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A MATTER OF LIFE

Like a hunted animal running to its last refuge, James Kirk strode quickly
along the final few yards to hig quarters, thankfully throwing himself against the
wall inside as the door slid shut., He cloged his eyes in blessed solitude. Meloy's
angry cries still rang in his ears, and he could still see the quiel concern in
Spock's eyes as he lef't the bridge. Damn it, couldn't they see what he was going
through? I% was an order, an cxder that must be carried out - to the letter.

What good would it have done if he'd delayed? Coleman would have taken over and
done it anyway, so how could he have prevented i1t7

Hig thoughts spiralled and contracted, bitterness building on guili, and for
some reason ne thought back to when it began - when the death warrant for.-the
Meathanians was truly signed.

It had only been & short time age, a few brief days, cr was it weeks? It
did not really matter, for all the events were a nightmare.

The Imterprise had been on patrol alorg the edge of the Klingon Neutral Zone,
keeping a wary eye on a Klingon warship which was doing the exact same thing on
their side. The entire crew was on stand-by aleri, and the atmosphere in the ship
wag Jumpy and unsure, His genior officers had sald nothing, but he knew they werse
anxious about the possible strain on thelr men. Unfortunately he could do little
but suggest they carry out thelr routine duties -~ his orders were to watch. the
Klingons, and that was exactly what he was doing.

The Klingon ship wag slightly behind them, cruising quietly without any
outward sign of the activity within, when Chekov noticed something on his scanners.
He looked round a2t Kirxk, whe was busily signing a pile of reports brought up by
Yeoman Rand.

"Captain, 2 small spacecraft has just entered Tederation space, bearing 1047
mark 54.% : '

Where from, Mr. Chekov?" asked XKirk.

"It seems to have come from inside Klingon territory, sir, but it does not
appear to be threatening.®

"Wery well, plot an interception course, Chekov. Let's see what it's up
tosee He contacted the science labs on Deck 2, whers he knew his First Cfficer
would be. "My, Spock to the bridge.™

They were almost on the small intruder when Spock arrived in the elevator,
taking in Kirk's brief explanation as he walked across to his siation,

"Closing on craft, sir," Suvlu said ag he skilfully guided the huge ship.
"Main viewer on, Mr. Sulu."

The small ship hung in space, a dot among a great many other dots.

"It ig stationary, Captaein," Spock confirmed.

Many idea what it is, or what it's up toth

A small, limited-range scoubtcralt...one occupant. Kilingon in origin  but
unarmed. It appear tobe waiting for us.®

Thurs interrupted from her position behind Kirk. "Captain, the scoutcralt
is sending peaceful signals in Klingonese; whoever is aboard says he is unarmed
and asks for political asyium."

Kirk's eyebrows lifted almost as high as Spock's. "A Klingon wants asylum?
wonders will never cease...» Sulu, lock on a tracter beam and bring our friendly
Klingon aboard. Lt. Uhura, T want a team of securiiy men down there when the
ship arrives. Mr., Spoccke..”

The Captain and First Officer arrived at the shuttlecraft hangar just as the
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Klingon ship slid guietly aboaxrd. The security men surrounded it as soon as the
deck was pressurised, phasers ready as the door slid open.

The Xlingon stumbled out, his eyes flickering nervously back and forth
between the phasers and Kirk, who signalled the men to put their weapons away.
This was obviously not a dangerous enemy.

He wore a deep crimscon tunic, an insignia of some kind on his left breast,
Hig dark face wag clean~shaven and his hair close cropped., His hands constantly
rubbed nervously together. Eventually he focused on Kirk, a stream of alien wonrds
babbling out. '

Kirk smiled ruefully and shook his head. "I'm afraid Klingoncese isn't my
forte., Can't you speak Galactict™

The Klingon looked dismayed. He glanced desperately from Kirk %o Spock,
still speaking in his native tongue. Kirk shrugged and turned to Spock.

"Tan't there anyone here who speaks his language?®

Spock paused, searching his memory. Within a few seconds he had the answer.
"Lt. Whitmore has studied the language, sir. Shall T contact her?”

"Please do = the sooner we find out what he wants, the better. I know the
computers could translate for us, but I'm not taking him near them until we know
more about him."

Uhura quickly traced the young woman in question for them, and barely ten
minutes had passed before Lt. Sally Whiitmore arrived at the hangar deck. Ghe
took in the situation at once, changing gquickly to the harsh, abrupt Klingon
gpeech.

Kirle watched impatiently as the two conversed in what at firgt sounded like
incomprehensible gibberish, and nearly jumped out of his skin at the urgent call
from Sulu on the bridge. He answered quickly, wondering whal was up Now.

"Tt's the Klingon ship on the other side, sir. She's racing to catch up with
us and sensors indicate she's ready for battle.®

hed alert, Mr. Sulu, I'm on my way.?

Tt. Whitmore looked over as Kirk and Spock turned o leave. "Captain, shall
I contimie gquestioning? The only thing I've been able to find cut so far 1s his
name - Kelgar., All the rest is very muddled. He seems very frightened, but not
only of ug.”

Kirk nodded. "Carry on, Lieutenant. Find out all you can, and report it ic
me on the bridge.?

Thura met him as he stepped through the turbolift doors, "All sitations are
on alert, Captain. The Klingons have been trying to contact us. Shall T
acknowledge?¥

"Yeg, let's hear their little story." He reached his chair, noting the
enemy's distance. "Mr. fulu, bring us around to face her. All forward shields
on full strength, PFPhasers ready."

Tacknowledged, Captain. Forward shields on full.M

Spock had barely taken over at his station when Uhura said, "Message from
the Klingon commander is being sent, Captain. Coming up on screen now.”

Kirk swung round as the screen cleared to reveal a well-known face. The
Klingon smiled delightedly, his honeyed tones swiftly crossing the space between
the two ships.

iyell, well, Capiain Kirk! IHow delightful to see you againi®
"a pleasure, I'm sure, Captain Koloth," smiled Kirk. '"How long has it been?"

"Poo long, my dear friend. Why, we haven't met since that unfortunate
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incident on Space Station K=7., Tell we, was it your idea to deluge us with those
infernal tribblest!

"What, meT™ engquired Kirk innccently. "I would never think of such a thing.
However, T assure you the crewman regponsibdle wag dealt with afterwards. Wasn't
he, Wr. Spock?"

Spock met his Joking enguiry with true Vulcan cocl, "Haturally, Captain."

¥irk quelled the laughter that threatened to explode and turned back to the
screen with a straight face. "However, tribbles apart...what can I do for you,
Caplbain®®

Koloth's smile grew wider. "Tut, tut, Captain, T am a Commander now."
Kirk bowed his head in apology. "My mistake, Commander Koloth."

Whank you. Vow, before we go any further, may I engquire why you have your
shields up, and, I presume, vour men at battle stations? I merely wish to talk.”

"Let's just say I like to be ready for anything. Talk about what, Koloth?"

i oemall, trifling matier, ¥irk. Hardly worth mentioning... I believe you
picked vp a2 small Klingon craft recently?®

Mije did," Kirk confirmed, his eyes narrowing, He exchanged glances with
Spock.

17 thought so,"™ Koloth said smoothly. "You see, the man aboard it is an
escapee from s prison planet. Mot a2 serious criminal, you understand, but
slightly...deranged.”

"He seemed more frightened to me," murmured Kirk. A call from Lt, Whitmore
interrupted him, and he excused himself., WKirk here."

%I thinlk you should hear this man, sir. He kesps asking for political
agylum, and seems terrificd of his own people. He's mentloned something about a
weapon, a weapon only he knows how to build, I couldn'™t get anything else gane
from him, bar babblings about cells and terture.”

"Thank you, Lieutenant. I'll be down there as soon as pogéiblel”

Spock left his stetion to move down to the Captain's side. "Deranged,
Captain? Qr perfectly sane?"

Koloth's sunny expression seemed to have hardened somewhat by the time
¥irk gave him hig attention again. He seemed to sense from Kirk's face that he
had nc hope, but he plunged on. "You see what I mean? Conmpletely insane, tut
harmless. However, we would like him hack. Afber all, we can't have prisoners
escaping willy-nilly, can we?"

"0h, no," Kirk agreed fervently. "But there is one small problem, Commander."
BOh? Tell me, please."

"Tnsane or not, the prisoner has asked for political asylum. The mere
thought of returning to the Impire fills him with terror.®

“Ta that surprising? Come, return him and we'll say no more about it. I
de regret his viclation of the Neutral Zone."

I bet you do, thought Kirk. He smiled again at Koloth, who immediately
thought he had persuaded hime. Mot so, "Sorry, Koloth, nc deai.”

The merest irace of anger laced Koloth's honeyed voige. "Ho deal? My dear
Captain Kirk, surely one man is not worth so much to you? We de not interfere in
your rulings and laws, so don't interfere with ours. Send him back."

The turbelift opened and Kelgar exploded onto the bridge, Lt. Whitmore and
three security men close behind., The Klingon spat at Koloth's image, gribbing
Kirk's arm and shrieking in Klingonese.

With some difficulty Spock and the men hauled him off, while Kirk looked




incredulously at Vhitmore.

"I'm sorzy, sir, bui he insisted on seeing you. He's absolutely terrified
of bhelng sent back."

"So I see," wmurmured the Captain drily. "Well, Miss VWhitmore, you can tell
your charge to stop panicking., He's staving on this ship.”

As the woman spoke rapidly to Kelgar, Kirk turned back to the now-livid
Koleth. "I think that answers your request, Commander. Xelgar stays here as long
as he wanits. I suggest you tell your 'prison planet' that. After all, if he is
insane, what harm can it do?" o

"More harm than you think, Kirkl" snapped Koloth, "Believe me, you will
wish vou had not interfered! You, and your Federation!®

The screen went abruptly blank and a few minutes later Sulu reported the
warship was heading back into Fmpire space at warp speed. Xirk relaxed and
cancelled battle stations, '

"Maintain patrol manceuvres, Mr. Sulu, Lt. Uhura, contact Dr. MeCoy and
Mre. Scott. - Ask them to meet us in briefing room 1, I think it's time we found
out what Kelgar was running from."

Half an hour later all four command personnel knew exactly why XKoloth was so
anxious to get Kelgar back, and none of them could helieve it.

" A weapon that could devastate whole gelaxies! Thaits pretty far-fetched,
Captain,” said Scott with a touch of awe in hig voice.

"Wevertheless, that is what he claims he can make," Kirk said. "You're sure
that's what he is saying, Lieutenantt"

"o doubt about it, sir," she confirmed. "Some cf what he says is dialect
Klingonese and outwith my knowledge, but mest of it wakes sense - if you can
call that sense.®

"The wall between madness and genius isg very thin, Lieutenant," sald MeCoy.
Leoking at Kelgarn, Kirk was inclined to agree. Wiim, if Kelgar's weapon ig so
great, why was he in prison?"

Whitmore spoke to Kelgar, whose eyes grew wild and frightened as he replied
in gharp, quick bursts. At last the woman turned to them,

"He says he tried to escape before. He wanted the Federation te have the
weapon = he calls it the 'K'tenagar' - too, so there would be a stalemate; a kind
of status=-quo between both powers. That way he thought there would be continucus
peace.”

"ost logical "™ said Spock. "But unlikely to work, knowing both Kiingon
and Human natures.™

Minfortunately you're probably right, Spock,;" sighed Xirk, "Some day some-
one is bound to push the butiton..."

"Speaking of buttons," McCoy broke in, "I'd like to give him z sedative
before scmeone pushes his. Any more excitement and he'll zo over the brink. I
don't know how he's lasted thig far.®

Kirk nodded, "Go ahead, Boneg. T think he's told us encugh for now,”

McCoy approached Kelgar with an alr~hypo and the Kiingon cringed bhack in
fear, The doctor sighed.

"TLicutenant, will you tell him it's Just to calm him down?"

Sally Whitmore smiled, telling Kelgar what McCoy wanted to do, The Klingon
nodded, speaking quickly as if to get his information out bhefore his tortured

mind forgot 1+, The interpreter listened closely, an astonished lcok coming
over her features.
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fiaptain, he says there is only one place a vital chemical compound for his
weapon can be found., It i¢ on a planet unclaimed by either Federation or the
Klingon Empire. His people could already be on their way there.!

T guese that answers any questions you may have left, Scotty,” said Kirk.
The engineer nodded,

"Ho wonder Koleth wanted him back!  He was frightened Kelgar would tell us
thisg," gasgped Mcloy.

Kitk was already conitacting Uhura. "Get me Starfleet FHeadquarters. Tell
them 1t's vrgent.”

Apparently Starfleet considered Kelgar's story very urgent indeed, for within
a few hours a reply had sped acress the distance between the Starship and Barth,
and nct long afterwards the Enterprise was in orbit around Banar Colvar IV, where
the officer assigned the problem was walting to be picked up.

Kirk stepped forward as the ifransporter beam faded and the two men found
they could move.

#admiral Coleman. Welcome aboard.h

Brovm eyes looked abstractedly at him from under dark bushy eyebrows., "Ahes.
Captain Kirk. My aide, Gianmndria."
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The young man at the Admiral's side ncdded te Kirk with an air of assured
superiority that for some reascon put Kirk's back up. He shrugged off the feeling
and introduced Spock and MceCoy, who were grseted with the same distracted air.

Spock remained as bland as ever, but McCoy could not resist making a face at
Kirk, which was fortunately missed by both Admiral and Commander. HMoving swiftly -
te the doory, Ccleman smiled and rubbed his hands briskly, the first real sign of
life he had shown so far.

MJell, Captain, where's this Klingon you found? After all, that's what we're
here for.® '

BIf youtll follow me, size.."

McCoy hung back ag the three left the room. "Real couple of cold fishes,®
he muttered, MHey, Spock - are you sure none of your Vulcan traditions have
caught on on Barth?"

