the helm of the Galileo as the shuttlecraft sped through space toward Braco in response to an urgent medical emergency. McCoy shared the passenger area with Nurse Christine Chapel as the Class-M planet came into view through the forward portholes. Drifting clouds obscured unfamiliar continents.

“About time,” McCoy muttered. “No offense, Levine. I know you’re flying this shuttle as fast as you can. I’m just anxious to get there before it’s too late.”

The distress signal had reached the Enterprise several hours ago, alerting them to a serious outbreak of Rigelian fever in a remote mountain village on the planet. As the potentially fatal disease was not native to Braco, the local doctors apparently lacked the experience and resources to cope with the outbreak; in particular, they were desperately in need of ryetalyn, a rare mineral needed to cure the disease. Fortunately, McCoy had taken pains to keep an adequate supply of ryetalyn aboard the Enterprise ever since the fever had spread like wildfire through the ship two years ago. That supply was now on Galileo, waiting to be administered to suffering patients on Braco.

“No offense taken,” Levine said. He was a trim, dark-haired security officer whose muscular build bespoke many rigorous workouts in the ship’s gymnasium. He was also the captain of the gamma shift bowling team. “I understand that every second counts.”

Kirk had been tied up in meetings on Vok when the alert reached the Enterprise, so Spock had authorized the relief mission in the captain’s absence. McCoy and Chapel had wasted no time getting underway. Galileo had made good time, but McCoy hated the idea of being too late to save even a single life.

One of the unfortunate side effects of space travel and exploration was bacteria and viruses spreading from planet to planet and sector to sector, despite the most stringent of precautions. McCoy hoped that it wasn’t a Federation citizen who had brought the fever to Braco, but he fully intended to stop the spread of the disease. They could trace the source of the fever later, once the initial outbreak was under control. Maybe after the Enterprise completed its mission on Vok.

“Entering the atmosphere,” Levine said. “There may be some turbulence. Buckle up.”

He wasn’t joking. Thunder and lightning shook the shuttle, making for a bumpy descent. McCoy glanced over his shoulder to make sure the ryetalyn was stored securely at the rear of the spacecraft.

“It’ll be fine, Doctor,” Chapel assured him. “No need to worry.”

“Who said I was worried?” he groused. “And how the devil are you keeping so calm on this roller coaster? Did you help yourself to a tranquilizer when I wasn’t looking?”

“No,” she quipped back, “but I’d be happy to administer one to you if you’d like.”

“That won’t be necessary.” He settled back into his seat to ride out the storm. “Just feels like my innards are about to slingshot through time.”

“Won’t be much longer,” Levine promised. “I’m dropping below the cloud cover to get away from the turbulence.”

True to his word, he piloted them out of the storm. The roiling clouds gave way to clearer skies as Galileo descended, then leveled out at a lower altitude. The surface of the planet came into view. McCoy’s eyes widened at the sight of a vast glittering expanse that appeared to stretch on for hundreds of kilometers. Empty plains, seemingly devoid of life, reflected the fading sunlight as though carpeted by Spican flame gems in a wide variety of hues.

“Well, that’s something,” he said. “What are we looking at?”

“The Sea of Glass,” Chapel replied. “A souvenir of an atomic attack on the planet millennia ago. Legend has it that it was once as smooth and glossy as a mirror, but time and the elements long since shattered it into a sea of tiny glass particles, most no larger than a grain of sand.” She gazed out at the sparkling vista. “Hard to believe that something so tragic could create such beauty.”

McCoy looked over at her. “How do you know all this? Have you been here before?”

“No,” she said. “But it was a long flight, so I had plenty of time to do some reading on the way here.”

He noticed the data slate resting in her lap. He guessed that she had been reading up on Braco while he’d been reviewing the latest medical literature on Rigelian fever.

“A very efficient use of your time,” he commented. “Spock would approve.”

Almost instantly, he regretted the remark. As far as he knew, Chapel had gotten over her hopeless crush on Spock, but she was no Vulcan; her feelings could be hurt.

She took the compliment in stride, however, looking not at all bothered. “Thank you, Doctor. I figured it couldn’t hurt to learn the lay of the land.”

Guess she’s moved on after all, he thought. Good for her.