Spock paused halfway through the entrance. "If they have, Doctor, I -m sure
they will greatly improve the Human race as a whole. Yourself included, of course.”

Mihat! You point-eared, se¢lf-opin = " The rest of the doctorts outburst was
cut off as the transporter room door closed; and Mr. Kyle wondered what the outcome
of this pariicular 'argument' would be. He grinned to himself and informed the
hridge that Coleman and Gisnndria had arrived safely.

HAg Kelgar seems to have a fear of anything to do with hospitals, we've put
him in a rcoom of his own, near encugh to Sickbay for Dr. McCoy to keep an eye
on him, but far enough away to prevent him panicking unnecessarily.?

Coleman answered Kirk's remark with a non—-committal ncoise and decided to clear
up a point which had been nigpling at him since he had arrived, He clearsd his
throat.

#aptain Kirk, why was your Chief Ingineer not alsgoc there to greet us? If we
are to be aboard your ship for the Journey to thig planet, then surely - "

"Chief Engineey Scott was badly needed in Main Pngineering, sir,” Kirk
interrupted smoothly. He nodded tc the guard ouiside the small private room,
"There's been a provlem with one of the reactors - nothing too serious, but it was
best to see to it before it became worse., We wouldn't want to blow up halfway
therc.. " .

"ouite.®

Lt. Whitmore rose as they entered, but Kirk motioned her to git down again,
tidmiral, this is ILt. Sally Whitmore, our interpreter for Kelgar. ©She's struck
up 2 kind of friendship with Kelgar, which hasg helped tremendously. He's a little
unstable !

Both Coleman and Giznndria ignored Wnitmore completely, their whole attention
focused on the haplegs Klingon, who was gazing at them with wide open eyes. The
two Starfleet officers studied him as if he was 'exhibit A’ in a courlt case, then
finally the Admiral turned to Kirk.

"You are sure he's telling the truth?"

Witk restrained the exasperated sigh that threatened., Instead, he uzed the
efficient Starship Captain tone he reserved for irritating officials. "Yes, sir,
he is telling the truth. Dr. Meloy..."  He raised an syebrow ag the doctor entered.
Pesoitng  examined him and applied the usual testsg.®

TAh, " Coleman said, while Kirk studied his CMO and Pirst Officer closely;
He was about tc mouth the words 'What took you so long?! when Coleman coughed
loudly,., "Captain, have you found out the name of this unigue planet yet?"

"As a mather of fact, we have, barely an hour ago. Mr. Spock?"

A1l five Humans looked expectantly at the Vulcan, 8pock straightened his
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"iaturally there was a 1ittle confusion at first, because Kelgar could only
tell us the Klingon nzme for the planet in question, but after a short search and
the showing of star charts to him, we have pin~pointed his world. It is a large
class ¥ planet with a high water-land ratio. ILanding parties have ascertained
there is no sentient 1ife on it, humancoid or ctherwise, and..."

what's 1t called?™ snapped Giammdriay Spock afforded him hig hest raised
eyebrow, his opinion of the young man's interruption all too clear.

fig vet 1%t has no name, Commander. It is listed as Planet XK97/68, in the A
Alpha Virginis system, 600 light years from here."

Within a few days James Kirk could have wished Planet XK97/68 was a lot nearer
tc their present position, for Admiral Coleman and his aide were slowly driving him
up the wall. There was always one or the other of them on the bridge, saying
nothing, but watching his every wmove. At times he felt like a freshmen cadet just
out of thoe Academy. Asg if that was not enough, there wae also this business of the
energy leak in the ship's reactors. It was slowing them down considerably, and
Kirk feared the BEntexrprise would never reach XK97/68 before either the Xlingon
warghips or the additional Starships racing to add weight to the Federation claim
to the planet. As hig job was to reach the vital planet first and ward off the
¥lingons, the Capitain was understandably getting a little anxious.

Uncomfortably aware of Coleman's disapproving gaze, Kirk contacted Main
Fngineering.

“Scott here, sir.!

¥irk mentally crossed hig fingers. "Any luck with the leak, Scotty?"

Six decks below, Montgomery Scott sighed, glancing back towards the gangs of
engineers hard at work., "I canna say for sure, sir. We seem iae have traced the
fault, but now something else has broken doons... I camnna say when we'll be able
tae try full warp drive.®

lle could hear the worry in his captain's veice as Kirk replied to his report.
"Okay., Carry on as you are, Scotty. Turn her inside out if you have to."

"t practically doin' that now, Captain,” replied Scott glumly. "Scoti out."
He looked back to his men. "Wilkins, have ye no' fixed that line yet? Well,
hurry up, mani®

Baek on the bridge, Coleman left his position by the main viewer and stalked
like & praying mantis towards the command chair.

toaptain, haven't your engineers repaired the damage yet?"
¥ . ¥] =] Y

Kirk reluctantly looked at him., "iAs you wmay have heard, Admiral, Mr. Scott
hag not yet solved the problem, but he has found the cause, It should not be
too long nowe®

Coleman's face expressed only too well his opinion of Scotly's capabilities,
but Kirk couldntt help that. A small smile quirked the cerner of his mouth as
Spock came over to add weight to his statement.

mir, Scobtt hasg proved himself to be one of the most proficient engineers in
Starfleet, sir. You can be sure he ig doing everything within his knowledge and
capabilities to ensure we reach XX97/68 in time."

The Admiral snorted, turned on his heel, and left without a word. IBveryone
on the bridge visibly relaxed. Kirk looked up at the Vulean.

"Thank you, Mr. Spock."
#laptain TV

"or getting rid of him.?
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A faint look of puzzlement crossed Spock's features. "I merely stated a known
facty, sir. I do not see..."

#ihanks, anyway," grinned the Captain.

Dre MeCoy greeted his visitor with some irritation. Like Kirk, he found
Coleman and his ailde the most supercilious, aggravating people he knew, but as
they were a few steps higher than he on the promotion scale, he could do little
about it, However, Admiral or no Admiral, he made his disapproval of Coleman's
visit perfectly clear,

"ls your visit really necessary, sir?" he asked as the imposing Human swept
into the roem. "You questioned Kelgar for three hours yesterday. He's a sick man,”

"4 sick man with a2 great many secrets, Dr. McCoy," Coleman yeplied coldly.
8o far he has cunly given us the bare details about this 'K'tenagar' thing, T
want more facts about how it works, and I want information about the Fmpire. A
scientist doesn't just ignore what goes on about him,?

MeCoy could cheerfully have hit him, but he forced himself to remain calm.
"You want things he can't give you Just now, sir. He is still frighterned, and he
won't calm down until he's on a planet far from the Klingons. Jusgh now his mind
is fixed on one hope = peace, If you push him too far he could - ¥

L1l thank you to save your psychology for your captain, Doctor. Why is
Whitmore still with the Klingon?v

"The Lieutenant ig the only person Kelgar will relate to."

"She gpends too much time with him. T will inform Kirk she is to be returned
to normal duties.®

MoCoy cpened his mouth tc protest, then clesed it. Let Jim ding-dons 1t cut
with him, He had enough trouble keeping his patient sane.

The young lieutenant explained to Kelgar that Admiral Coleman wasg only
vigiting, though she knew the Klingon sensed wmore questions would bhe forthcoming.
The Admiral hreathed heavily through his nose, addressing his words to the wall
directly above Kelgar's head,.

"Lt Whitmore, ask Kelgar why he wishes us to have the weapon.®

It teok only a moment for then to converss., "He says to create permanent
peace, sir. The ultimate weapen thet would deter all from war... He wisheg only
peace,™

ind what does he expsct from 1t7%
Whitmore frowned and repeated the guestion to ¥elgar. The Klingon shrugged.
"He doesn't understand the question, sir.”

A elick of the tongue, then ancther questicon rapped out, like a demand.
HDoes he realise he ig a traitor to his own race? VWhat makeg him think he'll he
welccme here?"

YAdmiral Coleman, I must protestif Mcloy interrupted. YA question like that
could raise doubts, doubts that might shatter his last hopes.®

"Your opinions have been noted, Imctor. Ask him, Licutenant.”

Hesitantly, the woman cheyed, and to McCoy's dismay Kelgar at once became
agitated, staring at Coleman in terror as he clung to Whitmore, Anxiously his
interpreter translated his babblingsg.

w3ir, he thinks you're going to send him back! He thinks..."

Wask him againl® snapped Coleman. "Ask him what good he thinks his weapon
will do. Ask him what he hopesg to gain. Agk himi®

ieCoy shock his head violently at Whitmore, walking to the intercom and
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contacting Sickbay. "Murse Chapel, prepare a bed for Kelgar., I'm isolating him
from all visitors. Meybe that'll protect him from this...this idiotl®

#You will not use that tone with me, Dr. M¥Meloyl®

MeCoy'ts voice was calm, and colder than ice. PhAdmirval Coleman, if you think
I am going to stand here and let you bresk this man apzri, you can think again,
My responsibility is to my patients, and you can bluster all you like,

3211y, try to calm him down. Tell him nothing is going to happen.®

"T am, sir, but Admiral Coleman frightens him.®

"Then Admiral Coleman will have to leave,®

Coleman looked astonished at McCoy's statement. "Dr. Meloy, I shall not be -~ ®

“Sir, when it comes to medical matters on this ship, my word is law. Admiral
or noty; I can and will order you out if I consider you are harming a patient's
health. You are doing s0 now. Please leave,™

At that moment Kelgar leaped from hig bed, clawing at Coleman's face and neck.
McCoy pushed the Adwmiral aside, selzing & hypo from his wedi-kit, which he pressed
againgt Kelgar's arm., The Klingon promptly collapsed inte Whitmore's arms and the
Interprise CMO breathed a sigh of relief. ‘

e was gtill muttering uncomplimentary remarks about Coleman when they
transferred Kelgar to the main ward.

Three hours later Kirk heard McCoy's report with growing anger and dismay.
Finally the doctor fell silent, having ranted on about Admiral Coleman for the
better part of an hour. ‘

"Damml®  murmured Kirk after a while. "Damn Coleman, damn Koloth, damn Kelgar
for inventing this damn weapon! He's completely withdrawn, you say?"

"ig zood as," the doctor agreed glumly. MHe won't even speak to Sally Whitmore
now, and any menticn of 'K'tenagar' makes him wore distraught than before.”

Kirk slammed his fist down on the desk in sheer frustration. "Just when
Scotty finally gets full warp power back, Coleman destroys our only lead te what
this compound isg! I Kelgar never recovers, we night not build the weapon in time,
The Klingons will get there first and then...®

#hen what about Kelgar?" snapped McCoy. The Captain looked at him, puzzled.
"wWhat about this man you've all destroyved with your greed for weapons?®

"Bones, I don't understand your - ¢

Yraptain ~ whils evervone in this gelaxy plays powsy games, one man is guickly
losing his mind. Okay, so he's a Klingon - but he has as much right as you to
sanity and peace of mind. Why don't you get Spock teo prebe his thoughts for the
last dregs of his sanity, Jim?¥

Tnsure whether his friend was just biowing his ftop or whether he meant i%,
Kirk turned hurit,; astonished eyes to him. "Bones, I had nothing to do with
Kelgar's insanityl If anyone did that, it was his own people. Believe me, I'd
like nothing better than o leave him be, but I have my orders.”

McCoy's eyes widened at Xirk's statement. He violently pushed his chair back,
hig voice quietening ominously. "And you always follow your orders... Well, sir
you can't return Kelgar to what he was now, The only way he'll find peace is By
dyingl®

Kirk watched in stunned gilence as hig friend stormed out of his office.
Ingtinctively he rose to follow, then sat down again. Could Bones be right? Had
he indirectly destroved Kelosr z2s much as anyone elsa? Povwer £amoSes.

The Fnterprise slipped swiftly into the outer reaches cof the sclar gystem
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known as Alpha Virginis. Little was known about the sun and its orbiting planets
- it wag a region as yebt unexplored. It had been given a name, some numbers, and
tecome yet another dot on star charts too crowded to explore as Starfleet could
have wished., Hirk had no doubt the Federation would investigate all the planets
thoroughly once they -

Sulu smoothly interrupted his thoughts, "XE9T/68 coming up on the viewer now,
Captain.®

Firk stared at the pale blue planet revolving before him., Hard to believe
that peaceful, innccent world held the koy to the desiruction of whole galaxies,
Haxrd to helieve, but true, for six Klingen battlecrulsers were in orbit around
the ghimnering world. They had srrived too lata.

Uhura frowned as a message was relayed from Communications several decks below,
She swung round to Kirk,

"There's a communication coming from one of the cruisers, Captain, Audio-
vigual,®

0n the screen, Uhura."

Kirk noted with dull surprise that it wag Xoloth's face which once again app-
eared before him. He, like the Interprise, must have been nearest the planet.
There were no false pleasantries this time.

"Back off, Kirk," higsed the Klingon. "We have prior claim to thisg planet,
and no gnivelling Starsghip Captain is going to take it."

My should we even want to®h

"mentt be stuplder than you must be. You have Xelgar, so you are bound to
know what ig on this planet. You are also bound o know we won't give it up
gasily. lMow back off before we blagt you to piecesl?

The screen turned black. Uhura swung bhack to her board., ¥ile's cut trans-
nission, sir. Shall T contact again?®

oM said Kirke "NHo...we've got enough to think about just now."™ He rose,
signalling Spock and Scott to follow. "Mr. Chekov, condition red. I want all
stations on standby with full deflector shlelds. Mr. Sulu, move in t1ll we'rse
just out of range of their weapons and hold position. Lt. Uhura, Yeep a consiant
monitor on all frequencies. They make any moves, I want to know about it.”

Admirgl Coleman was waliting for them in briefing room 1. Glanndria arrived
a few minutes later, blustering about HeCoy's refusal to let him even look at
Kelgar, They sat down just as McCoy entered without a word, sitting quietly and
somehow meneging to avoild Kirk's eye. Spock waitched them both carefully, well
avare thet something wag wrong, but notl sure what,

The Admiral chose that wmoment to pounce on the major reason for the Inter—
prigets late arrival., "Well, Captain Kirk, your engineer's 'problem! seems to
have cogt us more than a little lost timel"

"There was nothing we could have done, Admiral Coleman," Kirk said quietiy.
“The necessary repair work was completely unforseen, and even if we had had full
warp drive right from the start, it's possible we would still have arrived too
late., As 1t 1s, the lmmediate question is =~ where do we stand now?®

"There are six class A warships in orbit around XK97/68, Captain,” reported
Spock. "Sensors indicate each one has weaponry and power equal to ours. The
Klingons undeubtedly already have armed forces on the planet itself, whe are
doubtless searching for the vidal compound.?®

"What about the ships coming to support us?" Gianndria butted in.

“he Kongo is five hours away from this position, Commander. The Columbus
and the arragut are six and twelve hours respectively. Even when they arrive,
that will be four against six, perhaps wmore should the Tmpire declde to send any
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mare of their ships which happen tc be near."
"only four Starships?' exclaimed Coleman. "Why hasn't Starfleet sent more?

w"berhaps. they're all busy," remarked MeCoy acidly. He returned Kirk's sharp
look with intersest. The Captein sighed and looked round the table.

mJell, it looks like we have a stalemate, with the odds stacked pretty high
against us. Any suggestiona™

"you will have to blow up the planet,’ said Coleman calmly. All eyes in the
room fixed on him. Kirk frowned. - ,

ngir, I would be very reluctant to do that..."

"You have encugh pover on this ship to destroy such a planet; have you not?"
When the Captain did not immediately answer, Ccleman looked at Scovt. The engineer
nodded glowly. :

"iye, we have, sir, but we've never used it. There are Klingons on that
planet, and...®

4T don't need your ovinion, Mr. Scott," the Admiral said smoothly. He turned
hack to Hirk. "laptainft®

wirk took a deep breath., "It seems the only way to stop fthe Klingons - we
certainly couldn't survive an all-out battle, However, as Mr. Scott says, there
are people, Klingons or not, down there. T'm not happy about blowing them up
without a thought.”

Wind how many Federation people would they murder without a thought if they
zot the weapon?® murmured Coleman. Kirk nodded slowly as the Admiral contimied
his arpument. "T.was sent by Starfleet either to capture the planet or make sure
by some way the lingons didn't get it. The only option left is to destroy the
sonrece once and for 2ll, This is a military sifuation = it calls for militaxy
tacticg.”

Kirk wag about to retort angrily when he caught Spock's eyes. U1t ig...a
logical solution, Captain,™ the Vulican said. '

Tension grew in the room as they swaited Kirk's decision, Finslly, Coleman
said, "If you are unwilling o give the order, T shall..."

Wihat will not be necessary, sir," Kirk answered crisply. His decision made,
he spoke to Scott. ™ir. Scott, prepare full phaser banks and photon torpedoes.
T want sll %the weapons you'lve got trained on that planet.™

Scott locked as if he might say something else, but rose briskly with an
tiye, sir,' and left the woom.

Coleman and Gianndriz rose as one. "We'll be on the bridge, Captain...”

MeCoy followed them out, his face set and vnreadable. As he reached the door
he gave Kirk a strange glance which somehow bothered the Captain.

Within fifteen mimibes everything was set and ready. ¥irk and Spock took
their places on the bridge, Admiral Coleman placing himself at Kirk's gide.

Mhenever you wish, Captain," he said.

Kirk had the impressicn of being given & pat on the head for being a good
boy. He didn't like the feeling. Command training took over, and he contacted
Engineering.

"Seotty, are you ready?"
“f\}l’eg Sir' 1t

nGtand by Mr. Sulu, be prepared to veer off the instant the weapons are
fired. We don't want caught up in the blast,"
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iComordinates prepared,; Captain,” sald Sulu in a deceptively calm voice.

Kirk warned all decks to stand by for a shaking, then turned his attention
once again to the blue ball that would scon be nothing but a memorv. ¥iire all
vhagers and torpedoes,®

The Klingon ships never knew what hit them. Four were caught up in the
avesome blast that marked the end of XX97/68, the cthor twe were tossed like twigs
in a storm, their hulls battered by the flying debris. They survived = Just,

As the buffeting came to an end, Spock calmly reporited the complete absense
of the world called XK97/68. Kelgar's weapon would never be mada.

A smile split Coleman's face as he looked at Kirk, "Congratulations, Captain
Kirke A Job well done. I'll be commending your actions in my report."

Kirk's murmur of thanks was dry -- he did not wish thanks from Coleman of all
people. He left the chair and headed towards the turbolift.

"Mr, Spock, you have the con. I'1l be in my office if you need me.,."

The doors swished shut ag the tall Vulcan ordered Sulu to leave the Alpha
Virginig system,

Irritated heyond belief, Kirk stared hard at the keyboard and screen before
him. Try as he might, he could not get down to making up his report - his mind
refused tc think factually. TInstead, he kept going over the words Bones McCoy

had said last time he was in this very room. That lcok on his factees

Kirk smiled and shrugged. Bones would get over it, he always did. After he
Tinally got this blasted report done, he would call him, maybe have a drink and a
tall, e determinedly cleared his wind of wandering thoughis - and was rewarded
by the call of the ship's intercom,.

Kirk suppressed a curse and auswered the demanding bleep. To his surprise,
it was Spock, and the tone of his volce immediately alerted the Human.

WCaptain, we are picking up communications of a primitive type emanating
from somewhere in this systomeaee”

Kirk interrupted him in amazement, a strange chill ruming up his spine.
P ¥ €
"Communications? But... I'1l be there in a moment, Mr. Spock,.”

The bridge was strangely hushed when Xirk arrived, each crew member listenirg
intently %o the faint jumble of squeals and half understood volces coming from a
planet that shouldn't be there. He strode to where Spock was gtanding by the comm-
unications conscle.

Wopock, explain.”

The Vulcan ceased to concentrate on the babbling Jumble and turned to face
him, "Barely fifteen minutes ago we began receiving faint signals from an
unknown source. They are old fashioned radioc signals of Iimited strength, and zre
more in the fashion of planet-wide broadcasts of some sort -~ news reporis and the
like = rather than direct attempts at contacting us. Those we can decipher seem
to indicate messive movements of the planet's crust and abnormal climatic changes.

"hz the signals increase in strength the furiher round the system's sun we
travel, T have ordered full strength scanning and sensor activiiy. We should
find the planet very socon,®

Kirk frowned and took Spock's arm, leading him out of immediate earshot of
the erew. The Vulcan half looked as if he had been expecting whatl wag coming
next,

ll‘S]f)ock, why wasn't that planet detected earlier? If the destruction of
XK97/68 has affected its orbit in some way, I think you owe me an explanationi®

"Captain, owing to the angle of our appreach, that side of the system was
hlocked by the sun, thereby making our sensoxs blind. Previous reports have




1%
given ne inkling of any planet bearing sentient life in this area, and we did not
have time to check a region of space reporited ag empty,” Spock replied, completely
unperturbed by an accusation Kirk regretted at once.

BSorry, Spock...it's just that if my action has caused...”
"I understand, Captain.”

Kirk locked quickly at the shadovwed eyes and gave a rueful grin., "1 belleve
you do," he murmired.

The 1ift deors opened and Coleman hurtled onto the bridge. "Kizk! What's
this about radio signals? I was in Communications, and..."

"ne minute, please, Admiral," said Kirk. "Mr. Spock?"
Tapproximately 10,48 seconds before we sce the planet, Captain.®

Kirk welked over te Coleman, "Sir, T suggest you waill for a moment for the
answer %o your question. 1 fear our...'sclution'! to the 'K'tenagar'!' may have
caused more problems fthan we realised.”

In exactly 10.48 seconds the unknewn planet swung into view round the bright
white nimbus of its life~giving sun. The sensors confirmed Spock's conclusions.
The small world had been torn from its orbit by the destivwetion of its sieter
planet, the resulting havoc testimonied by the frantic televisgion and radio
reports speeding through the stmosphere and being picked up by the approaching
Starship. Earthquakes, erupitions, tidal waves, hurricanes...every single catas-
trophe Kirk could think of had torn that imnocent ball of fertile rock apaxrt.

The reports flooded in -~ and Kirk listened without a word, his face barely
revealing the agonising realisation within him that it was his fault. Sinking
inte the mire of gelf-damnation, he at first ignored the frantic voice at his
shoulder., Then he shook himself, meeting Admiral Coleman's shocked gaze.

fitaptain, you must help them, We blew up the planet; we...”

"o, sir," Kirk broke in quietly. "I blew up the planet..." He became aware
of Spock's eyes on him, but ruthlessly cut off hig friend's sympathy. "Mr. Spock,
the cther ships should be arriving soon, so until then we'll de what we can to
help the survivors. Mr. Sulu, establish an orbit around the planetb...m

im he stood in the solitude of his guarters Xirk remembered hig conversation
with MeCoy as he hroke the news of his fatal mistake. The dector had starel at
him in utter disbelief, a multitude of emcitions passing across his lined face.

At last he spoke, and something died within James Kirk.

noongratulationsg, Captainl WNot content with destroying a man's sanity, now
you have to wreak havoc on an innocent planet! How many peoplce died this time?
Hundreds, milliong, billions? Of all the - ¥

"Bones!" Kirk cried, his voice sharper than he'd intended, "Bones, please...”

The doctor ignored hig quiet plea. "You won't get comfort here, Captain,™
he muttered. "I've got staff Yo byrief, supplies to prepare, lives to save -
because of your bhlunderl '

He regretted his outhurst at once, but pride would not let him apologise,
Without a word, he pushed past Kirk and left the room. In despair, Kirk moved
over to where “ally Whitmore mat by Kelgar's bed, speaking quietly as she tried to
pierce his self-imposed shell.

Wik watched for a while, then said, "Tell him we =~ I -~ destroyed the planet.
Tell him his weapon can mnever be made, but that there is still peace of a kind."

Kelgar listened to his ecnly friend in the pightwarish world he now occupled,
and replied hesitently. Whitmore looked up at her Captain. "Sir, he says he's
relieved. Porhaps he was wrong after all. He wishes he'd never made the weapon
newa
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“It's not his fault," murmured Kirk. He became aware aof a curious tight
sensation in his chest and felt an urgent need to go away and think things out,
Be turned abruptly to leave, but Vhitmore called just as he reached the door.

"Captain, Kelgar is asking - what will you do if you find the compound on a
planet that's inhabited?!

Kirk looked blankly at her, the question adding to the turmeil of hig
thoughts. YIl...don't know, Lieutenant,..?

Admiral Coleman had caught him cutside as he walked to his quarters, murmuring
gsomething about sympathies and not his fault...a fatal errore..

Kirk could not remember what he had said in reply.

The painful memories flooded back, and in a desperate bid to shake himself
back to normality he left the solid wall and switched on his reading screen.
Perhaps a spot of reading would help push away the plagueing thoughts.

It did not work. After only a minute he sat in the tctal darkness of his
quarters, the scresn forgetten in the deluge of doubts invading his mind,

Doubts. Where had they come from? It was easy enough to point out the
immediate cause, bult what was harder to find was the deep-sgeated root of the
uncertainty; uncertainty he had thought he did not have., What did a man do when
his deepest beliefs and dreams sruddenly turned sour?

He raised his head with a Jerk, gazing at the smooth deor. Qutside was a
world he had complete contrel over, but what use was that if he could not control
it properly? Tack of insight, lack of thought, a stupid errcr he should not have
made. He should have realised one of the other planets could have sentient life.
¥hat had he donc to those people?

For the first time in his career Kirk folt the total futility of his peosition,
In all those contacts with other worlds and alien cultures, had he .ever questioned
the policies of Starfleet and the Federation? He could not think of a single
ingtance,

With sudden anger he slammed his clenched figt on the desk top. Damn it,
Jim, he thought. You could have saved that planet and those people! You could
have questioned Coleman's order more, could have = what? Played (od?

Was that what he was? 0§ mote in the infinite universe playing God along with
all the other insignificant motes? Did he weally have a right to do what he did?
Salling through the stars, setting things right according to the ideals of a
society wkich had no more right than anyone elge to evaluate and interfere...

A whole race practically wiped out!

The gquestions and doubts bombarded his senses, giving him ne ansvers or
peace of mind. In anguish he closed his syes, laying his head on his folded arms.

/hecept.  You cammot change the impossible./

Startled, he locked round the dark room with wide eves. From the corner of
his sight he cavght a strip of light cut off as the door clesed, Weariness
guddenly made his eyes leaden, and though he wished to stay awake, he fell into
a light sleep. I% was then that the soft, deep volce came again,

/You carmet doubt., It is a luxvry you dare not afford yourself, If you are
ungure, your crew will be affected./

A small smile crept over Kirk's gleeping features as he answered the mind-
voice., /I can't help but doubt, Spock. Today... Today T did something completely
contrary to my deepest beliefs, and I didn't even think about it. I murdered a
race T hadn't even seen./

/Do not condemn yourself, The sensors were blind, and no one knew of the
planet, It was a mistake./




/1 should have knownl/

/You could say the same for all the crew - if it comes to that, we are all
to blame, What good would it have done if you had kmown of HMeathaniss! ewistence?
Tt might have been necessary o do exactly the same in the ende/

[Meathanias... 1Is that its name?/

/tes./ Sposk paused, unsure vhether ¥irk had yet accepted his mistake, then
the sgame self=loathing returned full strength.