The shuttlecraft cruised over the glass sea until a range of rugged gray mountains appeared on the horizon. Sparse vegetation dotted the slopes as the lifeless glass gradually surrendered to a slightly more habitable landscape. Desert scrub marked the outskirts of the scintillating wasteland. Twilight approached as the planet’s sun sank toward the mountains.

“The signal is coming from just up ahead,” Levine reported. “Heading in for a landing.”

Galileo slowed its approach. As they drew closer to their destination, weathered steel buildings could be seen nestled in the jagged foothills at the base of the mountains. Squinting, McCoy glimpsed what looked like a mining camp all right, complete with towering ore breakers, refineries, and dormitories, all built into the stark, granite slopes and gorges. Solar panels and communications dishes cluttered the rooftops, but McCoy was disturbed to spy little or no signs of life or activity. The sun was already beginning to set in the east, but no lights were coming on in the doorways or windows.

“Looks pretty quiet,” McCoy said. “They know we’re coming?”

“I’ve tried hailing them,” Levine said, “but no response. All I’m getting is the same distress signal on a continuous loop.”

Chapel and McCoy shared a concerned look. “You think we’re too late, Doctor?” she asked.

McCoy didn’t want to think so. He could be as pessimistic as the next physician, and maybe more so than most, but he wasn’t about to pronounce the patient dead before doing everything he could.

“Let’s not assume the worst. Maybe everyone is too caught up with the crisis to notice our approach.” He eyed the disturbingly desolate mining camp. “In any event, we’ll find out soon enough.”

Galileo touched down on a paved landing pad at the foot of the hills, below the town. The landing party gathered up their gear and supplies and exited the shuttlecraft. A brisk wind chilled McCoy’s bones, making him wonder if he should have put on a jacket over his uniform. All three humans had been inoculated against Rigelian fever before leaving the Enterprise, so there was no chance of them contracting the disease or spreading it when they departed, provided they maintained proper sterilization protocols. They glanced around the landing pad, which appeared empty except for a few rusty vehicles that looked as though they had been sitting there since Pike captained the Enterprise. Weeds sprouted through cracks in the pavement. Only rustling brush greeted them.

“No reception committee?” Levine asked.

“Apparently not,” Chapel said.

“This is damn strange,” McCoy said. “It’s not as though I was expecting a red carpet, but where is everybody?”

The lonely stillness puzzled him. If the outbreak was as bad as advertised, the place should be swarming with emergency medical personnel. Even if the local doctors and nurses were ill equipped to combat the fever, you’d think they’d be on hand to treat the victims’ symptoms and try to ease their distress.

“That’s what I was wondering,” Chapel said. “Perhaps the whole area has been placed under quarantine?”

“Maybe,” McCoy said, “but there still ought to be doctors caring for the patients inside the restricted zone, unless somebody decided to callously write off the entire town in order to contain the infection.”

Sadly, such heartless measures were not unknown. Plague-ridden communities had sometimes been walled off by panicked authorities, both in Earth’s past and on other worlds. It was hard to imagine that such atrocities could occur in a warp-capable civilization, but McCoy had seen too much to think that technological progress always went hand in hand with ethical advances. Just look at the Klingons and the Romulans, for example.

“I don’t know,” Levine said. “In that case, wouldn’t there be barricades and guards to keep people from entering or leaving the quarantined area? Nobody ordered us away.”

“Good point,” McCoy said. “Are we sure we have the right coordinates?”

“Absolutely.” Levine activated his tricorder. “I’m picking up some life signs up ahead, although it’s hard to get a clear reading from this distance.”

That’s encouraging, McCoy thought. “Guess we need to get closer, then.”

A steep pathway, cutting between two tall ridges, led up to the town. Moving walkways had once assisted visitors, but, like the derelict vehicles on the landing pad, the people conveyors had obviously been out of commission for some time. The long-term neglect could not be attributed to the recent outbreak; McCoy could only assume that the mining outpost had fallen on hard times long before the fever struck. He shook his head at the forlorn conditions; he’d seen failed colonies in border systems that were less run-down. How many people still lived here, and how many of them were left?

The path was poorly maintained, and the fading sunlight didn’t make it any easier to navigate. McCoy stumbled over a bulge where a thick root had warped the paving. Chapel grabbed his arm to keep him from falling.

“Watch your step, Doctor.”

“I’ll do that.” McCoy regained his footing. “Thanks for the assist.”

“Anytime.” She let go of his arm. “Last thing we need is another patient on our hands.”

Assuming there are still fever victims left to treat, McCoy thought. He was starting to have his doubts about that. This place felt like a morgue, not a community teeming with sick people. Was it possible even the doctors had succumbed to the fever already?

To McCoy’s slight amazement, they made it to the top of the path without breaking their necks. An empty square provided no ready answers. Silent buildings surrounded them. No faces appeared in the darkened windows. Weeds clotted the gravelly floor of the square. A collapsed roof rendered a nearby storage shed unusable. Dislodged solar panels littered the ground. A derelict zee-gee forklift had toppled over onto its side. Vines had grown up around the wreck. Stagnant puddles filled depressions. A small lizard-like creature, no more than eight centimeters long, slithered away from the newcomers’ approach, vanishing into a murky sewer grating. Nothing else seemed to notice their arrival. Nothing else seemed to be there to notice.

“It’s like a ghost town,” Levine said.

“Not like a ghost town.” McCoy looked around, his eyes adjusting to the dimming light. “No fever could do this in only a matter of days. Something’s not right here.”

“Hello?” Chapel called out, raising her voice. “Is anyone here?”

Her voice echoed off the silent walls encircling them. McCoy grew increasingly uneasy. “You might as well save your breath, Nurse. I’m getting a bad feeling about this house call.”

Levine looked apprehensive as well. He glanced back the way they’d come. “Maybe we should turn around and—”

A bright yellow disruptor burst came from one of the darkened windows, striking Levine before he even knew what hit him. He collapsed onto the weeds and gravel.

It’s an ambush! McCoy realized. They lured us here like lambs to the slaughter!

“Run!” he shouted to Chapel, drawing his type-1 phaser to cover her. He glanced over at Levine’s fallen form. Shallow breathing indicated that the security officer had only been stunned, not killed, thank goodness, but McCoy was torn between helping Chapel escape and attempting to take Levine with them. Crouching down, he fired his phaser at random windows, but wasn’t entirely sure where the disruptor burst had come from or even how many ambushers they were dealing with. What was the point of this attack and who was behind it? Why go to so much trouble just to ambush a Starfleet medical team?

Are they after the ryetalyn? he wondered. That might fetch a pretty penny on the black market.

“Hurry, Doctor. We need to get out of here.”

Christine rushed to Levine’s side instead of fleeing as instructed. She aimed her own phaser at the looming buildings, but she had no better idea where to fire than McCoy did. Their attackers could fire from cover, while the landing party was out in the open. Whoever had staged this ambush had planned it well.

“Blast it, Christine, I told you to run!”

“Not without you and Levine.” She tugged at his unconscious form. “You think we can manage to get him to—”

A second disruptor burst, striking with pinpoint precision, took Chapel out. She dropped limply beside Levine, leaving McCoy the last man crouching, as it were. He was a sitting duck and he knew it.

“Show yourself, you bushwhackers!” he shouted at his faceless opponents. “This is no way to treat a doctor!”

A brilliant saffron blast cut off his complaints.






Three

Vok

“Excuse me, Mister Spock,” Yeoman Mears said. “Would you care for a cup of tea?”

Seated in the captain’s chair on the bridge, Spock looked up from the data slate he had been reviewing, paused to assess his current need for liquid refreshment, and calmly replied in the negative.

“No, thank you, Yeoman. That will not be necessary at this time.”

“Aye, sir.” She turned to exit the command circle. “Sorry to interrupt you.”

“No need to apologize,” Spock said. “I am not so easily distracted.”

Indeed, he was more than capable of multitasking, as demonstrated by the fact that he was presently commanding the Enterprise in the captain’s absence, while also conducting an in-depth analysis of the computer software operating the VP-One satellite meant to tabulate the results of the upcoming election on Vok. His gaze returned to the slate, where lines of code scrolled down the display screen for many thousands of virtual pages. The slate was slaved to the nearby science station, allowing him remote access to the myriad databanks he was accustomed to having at his fingertips. It would have been more convenient, of course, to simply work at his usual post, but he grasped the psychological and symbolic importance of not leaving the captain’s chair unoccupied, even if such concerns were not entirely logical. He resisted the temptation to cast a glance at the science station; such an action would come dangerously close to sentiment or wishful thinking, neither of which was worthy of his Vulcan heritage.