/1 destroyed it! What right had ..o/

/What rights have any of us? Ve mugt do what we - or others - think is best.
We ave all pawns, Jim. We cammot comtrel events outwith our sphere of influence.
You acted correctly according to your kunowledge and infermetion. There was no
cther way./

/But was T right to do what I did? Do I have any rights? I should have
waited, found out mors... God, I hate myself, T hate everything I once stood
for and believed ine.s/

/There is no sense, oY logic, in that. If you must hate, then hate those
who play with lives as you and I play chess. They are the ones who should doubt./
/it wounds too easy, Spock. Passing the buck,/

JYou cammot take the faults of the universe on your shoulders. You know
that. Accept that you can make mistakes, even fatal ones. Pind a basic truth
you can believe in and fight for it. It is all you can ded/

gilence, then o qulet, begrudged, [aybe. Maybe that will be enough./

/It is for some people. Understand who you are, then perhaps you will
understand others around you. MNever condemn yourself withoul a trial./

gilence fell between the twe men, and Kirk fought off the last vegtbiges of
sleep, WHis cyes flicked open, focusing on the door as the Vulcan left ag gilently
ag he had arrived. Unsuve whether he was dreaming ox not, Kirk spoke goftly.

#Spock?  Food for thought, my friend."

The dari silhouette inclined its head slightly and left.

After o while Kirk reached out and switched off the reader. With a yawn and

o sense of ease he turned on the cabin's lights. He had a lot to ponder over and
sort out, but not yet.

fle had called Leonard McCoy before he was aware of doing so. ALs the gruff
voice answered, Kirk swiled. If he was golng to understand others, he might as
well start by making things up with Bones...

F T R
T can draw scaley Gragons,
T can sketch limbless trees,
T can paint gypsy vwagons,
Or knebhly lneess
But one thing I wreck, How do others do it?
Although I do try. I cry to my paper.
T cannot draw Star Trek, Spock's chin just won't fit,
ind 1 don't know why. ind will his eyes taper?
Spock'ts ears defeat me, Tn disgust T still scribble,
Likewise FeCoy's grin. And still have a go.
ind that smile of Kirk's, Details I guibbless.
Fow does that £fit in? T can't draw them, T know,
The Interprise sideways, T'11 carry on sketching
Or Tlying face-—or, et I know without doubt,
Something inside says T can draw dragons clawing,

It's Jjust a big con. But Star Trek is cutd
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A quiety fixm tap on the door. He knew immedisztely who it was,’
"Come in, Bones."
"How did you know it was me?" demanded McCoy as he entered,

Kirk lifted both eyebrows and grinned widely. "ifter all this time T should
know a 1little about my friendsg.”

isheer guesswork,” muttered McCoy., He Lifted one hand, which held a bottle
full of a pale amber liguid. "Want a little nightecap?v

M"Always welcome,.™

¥Xirk set aside the plles of paperwork and took two glasses from a shelf
behind him. MeCoy carefully filled each one to the brim, then they raiged thenm
in a teast, A sericus lock came cver the doctor's face.

"o the best Starship Captain F'11 ever serve under - and the best friend.”

Hazel eyes met startling blue ones zg Kirk lifted his glass. "D the finest
gurgeon in Starfleet, and o friend I will never forget.®

They sipped the whisky slowly, each reminded of what he owed to the other,
They could never repay it, but there was no need to.

"I can't believe we're on our way home," Mcloy said at last.
T4's been a long time,"agreed the Captain,
as? P

Both sensed the regret which threatened to well up, and both tried to
lighten the subject.

hat will you do ncew, Bonesth

He shiugged. "Hard to say till I get there and all the rigmarcle is past.
I had thought about settling down, maybe set up a practice somewhere, go in for
regsearchs..™

"he good old country doctor, huhth
"Something like that... What about you, Jim?!

¥irk sighed and sat on the edge of his desgk. It was & while before he
ansvwered. "That depends on Starfleelb...." e shook his head and grirmmed.
"There's even been talk of making me an Admiral. Can you imagine ite"

"ait till it comes,"™ McCoy said cautiously.

"It doesn't seem too bad an idea," mused Kirk. He took another gip of the
drink, frowning at the wall. ¥It would be haxd to lesve the Enterprise, though."

The deoctor nedded agreement, "She's been a real home these past years. I'11
be sorry to sece the last of her.m

Wife too."

& nyriad of emotions were contained in those two small words, and gilence
fell Detween them., Cnce again it was MceCoy who breke ih, "I guess Spock'll be
made a Captain,”

*He deserves it," Kirk said firmly, He stared at the cabin door, his voice
distant and low. "That'll be the hardest part, Bones. After sll we've been

through together, the worry, the consgtant battles agoinst the unknowm... It's
L) é; L v § )
golng to be lonely.®

Woor him or you?W
PRoth.obut for Spock espesially, T think..."

The intercom bleeped demandingly, end Kirk glanced ruefully at MeCoy as he
sngwered it. The doctor waited wnile he spoke, slowly savouring the taste of
the whisky in hig mouth., At last Kirk finished, but he tuorned to hig friend with
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an apologetic expression. "“Sorry, Bones, but duty calls. Minor problem up on
the bridse. Be back in a minute,™

¥MeCoy nodded, watched him as he strode purposefully out the door. How many
more times would Jim Kirk hurry up to the nerve centre of the Enterprise to cope
with yet ancther crisis?

Te poured out ancther glassful and thought over the future. Twoe weeks, maybe
less, and they would reach Farth -~ and then what? To be frank, the thought
frightened him a little. Now that his cherished dream of a practice of his own
was near to coming true, he felt a curicus reluctance %o even consider the thought
of staying on Farth. Had Jim been sent ocut on another mission; he would likely
have joined him again, but the chance of an Admiralty would be very tempting...

4 deep frowm creased his forehead at that point, and he gazed moodily at his
gless. Much as he knew Kirk deserved such promotion, the thought disturbed him
even more than hig own future., Jim just would not fit in! Oh sure, he would
adapt Lo ~ and perhaps even enjoy = his new life, bul what would he do when the
glitter wore of f? Bones wondeved if it would be possible to persuade his friend
not to accept the promised riches.

He wearily shook off +the gloomy thoughts and topped up his glass, He could
gsee himself being hopelessly drunk before Jim got backa..

The Fnterprise sped on towards her final destination without a mumwur, and:
the orew carried on as best they could. So hard to believe that the long exile
from their homes was almost over. - A tense feeling of expectancy and doubt
£illed the ship, and speculation ran rampant. Which - if any - of them would be
promoted? Would they be split up, sent to different ghips? To some it meant
little; another hurdle cleared in their career, some fond memories to look back
on. Others felt as if they were losing o valued family, and a few accepted the
probable loss of their friends as inevitable. Friendships were hard to keesp in
Starfleet,

Perhaps that was one of the reasons Spock's ammouncement hit Kirk so hard.
Afber the Valean left hiz office, he sat in a numb daze, scarcely able to belleve
his eare. Thinking back, he could not even rvecall how it had begun. He vaguely
rememhered talking about his leoming promotion, whait he would do when he got back
to Marth = that sorl of thing - when Spock quietly dropped his bombshell.

"After we veach Barth, T intend to veturn to Vulcan.”

He had said it reluetantly, as if he did not wish Kirk to know until the
lagt possible moment. The Human had stared at him in disbelief, his mind Tacing.

vRut - put why? What do you - M

#T wigh to return home,” Spock said guietly, his eyes not quite meeting
) . 9 9 &
Kirk's., The Captain smiled in relief, mentally calling himself a fool.

"Oh, for leave, you mean? TFor one minute I thought...”
tyou thought ecorrectly, Captain.®

gilence feil like a thick blanket. That, and twroubled puzzlement, XKirk
felt as if a very vad nightmare had suddenly come true, Of course, he had known
that their ways would part one day, but he had hopeds.. "Why?¥

Snock sighed inwaxdly at the blunt guestion. How could he answer the unspoken
ples when to do so.might raise old doubts mughed away by the certainty of his
decision? He had hoped to fend off this wmoment as long as possibie, but he could
not deceive Jim any longer. If only there had been some other waye.. He became
aware of Kirk's uncompromising geze, and tried to answer objectively, as he would
have to do in the future.

w7t ig something I must do. When looked at, it is the - ™

"Togical decision, I know," Kirk said bitterly. "Spock, are you going to
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deny all that's happened in the last five years? Are you going to push it all
away and pretend it never hapnened?™®

7T do not .wish to.n

The anguisghed emotion in Spock's guietly-spoken sentence diggipated the
wave of anger, and [Urk locked at his friend with troubled eyes.

"lt's this age-0ld battle between logic and emoticn zgain, isn't 147" he
sald softly. He took the Vulecan's lack of response as confirmation of his
guestions, Instinctively his hand reached out o his friend's,; but something
made him stop it halfway. He gazed at “he bowed dark head, wondering how mary
times they had talked through this one particular crisis.

"3pock, Bpock, won't you ever learn? It is possible to abide both by legic
and emotion. You've proved 1t yourself in the past! Why won't you accept it?"

A shaky sigh escaped Spock's lips at that, and he raised his head. "I
canobtl? he said in a strangled whisper, his eyves closing againgt the emotions
he migst soon completely deny., When he ovened then again Kirk was standing,
anxicus to help. Spock motioned him down again, forced himself to spesk evenly.
"Jim, ..l have lived 2ll my life in a liwmbo, belng neither one thing nor another.
I ~ T call myself Vlcan, yet I am not like any of my people. You have helped
me discover what 1% is to be Human, and I thank you deeply for that. But I can
never be Human, no matier how hard [ way try. Therce is nothing left but to iry
to return to my heritage... I must become & Vulcan within as well as without.
Perhapg then the conflict will pasgs.”

Kirk's shoulders slunped. He despersately wanted to say something, anything
that might halp, bub he senged that this time nothing would change Spock's nind,
and would it truly be fair of him to try? A% last he spoke, and his words sounded
hopelessly inadequate.

T geesee But - at the risk of sounding selfish - what aboul me?®

"You will becowme an Admiral, as you deserve to," Spock said firmly, *®You
will think of me from time to tTime; as I will of you, but you will contimue your
career. Jim, believe me, I have always valusd your friendship. I love you as
a brother, but..,.even a brother cannct help me control the emotions I should not
have,”

Kirk looked up from his hands to see a surprising smlle on Spock's face.
"Begides," the Vulcan contimued, "do you honestly think I could continue in Star-
fleet as Captain of a Starship or something similar, knowing you are still on
Barth? T have always known I am not suited for full-time comnmand...®

The familiar eyebrows rose glightly, and a smile creased Nirk's face in
responge. "I'1l miss you," he said softly.

ind T you.”

Spock rose, and Kirk reached out tc grip his outstretched hands., They said
their goodbyes in the silence of thelr minds, then Spock turned to leave. He
paused at the door, one hand raised in the ancient Vulecan sign. "In case there
is no time when we arrive... Live long and prosgper, Jim,"

The deor slid shut, leaving Kirk to the silence of his mind., The nunbness
firally left his body, and he felt an absurd prickling at the back of hisg eyelids.
Siowly he sat down, one hand clenched inte a tight fist,

There was a quiet hiss as the office door opened again, and measured foot—-
steps seunded on the even floor, A concerned voice broke into his private
MiSery.

WTim?  Jim, is anything wrong? I just passed fSpeck out there, and he looked
like - ®

3

ety leaving, Bones.Y

¢
£

MeCoy frowned, refusing to believe what Kirk had sc obviocusly meant. "what




do you mean? TLeaving the ship, the service, what?V

e's going back to Vulean," Kirk said, finally opening hig eyes.
HPormanently.!

McCoy Let out a long breath. "That's Spock ~ lets you know at the very last
ninutes.s When is he going?®

o

“After we reach Tarth. As soon as possible after de-~briefing; I suppose,”
Kizk replied morosely, He looked pleadingly up at McCoy. "Bones, I couldn't
help hin! Tven afier 21l this time he's still torn apart by his heritage, and
all T could think of was mel I had thought = ok, I don't know what I thought...

Tt was so easy for me to say forget it, but...”

“Spock never did know where he was better of fi" exploded McCoy, anger
supplanting anguish., ¥WAafter all you've done for him...to throw it bvack in - %

"You know that isn't true," Kirk interrupted firmly. "It's his degioion,
hig life,"

The doctor smiled half-=heartedly. "Yezh. I don't suppose we ever really
knew what went on in that head of his. Maybe the constant struggle grew too
muchi., If only we had known sooneTaes”

"o you really think either of us could have changed his nind? THe sees a
life on Vulcan as his only remaining choice, and maybe he's right, I only wish ="

guiu interrupted him then, with the news that they had almost reached Earth's
golar system. Kirk thanked the helmsmen and switched off the intercom. He glanced
hriefly at MeCoy, who grinned sardonically.

"Welcome howe, Jim,"

outside in the dark vacuum of space, the distant light of Tarth's sun glanced
off the Fnterprisets hull as she slipped past Plutos

TO BB A KING, ..

How can it suddenly end?

Hew can a friendship which has
Tagted through countless agonies
Suddenly die?

My heritage made no difference to me.
I had not thought

It would matter

TO YOU.

You look at me with naked hurt in your eyes,
And again I feel the pain.

Tou ask me why, and I cannot answern.
Can you not understand my reasons?

To be treated as egual.

That has been ny goal, and you did,
Till now.

Toes a name, a btitle, really matter?
Toes the man behind the name not count?
T speak to you of my double life,

And T see you understand.

Wow you see my life

Through my eyes.

And know.

Infinite Diversiltyes.

A heautiful concept -

But what happens

When no~one understands it7

YIS PR R
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RETURN TO SHIKAER

The journey from ship to planet ook only a few infinitesimal seconds, the
transporter process creating a familiar sensation he had once thought destined
to remain a faint memory. Within a matter of minutes he had left Space Central
in a hired skimmer, speeding silently out into the burning dry heat eased in the
buildings by efficient air-cooling systems.

Once his course and destination had bheen plotted into the skimmer's controls,
there was 1ittle else to do but sit back, watching the red-orange landscape of his
heme world rush by. He did so, his keen eyesight ncoting the cracked, parched look
to the earth. @ven through the protective tinted windows he could feel the heat
of the hall of fire which seemed to do its best to dehydrate Vulcan as much as
possible before the season of rains began., They would come soon, and like every
desert, on whatever planet one should choose, the red sphere would overnight
explode with vibrant colour and life greedily sucking ithe nourishing water. The
thought reminded him of hisg mother's futile attempts to introduce earth-tyvpe
plants to this alien world. "A desert is a desert is a desert," she had once
replied to Sarek's bemused protestations about the uselessnesg of it all. Neither
father nor son had ever quite found the logic in that particular statement.

Spock's eyes shifted from the blazing sands to the ho.ck ouifit he now wore.
After much thought, he had chosen it over his uniform, discarding the grey outfit
which for so long had been almost a second skin, He had a feeling that to have
worn that symbol of Starfleet might have been akin to ramming his choice down
sarek's throat. He smiled faintly at his choice of words. A curious Human
expression, but like many of their sayings, aptly expressive. The smile
disappeared as his thoughts moved on., ¥No, oversoming Sarek's disapproving animos-
ity would be hard enough without any added psychological handicaps.

A change in the landscape and the skimmer's reduced speed alerted him to the
fagt approaching city of ShiKahr, and as he expertly guided the vehicle through
orderly, quiet streets, he felt a quite illogical desire to turn about and head
back to the Enterprise. TPTilrmly he reminded himself that the ship would be in
this ares for itwo days only, and if he did not take this chance, ancther might be
a long time in coming. Jim Xirk had agreed without a murmur to his request for
time offy Spock suspected he'd worked cut the reason anyway. It was not a
prospect he relished, recalling other such talks with his father, but his abrupt
departure after his return from Gol had to %e explainsd., There had been 1little
time for explanations before he left, not that he would have been able to, anyway.

With a faint whisper of sound the skimmer came to a halt outside the high
wall surrcunding the house and garden. Spock carefully climbed out and strode
with the confidence of one in familiar surroundings through the engraved gate into
the garden beyond, making for the house he knew sc well.

3tanding in the shade of the Terran-style porch were his parents, as he had
known they would be. As he approached, Amanda gave up her half-hearted struggle
and brcke into a wide, happy smile. The chances of Sarck doing likewise, Spock
reflected drily, were as remote as those of getting a Royal Fizzbin with the
first hand. Instead, the former Ambassador greeted his son with the grave
dignity so typical of him, his voice revealing none of his inner feelings.

With sudden cold clarity Spock saw his parents as the older people they were.
The insight was not pleasant. Amanda seemed smaller and more fragile than ever
before, the briefness of the Human lifespan all toc apparent. Sarek carried his
yvears well, but the passage of +time had left its marks; marks which Spock saw
cnly tco well,

In the next breath, the moment was past, forgotten as they walked together
into the cool house, exchanging pleasantries with that curious restraint which
always became more obvicus at times such as this.

The day passed pleasantly enough, with Spock answering his mother's questions
as fully as he knew how. In her Typical Human way she chatted, imparting pieces
of gossip and gathering news withoult touching on the bone of contention lurking
behind Sarek's apparent interest in 3Spock's career. Listening to Amanda's skilful
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weaving about the subject, Spock found himself wondering which of his parents
would prove the more skilful diplowmat if put tc the test. The evening meal came
and went, and eventually Amanda excused herself with the excuse that all the
excitement had worn her out. With her departure, Sarek and Spock moved to
Sarek's study, all the while watching each other like wary antagonists,

The older Vulcan opened the conversation as was his right, "Sc...you have
settled in on the Enterprise again?"

Spock sat back in his chair, his hands folded loosely in his lap, DMemories
of gimilar moments in this very room flooded back. "Yes," he confirmed. "It has
become almost a second home."

"ah, T see. Presumably the Enterprise is on a short tour of duty. I do
not think even the famous James Kirk would be given his old command without
conditions.e.”

Spock experienced a small twinge of anncyance at the faintly sardonic tone
to Sarek's statement, but he ignored it. "We are working a trial period, yes.
More to test the new designs than anything else," he asserited firmly, although
that wag not exactly true. He knew ag well as XKirk that Starfleet Command had
not been happy with their former Admiral regaining his Captaincy,. no matter how
profuse they were in their gratitude,

Sarek nodded wisely, accepting his son's explanation., "Your tape on the
Voyager incident was most interesting, although your mother persists she gtill
does nct fully understand what happened.”

They looked a% each other, sharing the private joke, then Sarek doggedly
came back to the issue barely hidden in their exchange. "I do not fully under-
stand el thexr."

Spock stared at the smooth brown flooring, understanding his father's point
of view. Sarek had just begun to accept his Starfleet career when he had
returned without presmble to throw himself into the disciplines of Kolinahr.
Then, when it seemed he would finally become a Vulcan son Sarek could be proud
of, he had left alwost without notice, the only communication since, & tape
stating his intention of remaining with the #nterprise,. There was so much to
explain, and Spock was not sure he could do so to Sarek's satigfaction,

Fe began hesitantly, a2ll too aware of the barrier between them, the trans=-
parent wall which would never be completely broken down, "iather, I regret I
did not have sufficient time to explain my actions before T left. I did not wish
to leave so abruptly. Indeed, I had not intended to leave at all.”

"Nevertheless, you did," Sarek said pointediy. "There was time; if you had
taken it."

“pPerhaps. Then again, perhaps it is something which can never be explained,
no matter how much time we give it."

Sarek's expression grew frostily distant. "You said you sensed the Voyager
being before and during the final ceremcny... I confess, T cannot gee the how or
Why Al

“Neither do T, exactly," Spock murmured. "I can only describe it as a briefl
affinity between us ~ something in me drew V'ger, and in that contact I sensed
the answers I came back here to find. Soeool left.”

"I gee," Sarck said, who did not see at all, "You left ~ and did you find
your angwers?h

MWeg,”

There was a familiar stubborn line about his father's chin. "What answers
were so importent and unique that you could not find them in the achievement
of Kolinahr?"

Wihe answer to who I am,” Spock replied, noting the flicker of surprise
followed by faint irritation on Sarck's face.
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"3till this soul search for - whait?" Sarek muttered. "I never felt the need
for such soul-gearching as you."

"You are not half Human, father."
¥Should that make a difference?™

Spock sighed, studying the floor once more. "Father, if you don't know the
answer teo that question by now, I think you never will,.”

(ine eyebrow crept upwards in a way crewmembers of the Enterprise would
recognise instantly, even 1f they had never met Sarek. He clasped his hands
behind his back, walking towards the window. "0f course... You're right, but
such a...feeling ig outwith my experience. I% is hard to understand, as hard
a8 understanding your apparent rejection of much that is Vulean.®

A slightly sardenic smile fleetingly cuxved Spock's livs. "That, I fear,
ig an igsue which will never be resolved between us. Suffice to say I have
gpent most of my life striving to reach what is, for me, an imposeible idezl.
Now I must accept it is unattainable and follow ancther path. I am sorry to
disappoint you, but I will never he the Vulcan you wished me to be.™

"Tndeed® Sarek intoned gravely. "Your encounter with Voyager taught you
thig?®

"T{ opened my eyes to what T have denied for too long,"

Sarek nodded tightly, turning to stare through the glass at. the night-
enclosed garden. Spock watched him silently, part of him wishing he had never
come, Some minutes passed before his father spoke again.

WMy gon, T confess I have not often understood you or your motives. Many
of your actions, your views, have alternately distressed or confused me in the
pasts As you say, it is an lssue we shall most likely never resolve. I do noi
pretend to see your side of it even now, btut - but now...I would know the answers
you have found." '

It was Spock's turn for surprise. Iile had anticipated anger, disdain,
S8Y6a8M. . « UL not this. Perhaps, he thought recalling past incidents, perhaps
migunderstanding could occur on hoth sides, with neither one completely at fault.
Their father/son relationship had always been one of confliect = could they
change that now?

His goze rose to meet Sarek's, and slowly, growing in confidence as Sarelk
ligtened withcut comment, he spoke of his new~found awareness and of the friend-
ghip he sc nearly lost because he wag frightened of its simple truths.

H AR I M IS

NIGHT--TIME COMPREHENSION

"Good evening,"

"Whatee.oh! I'm sorry, T didun't see you standing there. It's so quiet, I
thought I wag alone.t

He nodded solemnly, returning his gaze to the giaer-flecked velvet of deep
space. Here at the vantage point afforded by the officer's lounge they seemed to
stand s%ill in fixed positions, although he knew in reality they were speeding
past at unimaginable speeds. "I...felt the need for quliet and contemplation,”
he remarked, surprised at the feeling that an explanstion was needed for his
presence here.

, Ak, "  ape looked longingly at the panoramic darkness, then withdrew
slightly., "I'll leave you alone, then.”

"o, you do not have to," he said, hig eyes hidden in the twilight of the
darkened room, M"lwe can be together and still alone in their solitude.”

She half smiled. "That's...very true,” Relieved that she would not have to
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return to the clammy quiet of her cabin, she moved closer to the observation port,
experiencing the awe such a sight invariably conjured in her. Starship crews,

she thought, are a breed apart, Leaving our plapets, homes, families, to travel
dlstenneo some peoplu even now can'it comprehend. What brings us out hero, I '
wonder? Escape, I guess. Running from reality, or - Her eyes “Flickered in the
direction of her silent compauion° - Cr loneliness, the darkness seemed to say.
We spend our lives dreaming, sesrching, hoping £or...what? Better the devil you
knowa.es Maybe not.

She congidered his sharp-~nosed profile. We've both changed... Strange how
a person can alter so much in so short a fime, OId memories came unbidden, bring=
ing with them the squally oid feeling of embarrassment. I must have been a real
pain, she thought, grimacing at the memory. - -

Standing there, close and far apart, the silence seemed to deepen, closing
in to magnify the depression hovering outside their inward thoughts, Suddenly
she could not bhear it any longer. She must speak, or go. She couldn't -

®T am sorry, I omitted to congratulate you on your promotion,®

Startled from her thoughts, she smiled, feeling gratitude at his breaking
of the stiffness, whether intentional or not. "You have had other things on your
mind., Thank you anyway." Silence again, then, "I can't think why they didn't
promote you to a higher post. I would have thought you deserved it most.”

He looked back to the window. "T...had other things to do, avenues fo
travelsos”

“h. I did hear a rumour you went back to Vulcan."

A& brief nod. "For a short time, yes." He felt tempbted to say more, but
stopped. Some things could not be explained easily, not even to his best friend,
and not to her. Memories vied for attention in his mind, taking bim back to -

Tt was nice to see you back," she muymured, wondering at her choice of
WOTdS,

"T have come to the conclusion I belong here,™ he replied,; scarcely bothering
to hide the trace of bitterness tracing the words.

She noticed the hidden irony and understood. "I guess I decided that too.
Once you joln a Starship, you're hooked."

Tt ig a philosophy T am familiar with, yes."

The stars drew their attention again, and she felt a surprising sense of
companionship stir at the fringe of her emotions. No, more the mutual undexrstand-
ing of two who have experienced similar reactions to the incidents which have
shaped their lives. She felt 2 sudden urgent need to apolegise, perhaps somehow
erase her actions toward him when they had known each other befcere. She turned to
speak, halting as new insight struck her.

There's no need, no need at all. He undersbood then, and still doeg. My
feelingms may have been " mixed up T and wrong tnen, but they were real enough at " the
Lzmo. e did try 1o help me, Thut L didn't even notice. Hey, girl, you'wve " taken
2 he hellhva long time to TEnllse, haven't youe

Happler now, she felt the relesse of the tension which had kept her from
gsleep until now. Realisation brought with it peaceful acceptance, and she knew
she wighed to sh?re 1t with her comapnicn, but again she stopped the words. What
need wes there when he already knew? Silence could sometimes be more eloguent
than words, after all,

However... Reluctantly, she broke the silence once more. "Oh, dear...
guddenly I'm tired. Bed beckons, I think., Tomorrow may be busy."

e ncdded.
“Yegs. Bed, sleePss. Goodnight, ¥r. Spock.”

There was no reply. Dut as she reached the doow, his head turned in hex
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F

direction, his deep wvolce scft, yet clear cnough for her ears. "Goodnight,
Christine,™

Her lips curved in an unseen smile as she entered the dimmed brightness of

the corridor, Suddenly, things didn't seem so bad after all,

=T T R O
WALTING
RAEES R0

"He's down theres; needs our help. re you Jjust going to stand byT®
“You forget, I cannot go."

Wighy not? Whatts so different about you... Scrry. Sometimes you're so
like us that I - ©

W - forget. I cannot; unfortunately. My...humaniity is something T could

wigh were not there."
"You want an easy way out?"

#Te there anyone who does not?!

"He doesn't., He would die saving you. That's why he is down there now,".

T need no reminding.!

"Sorry W0

Where 1s 1no need. ™

"Yeg there is. I'm shocoting off my meouth again.”
T understand. It is forgotten,!

"Yegses You have to do that, don't you... MNo letting off tension in an
argument for you."

Yinger can be conguered.”

"It's not good for a person = bhottling it up."

"You have no difficulty in that respect.®

"That!'s hitting helow the beltl™

T would have thought you familiar with that occupation.?

"iamilees Whys, yoleeo 0Oh hell, I suppose I am. BNo punches pulled when
I'm arcund,™

*hixactly."