He scanned the computer code at a rate that allowed for both speed and thorough comprehension. Much remained to be reviewed, but so far he was impressed by the quality of the coding. Although it lacked the sophistication of Vulcan programming, it was a robust, solid piece of software that appeared more than sufficient to the crucial task it was designed for, while being prudently secure from outside interference or sabotage. As he studied the various routines and subroutines and sub-subroutines, Spock employed a stylus to annotate the program, suggesting a number of subtle changes to improve the efficiency and security of the system, which he intended to pass on to Steve Tanaka for implementation. That Commissioner Dare’s protégé had made significant contributions to the program could be seen in the code itself; Tanaka’s signature was woven through the system in the form of certain protocols characteristic of modern Federation duotronics. Indeed, Spock could discern the legacy of Doctor Richard Daystrom in VP-One’s software, not unlike the way an ancestor’s genes could be found entwined in the DNA of a living being. It occurred to Spock that, in a way, VP-One was a hybrid like himself, given that it was born of both Vokite and Federation technology.

One hoped it felt less conflicted.

“Mister Spock,” Lieutenant Uhura said, “I’m receiving an emergency transmission from Nurse Chapel.”

Chapel?

Spock was immediately concerned and intrigued. He consulted the chronometer installed between the helm and navigation consoles. By his calculations, Chapel, Doctor McCoy, and Mister Levine would have reached Braco approximately three hours and thirty-four minutes ago; although it was somewhat unusual that they had not yet reported back to the Enterprise, he would expect them to be entangled with the medical crisis. What emergency had they encountered on Braco and why was Nurse Chapel hailing them, not Doctor McCoy? Had something happened to the doctor?

“Do we have visual?” Spock asked.

“Yes, Mister Spock,” Uhura said. “The signal comes via subspace relay.”

“On-screen, please, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir.”

Christine Chapel appeared on the main viewer, looking somewhat the worse for wear. Her blond hair was mussed, while her blue nurse’s uniform appeared uncharacteristically soiled and rumpled. Lieutenant Peter Levine could be seen behind her, peering over her shoulder. He also appeared to be in less than pristine condition, while his grim expression complemented her worried one, both of which foretold bad news in store. Spock noted that they appeared to be transmitting from an office of some sort, presumably on Braco.

“Mister Spock,” Chapel said. “Is Captain Kirk available?”

“The captain is on Vok, dealing with political matters,” Spock said. “Is Doctor McCoy with you?”

“I’m afraid not.” Her tone indicated a significant degree of emotional strain. “We believe he’s been kidnapped!”

Despite his Vulcan nature, Spock had served among humans and other highly emotional beings long enough to register that a heightened state of tension now existed on the bridge. In truth, he was troubled by the news as well, although he would not allow that reaction to affect his judgment or behavior. What was required now was information, not emotive displays.

“Please elaborate, Nurse.”

“Yes, Mister Spock, I’ll do my best.”

With admirable concision, given her obvious distress, she recounted how the landing party had arrived at the alleged site of the fever outbreak only to discover an apparently abandoned ghost town, where unknown assailants had targeted the party with disruptors.

“Levine and I were both stunned by the sniper… or snipers. When we regained consciousness a few hours later, we were still where we fell, but there was no trace of Doctor McCoy.”

“Which implies that he was the true target all along,” Spock deduced. “Hence the fabricated medical crisis to bring him to the site of the ambush.”

“He is still alive, isn’t he, Mister Spock?” she asked hopefully. “If they had wanted to kill him, they would have left his body behind, so they must have taken him.”

“Your logic is sound,” he reassured her after his fashion. “Although we cannot rule out more dire scenarios, it is far more likely that McCoy was removed from the site alive.”

“Thank heavens for that,” she said. “I couldn’t bear it if I thought we’d lost him.”

“What about you and Lieutenant Levine?” Spock asked. “Are you well?”

“A bit shaken up, and bruised in places from collapsing onto gravel,” Chapel said, “but nothing serious.”

Spock accepted her expert assessment. “Have you contacted the local authorities on Braco?”

“Yes, Mister Spock. I’m broadcasting to you from the planetary police headquarters in the capital city of O’Kdro. We would have contacted you earlier, but the Galileo’s communications systems lacked the range to reach the Enterprise, and there seemed no point in searching a ghost town, so we flew to the city and got in touch with the authorities… all of which took longer than it should have.”

“Do not blame yourself, Nurse. Your circumstances were less than ideal,” he said. “Your decision to immediately seek out the local authorities was a logical one. Do they have any information or insights regarding Doctor McCoy’s apparent abduction?”

“They say they’re looking into it,” she said, frustration evident in her tone, “but if they’ve learned anything, they haven’t told us about it.”

Spock recalled that, due to Braco’s disputed status, the Federation had no formal embassy or presence there. As he understood it, both Vok and Ozalor claimed the planet as the birthplace of their race, with rival factions on Braco claiming allegiance to one neighboring planet or the other. The abduction of a Starfleet medical officer, on a mission of mercy no less, could certainly be seen as a politically delicate matter by the planetary authorities; Spock would not be surprised if local officials wanted to carefully manage the situation or perhaps even cover it up, which suggested that the Enterprise could not necessarily count on the full cooperation of the Bracon authorities.

“To be honest, Mister Spock, I’m at my wit’s end,” Chapel said. “Even if we wanted to search for Doctor McCoy on our own, we have no idea where or how to begin. Or should we return to the Enterprise?”

Spock considered the options, weighing the safety of Chapel and Levine against the need to locate McCoy. Logic dictated that if the anonymous snipers had wished to harm or kidnap the rest of the landing party, they would have already done so, which implied that Chapel and Levine were in no immediate danger on Braco. Then again, the unknown nature of the attackers and their motives precluded any definitive assessments of the threat. Leaving Chapel and Levine where they were was an acceptable risk.

“I must confer with the captain, but for the present remain on Braco to monitor the situation. I take it no one has claimed responsibility for the abduction or made any demands for McCoy’s safe return?”

“Not that I know of, Mister Spock,” she said. “I almost wish somebody would, just so we would know what has become of him. Not knowing anything is torture.”

“Insufficient data is often worrisome,” he sympathized. “Inform us immediately of any new developments. I expect a swift response from Captain Kirk. No doubt assistance will be dispatched to Braco shortly.”

“Thank you, Mister Spock,” she said. “I shudder to think what the doctor could be going through right now.”

“I share your concern,” Spock said. “In the meantime, I urge you and Lieutenant Levine to take every reasonable precaution with regard to your own safety. Without more information, we have no way of knowing how close by his abductors may be to you… or whether they will strike again.”

“Don’t think I haven’t thought of that,” Chapel said, “but if there’s anything we can do to get Doctor McCoy back, then we’re not going anywhere.”

“That goes double for me,” Levine chimed in.

Spock admired their dedication to duty and concern for the doctor’s welfare. He took comfort in knowing that Levine was on hand to provide security. He had been caught unawares before, but the young officer was surely on high alert now.

“Stand by for further instructions,” he said. “Enterprise out.”



“Who is behind this, Spock?” Kirk asked. “And why McCoy?”

At Spock’s request, Lieutenant Uhura had relayed the transmission to the desk viewer in his quarters, where he had retired to converse in private with Kirk. The captain was presently on Vok with Commissioner Dare, conducting an inspection tour of various major metropolitan voting centers, while also advising on global voter education campaigns, taking part in the negotiations over the terms of the forthcoming presidential debates, and other activities pertinent to the task of observing the election.

“The identity of the ambushers is unknown,” Spock replied. “As to why they chose to abduct Doctor McCoy, one can only assume that the kidnappers were in need of a physician of his caliber. It is perhaps significant that Federation medicine is generally more advanced than is typical for this sector.”

“But why not just ask for McCoy’s help?” Kirk wondered aloud. “He didn’t think twice about rushing off to Braco in response to a medical emergency, which they obviously counted on, so they could hardly expect him to refuse any legitimate request for medical assistance.”

“I concur,” Spock said, “which suggests that the kidnappers have a strong motive for not going through conventional channels, perhaps because they need McCoy for some unlawful or highly confidential purpose.” He pondered that possibility before moving onto another. “Or it could simply be that McCoy was seen as a high-value hostage.”

“Then why have there been no demands? No ransom requests?”

“An intriguing question,” Spock said, “whose answer is most likely to be found on Braco.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Kirk said. “My first instinct is to return to the ship and immediately set course for Braco at maximum warp, and yet…”

Kirk hesitated, as though reluctant to follow the thought to its inevitable conclusion.