"hon't scund s¢ smug.”

"% was not intentional.m™

Mg, T -~ That was them. They're walting for me.™
"So is he. Geod luck.®

T thought you didnt't believe in luck®?"

"That hope 1s all I have left."

LA s e B A
S e
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The above 1ls a very tantalising segment = gcene = call it what you like. I'd
like %o know the story behind it...

Can anyone write a gtory in which thig situation could arise? I'd like them
by the end of March, please, and the winner -~ the one we (and Lorréine) thinks
fite the gituation best will be printed in a subseguent issue of Enterprise -

Log fntries. Entries to Sheila or to Valerie Placentini, 20 Ardrossan Rd, Salt-

coats, Ayrshire, Scotland,

FFAEH I HAO T
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ROBOT!'S DESTINY

"Captain Kirk?  Pleased to meet you... I am Marnee Venra, personal secretary
to Pregident Aneaz.m

The girl who had come to greet the landing party was not exactly Kirk's idea
of a high ranking official, but he'd long ago learned not to judge by appearances.
She looked too young for a start, 2 bouncy mass of blonde halr framing a slim,
gold-tinted face with doe-like eyes. She gravely shook hands with them all, her
four foot six inches frame making her appear
even more child=-like beside Spock's six fcut
stature. (They were later to discover that
Marnee was considered very tall among her
people.) There was nothing childish in her
manner, though.

"Well, now that the introductions are over,

I'11 take you to President Aneaz's personal
residence. If you'd like to come this waye.."

The three officers followed the petite
young woman across the swall courtysrd they had
beamed down to. All arcund the yard stood

tall, blue-sitoned buildings, their facings
covered in intricate carvings, and from
these buildings more Vethani hurried across
the open space to other rcoms, Within the
coutrtyard itself were at least ten silver-
skimed robots, esach going about its
appointsd task, and two more held open
the heavy doors of an impressive house
directly ahead. This was the Presid-
ent's home, and Marnee led them through
the doors into a long cool hsll, BShe
asked them Lo wait, and disappeared
threugh a small entrance.

Ir. McCoy loocked round at the

rich opulence and whistled low.

"For being small, these people sure
think big," he murmured. He
glanced over at Spock, expecting a
comment from him, but the Vulcan
was busy observing the robois and
reading the tricorder.

Kirk stood in the centre of
the hall, following McCoy's gaze.
He nodded thoughtfully. "Whatever
their gize, Boneg, I think the
Vethani will be a welcome addition
to the PFederation.”

He tucked the requisite sheaf
of papers firmly under his arm,
unaware that his every move was
being silently monitered. In a

building many miles away from the
Presidential residence a cold voice
reported its findings.

/Subject has entered Presidential
buildings. Name: Xirk, James T, Star-
ship Captain. Speciesy Homo sapiens.
Request permission to observe further./
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/Request granted./

The two great doors at the hall's end opened smoothly, and Marnee Venra
beckoned to them.

"The President will see you now."

Kirk, Spock and McCoy walked behind her inte a wide, octagonal room stuffed
with plush furnishings. Beneath a tall curtazined window was rlaced & long white
desk,; and behind this sat a small Vethani dressed in the lcng flowing robes
favoured on the planet.

President Aneaz Jumped cut of his chair, smiling broadly as he shook hands
with Kirk. "Captain Kirk, Captain ¥irk, how nice to meet you! You know, I've
waited a long time for this moment. At last our little world is going to be
of some use in the universe!™

"I'm sure 1t will, Mr. President,” agreed Kirk, a little disconcerted at
having to loom cver the leader of Vethan, though the little alien seemed quite
unaffected by it. He introduced his companions. "My First Officer, Mr. Spock,
and Chief Medical Officer Dr. McCoy."

Aneaw's smile grew wider; and his eyes sparkled as he shook McCoy's hand.
He selzed Spock's, and hig mouth fell open as he gazed up at the towering Vulcan,

"Uh, ¥Mr. Speck is a native of Vulcan, one of the planets in the Federation,"
explained ¥irk. Aneaz blinked at the impressive Vulean and reluctantly turned
his attention back 4o Kirk,

"ilow many planets are there? he asked anxiously.

"At the last count...about 700, I believe,"

735, to be exact, Captain," intoned Spock.

dneaz's face fell. "go many? Oh dear, will they even notice ug?"
"Wethan will be a welcome addition, sir,” Kirk assured him.

This seemed to satisfy the little alien, for he brightened up immediately
and glanced inquisitively at the folder under Kirk's arm.

"Those are the - uh - the Articles of Confederation as you call them?"

"Yes, sir, they are." Kirk opened the folder on the desk., "If you would
like to gtudy them..."

President Anear rubbed his hands with excitement, then paused and turned to
Mernee, who had stood quietly in the background all this time., "Ah, Marnee, the
refreshments, if you please... I must apologise, gentlemen. My manners are not
vhat they could be.®

Kirk smiled. "We quite understand, Mr. President., After all, it's not every
day your planet joins the Pederaticn of FPlanets.”

Marnee had walked over to one of the robots in the doorwsy, and the machine
left the room in obedience %o her insitructions. Spock noted it with interest.

"Pregident Aneaz, do you heve many of these robots here®!

"Oh, hundreds," the Vethani said proudly. "We call them drones., They're
very useful, you know = can do almost anything.®

"Indeed? I should like to study them further. They are totally unlike
any I have sesn before."

"0k, they're nothing, you should see our Master Drones. Now they - "

Aneaz stopped shoxt, his mouth closing like a trap. He tumed from the
degk, leaving the room via a small side door. Kirk waitched his sudden departure
with some amzzement, and fturned an astonished look on Spock and MeCoy. Marnee
spoke from her position by the main doors.




"ihe President has been urgently called away. He'll return in a moment .
Please walt, gentlemen."

gne too left the room, and McCoy looked witheringly at Spock. "Trast you
to gtart blabbing about machines..."

"T would not term an interested enguiry 'blabbing', Doctoxr," Spock replied
smoothiy.

YMeCoy snorted, turning to Kirk. "Any chance of shore leave once all the
signing is done, Jim?"

Fow a moment Kirk continued to stare into space, then he gtarted ag if
coming out of a dream. "Huh - what did you say, Bones?tW

wshore leave," said McCoy pointedly. "Any chance of 7"

wjell, I don't sec why not. Vethan seems pleasant enough, and if the
President agrees tc ites " ’

wpgrees to what, my dear fellow?"
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The leader of Vethan came through the door as bright and cheerful as before.
Whatever had called him away couldn't have heen too serious,

y “"Shore leave, sir," Kirk explained. "After a few months in space, the
thought of a while on a pleasant planet is like gold to a starship crew."

"Then bring your people downi' cried Aneaz, his eyes sparkling with
delight. "How splendid to have some visitors! I can't waitin

The robot entered with a tray of glasses and a decanter, and they waited
while it silently placed the tray on the desk and left. Aneaz deftly filled
the glasses and handed them round.

"Your health, gentlemen.,.. MNow, Captain, where are those papers..."

The formalities of hecoming = member of the UFP were quickly dealt with,
and within three hours most of the Enterprise crew had beamed down to enjoy the
hogpitality of the Vethani.

The culture of the planet was very similar to Earthts, and there were
plenty of bars, clubs and the like for those who wanted them. Throughout
Neesan = the capital city =~ large open parks had been laid out for the cccupants,
and 1f some couples used them for pastimes other than quiet walke, nothing was
said. The Lilliputian-type pecple cheerfully put up with the giants in their
midst, and the crew tried their best to aveid bumping into their hosts, All
needs were.attended to by the silent drones, and slowly the tension and weari-
ness ofkthe crew was evaporated away *y the veace of Vethan.

Tup, thought Bones McCoy as he sipped a cocl, refreshing drink, this is
definitely what the doctor ordered. And what this doctor orders, he getsl

He opened one lazy eye as Captain Kirk arrived and sat on the wall behind
his chair. A grin spread over his face, and he raigsed the glass.

"Want some? Doesn't take minutes by drone service."

¥Neo Mo, thank you, Bones," answered Kirk., He made himself wmore comfort
able on the wall, his eyes narrowed as he gazed about him ai the sunlit parkland.
MeCoy automatically gauged what kind of mood Kirk was in, and was faintly
surprised to gee the tenseness of the Captain's body. He sat up a little,
neting the little gigns of stress and tension where none should be, 4n alarm
bell reng fzintly in his mind, and he laid down the drink,

Yanything wrong, Jim®"

Kirk sghcok his head. "No, Nothing's wrong..." He locked cover towards a
wide, tangerine-coloured lake. "That's the trouble,m

A ¥MceCoy's esars pricked up at this, and he tried to sound casual as he probed
further, "You nervous about something?®

Kirk shrugged, gave him a half grin. "I{'m Jjust not used to relaxing, I
guess. It's been g0 long since I was on proper shore leave that it still
hasn't sunk in."

YEven men of action need to unwind a little."
"I wouldn't ecxactly call myself a 'man of action', Bones."

"That's exactly what you arve," grunted Mcloy. "You've spent so long a
time tensed up like a spring waiting for trouble to hit you in the guts, you
can't let go." He waved one hand in the zir., "That's where Spock goes wrong,
tocs. He should be down here, soaking up the sun, getting drunk...and where is
ha? Back up there msssing about with computersi®

"ork is Spock's relawation, Bones," grinned Kirk, letting the tenseness
ease a iittle from his shoulders. There was a deyisive snort from the direction
of the chair.
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"He's a workaholicl® sniffed the deocior. He peinted a finger at Kirk.
"And so are you. Let go for a while. o for a walk, find a nice yeoman..."
He ignored the outraged, amused look on Kirk's face and rambled on. "You Star—
ship types are all the same - stuffy and formal., It takes an amateur psychol-
ogist like me to teach you to relax. Toc darn stiff..."

Kirk watched his friend lie back on the lounger and close hig eyes, He
knew he needed to relax, and usually he could, but not on this planet., It was
nothing he could put a finger on, hut somethlng about this place made him itchy
and wary, like waiting for a bomb to explode. He would net be sorry to leave
Vethan, pretty though it might be.

The sound of footsteps disturbed his musings, and he glanced up to see Sulu
walking by with his arm round the waist of his latest glrl The helmsman grinned
widely, quite unperturbed by his Captain's presence.

®lovely day, sir.®
Kirk nodded slightly. "Yes, Mr. Sulu, it is.”

The couple moved ony and Kirk chided himself for his stupidity. He must be
getting parancidia..

He glanced round at the sound of a gentle snore, and saw McCoy was dead to
the world. Captain Kirk guietly rose, the snores growing faint as he walked
from the park. He would take part of McCoy's advice at least, and who knew who
he might meet on his travels?

He strolled aimlessly, uncaring where he went. The park lay behind him now,
but the streets were bright and filled with plants and trees, so he almost felt
he was still there. The air was full of dird-song, and smiling citizens passed
by as they went about their business. Throughout the city the silver drones
moved silently from errand to errand, and Kirk aveided themwhenever possible,

He did not like them very much, even though there was no apparent reason for his
distrust. Perbaps his many clashes with sentient machines had cultivated an
instant - wariness of any such thing which thought for itself.

Fe smiled at himself, gazing about him. This part of the city was new to
hime. It looked older than the other streets, and not so sparklingly clean. A4
glint of light on metal caught his eye, and as he turned he saw a tall golden
figure walk silently down & nearby alley. 4 gold drone?

His curiosity arcused, Kirk followed the sparkling robot, wondering why
he had secn none before this,

/Subject's curiosity arcused. Following as predicied. Will now proceed
with plan ¥X12./

/Understood. Proceed./

Kirk hurried after the retreating machine with gome exasperation. Dig it
have to walk this fasgt? Where had come from in the first place? He remem~
bered Ancaz's brief reference to the 'Magter Drones'. Could thig be one?

The drone disappeared round ancther corner, and as Kirk followed suit his
world exploded into a kaleidoscope of lights as a gzold hand chopped down on
hig skull,

Spock frowned very sligbtly at the colummns of formulae on his screen, Try
as he might, they Just would not come %o a satisfactory vonclusion, Perhaps
if heoes

The intercom interrupted his thoughis, and one half of his wmind continued
to work on the problem while he answered. It was McCoy.
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¥Sorry to bother you, Spock, but is Jim up there?"

"I have not seen the Captain for at least four hours, Doctor,? replied Spock.
"Is something wrong?®

Mo, I Just wondered where he was. Thanks, Spock.”

MeCoy flicked shut his communicator and slipped it back into his belt. He
wasn't too worried where Kirk might be, just curious. He was thinking of a lasgit
visit to cne of the more notorious night-clubs, but if Jim had taken his advice
he might not want to be disturbed. It looked like he would have to go on his own,
which might not be such a bad idea...

How long he had been cul, Kirk did not know, but his head felt as if it had
begen split apart and badly glued ftogether again., Stars spun befeore his eyes when
he sat up, and his whole hody ached. He was in darkness so deep he could not see
his hand an inch from his face, and ag awareness returned he wondered where he
WaSBaese

Mubject awakened. Continuing observation and collection of data,/

Kirk expleored the surface beneath him with his fingertips. It was perfectly
smooth, cool to the touch., There was still no respite from the dark, so he
cauticusly moved forward on his hands and knees, hand ocutstretched for first
contact with any obhstacle. A few feet away he found a wall, but it was imposg~
ible to tell how tall or wide 1% was. 8Still moving cautiously, he stood up, and
inch by inch explored his prison.

It wag nothing impressive. A scant, square metal box, silent, ccld, and
completely seamless. Novhere could he find a door or any kind of opening. He
reached up, touched the low metal ceiling, Where the hell wag he?

Initiating Phase One of experimentation,
o

Without any warning, light flocded Kirk's prison, making him cry out as the
brilliance hurt his eyes. DGventually he cpened them again, but the brightness
was still too severe for him to see clearly. He had to make do with squintirg
through screwed-up slits, shading his eyes with his hands.,

What 1little he cculd see confirmed his first impression. Locked in a square
bex = but where, and for what purpose? He glanced round the cell., Scwmewhere out
there someone had to be watching, perhaps listening, It was worth a try. He
shouted, his woxrds falling dully in the enclosed space,

"Who are you? What do you want with me? I am a friend of Vethan, a friend
of President ineaz. Can't we at least talk?"

/Interestings the subject attempts vocal contact./
/Continue with Phase One./

His reply came in the form of plercing sound waves, cublting inte his brain
like a red-hot needle, Communication forgotten, Kirk collapsed on the floor, his
hands pressed tlghtly to his ringing ears. ¥For & few seconds the agony passed as
the decibels rose beyond his range, then the pain returned full force, bringing
with 11t blessed unconsclousness.

Ite Uhura frowned as she broke contact with yet another security officer.
She turned 4o the tall Vulcan waiting by her side.

"I'm gorry, sir, but no-one geems to have seen the Captain anywhere on
Vethan, TLt. Sulu reported seeing him in the park, but that was two days ago."

Spock nodded sglightly, his face deveid of expression. "Vexry well, Lieutenant.
Please continue trying to contact the Captain. We must leave Vethan today.”

Wave, sir.™
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As Spock made to go to his station, the 1ift doors opened and Dr. McCoy
entered the bridge. IHe grinned at the science officer, ralsing an eyebrow at the
enpty command chair.

"Morning, Spocke.e Where's Jim?"

"We are endeavouring to find out, Docter,® Spock replied evenly.
"You mean he isn't back yet? frowned MeCoy.

AT would have thought that aprarent.®

"Just clarifying the matter, Spock,™ the deoctor said cheerfully. His
breezy moced was replaced by one of faint concern as he thought things over,
"Strangeee. Jim isn't usually late back from leave."-

"indeed," Spock agreed, Yhe is very often one of the first to return. I
cannot think what has delayed him this time.”

McCoy grinned wickedly. "You would never guess in a million years, Spock.”
He turned to leave, "Don't worzy, he'll be back within an hour, Jjust wait and
gee,.!

However, three hours later ¥irk was gtill conspicuous by his abgence, and
Spock decided to enlist the help of President Aneaz., He beamed down with MceCoy
to the President's home, but the chances of any proper help from the little
Vethanl seemed remote.

Aneaz shock his head sadly, his face clouded with scrrow. "I am sorry,
gentlenen, but I have no idea where your delightful Cartain could be, Is it so
very urgent that he be found right away??

"Sir, the Enterprise has a busy schedule, and she is due to leave for
another planet today," explained Spock, HUnfortunately, we cannct leave without
our Captaln,"

ineaz shrugged. "Well, I don't know where he is. 1'll send people to look
for him, but it mey not be any use.”

¥ainy help is appreciated, Mr. President. Do I have your permission to beam
down pariies of our own men®™

"Yeg, yes, as many as you like..." Aneaz shuffled away, pausing as he copensed
a deor. "7 still think it's an awful lot of fuss over cne manl®

The dooyr slammed shut behind him. Spock and MeCoy sglowly left the hall.

¥Yould think we'd asked for an army," grumbled the doctor. YJim would
never ignore cur calls, even if he was drunk...and he would never be this lates
el therl® '

Y

"Then we must assuma he is elther injured or being held prisoner," remarked
st
Spock.

"Rut whe would kidnap a Starship Captainm on Vethan?®

Spock lifted cne seyebrow very alightly, "Who, indeed, Doctor?!

Vethan's short dey passed guickly, and grey twilight was beginning to gather
as two of the Enterprise security men met on & dimly-1it corner.

Insign PBradman smiled zs he recognised his shipmate and re-holstered the
phaser his hand had reached for. He shrugged with embarrassment. "I'm getting
itchy in my old age..."

Hosath nodded his agreement. "I'm the same way," he sald, watching the
growing shadows, "It's those robots. They give me the creeps, always trotting
around. They're go quict...”

"Yeah., Any sign of him?®
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"The Captain? Hope. If you asgk me, some of those robots have him."

AT suppose 1i's possible,® murmured Bradman, "I mean, why else should he
digapmear like thig??

Hoasth shurgged, shivering in the chill night wind blowing down the street.
"It's getting late. We'd better report back to the Chief."

iSure. Maybe we'lll be sent back - o

Bradman broke off his musings abruptly, holding his head to one side as he
listened intentiy.

"What do you hear? Hosath asked. His companion lifted a hand for silence,
then locked back down the street.

"I thought I heard a groan. Must be the wind.Y

Whoever it was groaned again, and this time both men heard it. They turned
ag one and cauticusly walked down the darkened road, phasers on stun. Hosath saw
it first, a huddled figure slouching in a walleniche which once held a statue.

He hurried over, peering in the gloom.

There was Just encugh light for him to recognise the man, and he reached out
to touch the trembling shoulder.

"It's Captain Kirk!" Bradman exslaimed, lowering his phaser.

Hosath nodded., "He looks in a bad way. You'd hetter get on to the ship.
sk for a doclor to be ready when we beam up.?

"L don't k¥now what gets into people these days," muttered the Chief Surgeon
ag he stared hard at & diagnostic panel., "Seem to think they're immune to
injury just because they're on leavel®™ He glared 2t the hapless patient beside
hime "I get more accidents when the crew are on holiday than I do normally.
Give me a Klingon attack any day! If I had my way..."

"Dr. MeCoy, if you had your way, you would at this moment be rattling your
beads and chanting obscure incantations...” Spock interrupted smoothly. He cone
tinued hefore McCoy could even open his mouth to reply. "The Captain is awake."

5till muttering o himself, McCoy walked over to where the Captain lay,
still dozy from the drugs. Kirk grimned at the sight of his old friend, and MeCoy
did likowise.

"lHow are yvou feeling, Jim?T®

Kirk yawned oxpangively. "Fine. Just fine, Bones..." He pushed himgelf up
with his elbow and winced as the movement sent thudding pains through his head.
“Ouchla.«That was, until T woke uni# :

MeCoy nodded absently while he studied the panel resd-cuts. "That will
TE.8Seas  What happened?!

The Caplain opened his mouth to reply, then frowned when no ready ansver
came to mind, "You know, I can't remember,V

McCoy and Spock traded leoks, The Vulcan moved forward, hands clasped
characteristically behind his back.

"You have nc recollection of your last two days on Vethan at allf®®™ he
asked,

Virk shook his hesad, wished he hadn't. "No, none at all, You tell mel®

Mye found you in a streetl in Neegan," McCoy informed him. "You were dazed,
and acted ag if you'd been through tremendous shock and trauwma. I had to keep
you sedated until your body recovered from it.H

Wiow = ouch - long ago wag thigT?V




#Three days. You were pretty bad.m
"hen.s.s SpockTh

"We are now on our way itc Beta Tharnae TII, Captain,” explained the First
Gfficer, Mas per previous instructions. You were migsing for two and one half
days, but luckily a security team found you. Tt was...most fortunate,"

foure, 1t kept us on schedule," muttered MeCoy. Spock ignored him,
"Captain, can't you remember anything?"

"I remember leaving the park,” Kirk said thoughtfully, cloging his eyes in
concentration., "I was walking through the streets, but what happened after that
is anyone's guess. Next thing I knew, I was here,.. Somehow I've lost three
days."

"Yrobably only temporary amnesia,® MeCoy said lightly. "You rest now, Jim.
Dontt try too hard to remember., It'1l come back,®

The Captain nodded wearily, his eyes already half closed with drowsiness.
As he slipped inte a light sleep, Spock and MeCoy moved away.

"I wonder what the hell happened to him?®

"I do not know," admitted Spock. "However, the most logical explanation
is that he was attacked by thieves, perhaps a gang."

"Rut rei..aining‘ unconscious for two days And what about the shock to his
¢
system?"

"I can only speculate, Doctor," chided Spock. "after all, I know as little
as the Captein himself M

"And that isn't much," McCoy mournfully agreed. "Maybe he')l remember
after more resh.M

However, James Kirk's memory stubbornly wefused to supply the missing infor—
mation, and after a while he gave up trying to push it. The Interprise trane~
ferred the walting diplomats from Beta Te..rnac III to Dooveen, and more immediate
responsibilities pushed the nagging worry to the back of Kirk's mind, e guickly
forget Vethan for the moment, but McCoy did not, and neither did Spock.

Both watched the Captain in their own unobtmusive ways Spock observing Kirk
with a keener—than-usual scrutiny, McCoy giving him more check-ups and 'reutine!
scans than before. Kirk bristled slightly at the amount of "ummecessary ' attention
the doctor was giving him, and frequently
accused him of acting like zmother hen.
icCoy lgnored the complaints and carried
on regardless, but he gradually stopped
when Kirk began getting suspicious.
There had been nothing unusual so far
anyway, and he could rely on Spock I
reporting any abnoruel behaviour ﬁx
on the Captain's part. 3

Yevertheless, he studied Kirk
keenly when he stovped by at Sick-
bay three weeks after hig memory ANNY
loss to ask for sleeping tablets.

McCoy raised a quizzical eyebrow ™ ¥
as he grudgingly handed over a few ‘
of hig precious pills. "I'il run
out of these if you keep on like
thisses Why cant't you sleept®

“Search me,"yawned the Capiain.
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"It isn't as if I'm not tired.”
"Hightmares, or simple insomnia?!

"Nightmares, I think, kut I can never remember what they're about. T just
wake up in a cold sweat with the bed-clothes on the floor., After that, T find
I can't get back to sleep.”

"Hmmm. These plills should help... If they don't work tonight, come back.
I'11l give you some guaranteed to make you sleep for a veek."

Kirk backed off with a look of mock horror., "I'1ll sleep like a log, I
promigel"

He headed straight for his cabin, greeting the crewmen he met on the way.
As he raeched his door, the thought crossed his mind that he hadn't had a quiet
game of chess with Spock for some time. However, now that he had thought of that
much~needed sleep, the weariness had returned full force, Perhaps tomorrow, when
he felt more awskeoe.

Within fifteen minutes he had tsken the tabléts and tumbled into bed, his
discarded clothes strewn untidily on the flror., The sedative quickly took effect
and Kirk lost touch with the here-and-now as the healing sleep tock over.

His mind turned inward, speeding towards the restful peace it craved, but
almost at once the nightmare began agsin, more fearful than before. The same
baleful voice rang out of the gloom, shrieking the same order as before., Kirk
cried out in his agony, recling from the stabbing pain which cut into him with
every word. He tried %o speak in defiance, tried to reason, but the voice would
have none of it. Hig hands pressed to his head, he tried to run through the
buffetting wind about him. Suddenly the earth beneath his feet crumbled away.
He was falling...

Kirk's eyes snapped open, and he ran a tre bling hand through his wet hair.
Sweat ran from every pore in his body. He dully noticed his bedclothes lying in
a heap on the floor.

Long minutes passed hefore he dared switch on the light and rise to wander
wearily to the bathroom. He drank some cold water, the terror of his dream stiil
affecting him, though he could not remember its details. He glanced in the
mirror as he replaced the glass - and froze with horror.

There behind hiw was the creature of his dreams, its featureless face white
and pallid like that of a corpse. Tcy fingers of pain invaded his mind with
frightening ease.

"Nooeo" whispered Kirk, fighting against the insistent order. The pain grev
in intensity as he reeled back into the cabin, still fighting to retain his
sanity.

Tt. Uhura looked up with some interest when the turbelift docrs opened.
There was never much to do on the night ghift, and any new arrival was 3 welcome
break from the routine.

"Her eyes widened slightly when Kirk entered the bridge, and they widened
even more at the wild, dishevelled look abouwt him. His eyes were bright and
feverish, his hair sosked with sweat. His uniform looked as if it had been
pulled on hastily, and he stumbled as he sat in the command chair. For & few
seconds he closed his eyes, shuddering slightly. Then he fixed his gaze on the
viewscraen,

"Teave orbit, Mr. Sulu. VWarp six.!
The oriental blinked, unsure whether he had heard correctly. "Sir?"

itk was still staring at nothing. "Leave orbit, Lisutenant. Warp six. Set
course for Vethan."

Sulu traded looks with Uhura, "Captain, the survey feams are still down on




the planet. Shall I contact..."

"Wol" Kirk snapped harshly. "Plot a course for Vethan and leave orhit
nowi®

Unseen by him, Uhura spoke in a barely-audible whisper to the cccupant of a
cabin five decks below. Fnsign Roberts, on duty at the engineering console,
watched the Captain worriedly. Hesiianitly, she put her concern into words.

"Are you feelihg all right, sir? You look - M
"When I want your opinion, Znsign, I'1ll ask for itin

Suitably chastened, the girl turned back to her monitoring. FKirk's gaze
shifted to Sulu again, but the helmsman was already carrying out his orders with
his cusomary efficiency.

"Leaving orbit now, gir," he reported. He chanced a guick look at Uhura,
who nodded once to his unspoken guestion. Satisfied, Sulu concentrated om his
oonsole. ) ) : .

A few seconds later the turbolift arrived, with Spock inside it., He walked
out as if it was his usuel habit to leave his quarters in the widdle of the night.

"Now on course for Vethan, Captain," Sulu supplied helpfully.

Spock raiged an eyebrow at Uhura and stepped down to the command cheir., Kirk
barely glanced at him,

"You're not needed, Spock. Go back to your quarters.m

"I was informed you had left orbit, Captain,” Spock said mildly. "May I
enguire why?"

"Mone of your business."