“You have a larger mission,” Spock finished for him, “which you are not at liberty to abandon simply because of one missing crew member.”

“But this is Bones we’re talking about, Spock! I know I can’t postpone an election just to go searching the sector for one man, but it’s hard to put politics above the safety of one of my best friends. One of our best friends.”

Spock could not dispute that designation. Despite their significant differences in temperament, and frequent verbal sparring, Spock valued Leonard McCoy as a personal friend as well as a man of great character. It was for that reason that Spock had chosen both Kirk and McCoy to stand beside him at Koon-ut-kal-if-fee. McCoy had saved Spock’s life on more than one occasion, so he too felt an urgent need to rescue McCoy from whatever peril the doctor now faced, and with as much alacrity as possible.

“Nevertheless, as the commissioner would surely remind us, this is not just any election. It is a turning point in the history of this planet and possibly this entire sector as well. Its outcome will have consequences extending beyond Vok and its home system, perhaps even so far as to impact the interests of the Federation. Far more than ordinary ‘politics’ is at stake.”

“I know, I know,” Kirk said, visibly wrestling with the dilemma. “But maybe Dare and Tanaka can see to matters on Vok while we hunt for McCoy. They’re the diplomats after all.”

“The commissioner is counting on the full resources of this ship and its crew. Starfleet did not dispatch the Enterprise to Vok simply to ferry Dare here and move on. Observing the election is our mission as much as theirs.” A new thought occurred to Spock. “Indeed, it is not impossible that McCoy was abducted for the express purpose of luring the Enterprise away from Vok and our mission.”

“But by whom?” Kirk asked again. “The Klingons? The Romulans? The Orions?”

“Unlikely,” Spock stated. “This region of space is well beyond their respective spheres of influence. It is only the Federation that has colonies and outposts just a few systems away. Although we cannot rule out the possibility that rival powers have long-term designs on this sector, it strikes me as more probable that Braco’s own fraught political status is relevant here.”

He saw no need to remind Kirk of the planet’s history, given their recent briefings on the subject and the fact that Braco was a major issue in the Vokite presidential campaign. No doubt the captain had already heard more than enough on the topic—from both sides.

“What do you suggest, Spock?”

“You and the Enterprise are needed here. Let me take a shuttlecraft to Braco to investigate Doctor McCoy’s disappearance. Mister Scott can assume command while you are occupied on the planet, while my skills are perhaps better suited to searching for clues.” He allowed himself a wry smile. “My father is the diplomat, not I.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Kirk said, “but I take your point… even if I don’t want to.” A scowl betrayed his frustration. “I won’t lie. I hate the idea of delegating this assignment to anyone else, but if I trust anyone to find Bones and bring him home safe, it’s you.”

“I will endeavor to justify your confidence in me.”

Kirk nodded, his decision made.

“Very well, Mister Spock. The mission is yours. Assemble whatever team you require. I assume you intend to leave for Braco with all deliberate speed?”

“That is my intention. The Copernicus is already being prepped for departure.”

Spock regretted taking another of the Enterprise’s shuttlecrafts to Braco when the Galileo was already there, but time was of the essence. The kidnappers were already several hours ahead of any investigation; McCoy could be anywhere on the planet—or in the sector—by now.

“Be careful, Spock. I don’t want to lose you too.”

“That would be most regrettable,” Spock agreed.






Four

Vok

Acrobats tumbled across the stage of a capacious outdoor amphitheater built into an immense crater left behind by The Leveling centuries ago. Throngs of men, women, and children packed tiered benches carved into the southern half of the crater, facing the huge arched proscenium before them. Jugglers and clowns performed to the lively beat of local musicians, who occupied bleachers at the back of the stage. Contortionists literally twisted themselves into living hoops and ladders and tightropes, turning their bodies into platforms upon which their fellow entertainers executed graceful feats of gymnastic dexterity. Sparkling capes and tights, liberally bedecked with sequins and costume jewelry, delighted the eye. A tumbler took a swig from a gleaming metal flask, then exhaled a burst of phosphorescent green plasma into the air above his head, drawing gasps and cheers from the audience, who were here for a political rally in support of Doctor Ceff’s campaign. Kirk was impressed by the turnout, as well as by the energetic performers warming up the crowd prior to the speeches.
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