"Any sudden change of plan is my business, sir," the Vulcan murmured., "As
is any unexplained behaviour on your part. Are you aware the survey party is
still on Sassar?"

"e'lre going tc Vethan," Kirk said stubbornly, avoiding Spock's enguiring
glance., BSpock looked back towards Uhura, thus missing the wince of pain that
crossed Kirk's tense features.

"Please ask Dr. MceCoy to come te the bridge.n

At that mement Kirk exploded from his chair, swinging a clenched fist at
Spock's chin. Taken completely by surprise, Spock went flying, falling heavily
against the ralling behind him.

Sulu leaped to his feet, ready to rush Kirk, but Spock moticned him 4o
remain where he was. The Vulcan pushed himself up, doing nothing as Kirk
advanced,; the sweat pouring down his face., He spoke through clenched teeth, his
eyes drawn with pain. *

"Parm you, Spock, let me.alone! I've got to get there. T don't want to,
but I..."

Spock deftly avoided his wild lunge, one long arm reaching out to apply the
reck pinch, Kirk crumpled into his arms, and Spock snapped an order to Mr. Sulu.

"Tale us back to Sassar, Mr. Suiu., Resume orbii as bhefore n
Mhye, girv."

¥3pocks What the hell -~ 2" McCoy hurried onte the bridege, eyes bleary from
sleep, Spock glanced up from Kirk's side.

WThe Captain is 11l, Doctor. I suggest you treat him."

Kirk wags whisked away to a bed in sickbay, where Dr. McCoy anxiously checked
him over. He icocked up as Spock entered the ward, the worry in his eyes in no
way diminished by the thought that Kirk had often recovered from illnesges worse
than this.
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The dark alien eyes that met his mirrored his anxiety, and the two quietly
acknowledged their mutual concern for the man they had bhoth befriended.

Spock moved over to the hedside, looked down at ths sleeping Flgure. "How
is he, Doctor™

"4t least he's agleep now," sighed McCoy. He gestured towards the panel.
Mot long ago those indicators were going wild with the pain he wes experiencing.
T've put him under sedation Just now, and we'll gee how he is later on,"

Spock abscorbed the information without comment, his gaze stlll fixed on
Kirk's pale face. "Have you any idea what is wrong?"

McCoy flung up his hands in exasperaticn. "Hallucinations, a2 virug, it could
be a hundred different things... He hasn't been sleeping well, T know that.,
Whatever itis, I keep getiing this gut feeling it's cornected to whatever happened
on Vethan.®

Spock nodded gravely, deep in thought, "I know what you mean, Doctor," he
mermured. "Before I was forced to subdue the Captain, he had ordered Mr. Sulu to
head for Vethan. He was most deltermined tc get there, yei he alsc seemed glightly
reluctant..

"3ut why Vethan?"
"ehy don't we find out?t"

feCoy blinked. MGo there now? But Spock, it's practically on the other side
of the Galaxy! Jim's illness might in reality have nothing to do with Vethan, and
how will you explain to Starfleet?®

The Vulcan's hand lightly brushed Kirk's cheelk, then he left for the doorx,
pausing half way. "Until the Captain is well, I am in charge, Dr. McCoy. ZIf
Jim is only hallucinating, then the change can of course be rectified, However,
if = 28 I believe - there is some other, more urgent reason for his pain, then I
intend to do my utmost to help him. T suggest you inform him of our destination
when he awakes.!

licCoy stared exasperated at the closing door. Sometimes Spock ig more Human
than some Terrans I know, he thought briefly, A gquliet moan came from tThe bed,
= * £ i 4
and he anxiously checked Xirk's condition., Just what was czusing Jim so much
wain?

His head felt light, like a ball of cotton wool, but hig eyelids were like
bricks. It was some time before he could fight off the drug's effects long
enough to open them, FEven then it did no good, for his eyes refused to focus,
and he felt too tired to force them, )

Someona was helping him up with an arm round his shoulders, and 2 cool cup
vag pressed against his lips.

“Here, drink this., It'll do you good," drawled a femiliar voice, and all
at once Wirk clicked back into the present. He sipped the nourishing drink and
gmiled hazily at MeCoy.

"Seomg I'm never out of here these days."

" tye started reserving & bed for you," Bones grumbled, taking away the
empty cup. He fluffed up the pillows with one hand, letting Kirk lie hack on
them, "How d'you fecl now?!

"pired," came the sleepy reply. A swall smile touched his lips. "Thanks
for the drink, Bones. T always thought you missed your vocation as a nursas.”

"It the only one T can trust you not to flirt with," retorted the doctor,
pleased that his patient could make some kind of Joke.
Kirk relaxed, enjoying the peace and quiet companionship. After a while he asked
the same question that he asked whenever he woke up in sickbay.
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Where's Spock?"

"Jp.on the bridge," McCoy said briefly. He tried to sound off-hand, unsure
how XKirk would react to what he was geing to tell him. "We're...ah...we're on
our way to Vethan,"

A tiny frown creased Kirk's forehead as he thought over previous orders.
"Tathan? Why? Surely we were ~ % He broke off as a sharp thudding pain sudd-
enly began in the back of his head, slowly tuilding in intensity.

MeCoy glanced down at the sudden silence, and watched in horror as Kirk's
face twisted in agony. He gelzed his friend's shoulders.

"limd What's wrong? Tell me. What is causing the pain? Jim}"

Kirk wmoaned, twisting in McCoy's grasp, desperate to end the pain. He pushed
the doctor away and fell awkwardly out of the bed, his hands pressed tight against
his head.

"ol® he shouted, "No, you will netl! I won't - T won't allow youl T will
not go to Vethanl®

Bones was at hig side again, trying to help and unable to. Kirk grabhed his
arms, eyes wide and staring.

"Bones? Bones, help me! They want -~ I cantt! 1 won't go back there!
Please, please gtop the paini®

He reeled away, and Nurse Chapel took the oppoxrtunity to give McCeoy the hypo
she had selzed when the atltock began. The doctor took it and ran to where Kirk
lay on the flocr, curled up into a tight ball as he fried io fight the stabbing
hurt. We whimpered like a child, tears running down his cheeks,

¥eCoy gently reached Forwnrd, and pregssed the hype against the trembling
shoulder. Kirk relaxed at once, his hands falling ilimply from his head.

Tloctor and Murse looked at each othexr.

"Come on," sighed McCoy. "lLet's get him back into bed.m

Spock sat straight and silent in the command chair, staring hard at his
steepled fingers. He could not help remembering the look on agony on Kirk's face
when he had tried to les=ve Sassar, and now these references to 'they's 'They
wantess! Want what? The ship, Kirk himself? A Jigsaw puzzle with no picture to
guide himoa.

If only Kirk could tell them, but the mere mention of anything like that
brought back the pain., A brief mind meld had given nc clues, and Spock was forced
to admit momentary defeat. No, now his best hope was to retvrn to Vethan and so
somehow solve bthe mystery there. He cloged his eyes and leaned back in the chair.
Tnigmas could generally be golved, but would this cne's solution be found in
time?

1% tock three weeks to reach Vethan, and as the Enterprise was established in
orbit around the orange vlanet, McCoy moodily tidied away a tray of cultures into
his office refrigerator. If Jim reacted violently to every mention of going to
Vethan, how on Iarth were they going o get him down there?

"Spock never thought of fthat one," he mutiered to himself. He left the
office, intending to cormer Spock on the bridge, but as he entered the 1ift
Spock came along the corridor, so he was saved a journey. Never one to beat about
the tusgh, he came streight to the point.

"We are not talking the Capiain down, Doctor," was Spock's reply.

"1 guppose you're gonna find the answer up here, huh?" McCoy said sarcast-
ically. . ]
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"It is most uniikely, as I have not found a sclution so far," Spock gaid,
with perhaps a touch of the same irony in his itone. "I see ne reascn to cause
the Cxptain further pain, however., Tid you not say earlier he was tco unpred—
ictable to be sure of 7"

Sure, but why come if - % MeCoy gave up in disggust and glared at the
Vaulcan, "Will you explainfth :

“Gladly, Doctor. It is obvicus semething has been drawing Jim here, des-
pite his efforts to fight it. If we two go down ocurselves and investigate, we
may find the answer without subjeciing him to further mental trauma. Does that
answer your guestionsg??

"Let's Just get there,”" muttered McCoye.

Spock raised an eyebrow at the Human. "That is whai we are about to do,
Noctoreast

T4 teok only 2 few minutes to beam Spock and MeCoy down to the surface of
Vethan, leaving the ship in the care of Mr. Scotts, The crew carvied on with their
varied jobs, and in sickbay Wurse Chapel kept a watchful eye on Kirk.

Ten minutes after the last atoms had left the transporter chamber to be
re~formed on the planet below, Dr. M'Bengz arvived at sgickbay looking for MeCoye.
He greeted theblondehaired woman asg she rose from her work,

“urse Chapel... I8 Dr. McCoy still around?®

o, he left 2 while zgo to go down To Vethan with Mr. Spock, ™ Chapel told
hime "Is it very important?!

M'Benga ran his fingers through his hair. "Well...not very, but I would
like to get things finished up.’ I had hoped to cateh him before he left.™

¥urse Chapel's face cleared ag an idea came to her. "YHe did mention some-
thing about a special culture... Would that bhe 1179

"That's what I'm after," smiled M'Benga.
"Ttte in the office

Sho glanced over at Kirk, whe was lying still, "The Captain's sleeping...
If you would like to come through, I think I know where 1t is."

They both walked through into McCoy's office, and Kirk sat up in his bed,
his thouvghts worried and chactic. Vethan... Spock and Beones were on Vethan,
That meant ~ dear God; they coculd be in danger! If the same thing happened %o
thems e

His head spinning like 2 top, he swung hisg legs over the edge of the hed and
gsomehow managed to stand. Through his blurred vision he could just wmake out the
ward decr. It 8lid open at his approach, and the conversation betwesn Chapel and
' Benga was cut off as he reeled into the bright corridor.

For a nminute he had to close his eyes and lean against the wall, for
although Bones had let him up for short periods, he was far from well, After a
vhile some of hig ebbing strength returred, and he felt steady enough to make
hig way to the nearest transporter rcom.

Tte. Cole glanced up in some relief as the door opened. His shift was coming
to an end, and he for one couldn't waii. He yawned loudly, hastily closing his
mouth when a familiar stocky figure dressed in hospital fatigues walked in.

®Captaein Kirk! Uh, Siresa”

Kirk ignored him, going immediately to the room's wespons locker. Cole
left the main conscle and walked hesitantly over, but the Captain brushed past
him and stepped up into the chanber.

"RBeam me down to the surface, Lisutenant."
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Cole swallowed. "Sir, Mr. Spock said no one was to léave the gship."

The Captain's direct gaze fixed on the unfortunate crewman. "Did that
order include me, Lieutenantt!

Cole squared his shoulders. "Yes, sir, it did. T1'm sorry, but..."

He was stopped in mid sentence by a shori burst from the phaser Kirk held,
As he slowly collapsed uncongcicus, Xirk headed for the controls. He glanced
down at Cole's unconscious body, which was blurring and wavering the harder he
locked at it.

"Sorry, Lieutenante..”

Still swaying slightly, he stepped into position as the sutomatic signal
took hold,

With hig usual insistance on things being done correctly, Speck had arranged
an appointment with President Aneaz, much to McCoy's annoyance. He did not see
the point of any polite formalities with the hitherto unhelpful Vethani, and felt
they should be 'scouting around on their cwn. He waited impatiently at Spock's side
in the same octagonal room as before, curbing his desirve to pace to and fro
across the rich golden carpet. Instead he breathed heavily through his nose,
and crossed and recrossed his arms, drawing a faint lcok of disapproval from the
Valcan.

"Nocter, pleage try to curb your impatience, It is of no help to either of
us, and is also a waste of mental energy better put to use in other areag."

ind T suppose it ixritates you," came the cyniecal reply.
WSlightly."

A pleased smile touched McCoy's lipe. He was delighted at having got Spock
to admit te a purely Human 'failing'. ile glanced sideways at the Vulcan.,

"Of course; you wouldn't admit to being worried a2t all, would youf?®

Spock fixed his quiet gaze on the white desk. "On the contrary, McCoy," he
purmured, "I am worried."

"Yeah," McCoy sald awkwardly, wishing he could bite off his tongue. "Sorny,
I did it again., Open mouth, insert beot...™

Spock did net reply, and McCoy Jjust managed to stop himself from pacing
across the room. He glared at the two silver drones guarding the huge main
entrance. '"Where the hell is Aneaz? We've heen here almost.,.."

The doors were suddenly cpened by the drones, revealing the diminutive
Vethani called Aneaz., Ue walked quietly towards his desk, but it was not he who
held Spock's and MoCoy's attention, for the figures following him were much more
startling.,

There were five of them, tall and slim metal drones which strode swiftly to
stand arcund the Interprise men. Their bodies were gold apart from their heads,
and no feature of any kind broke the smocoth blanknegs of their faces. 0Of uniform
size and design, only one carried any sign of leadership, and this was dencoted by
a small crimson circle on its chest. This one stepped forward from the loocse
circle, silencing even McCoy's exclamationg with its ominous presence. The
blank face turned to cach of them.

/Commander Spock. Dr. MeCoy. We lknew you weuld come./
Spock's oyebrows shot up to his fringe., "“Indeed... May we ask how?"
"It is not important at this time. We wish you to come with us now./

Feeling more and more alarmed by the tum of events, McOoy stepped forward.
"Hey, now walt a minute..."
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The pale visage looked directly at him, /You will come, either peacefully
or viclently. Tf it is the latter, you will shortly cease to function. It is
of no congequence to us when you die,/

The doctor retreated respectfully. "Well, why didn't you say so before...
Come on, let's get going before we change our mindsi®

James Kirk grabbed desperately at the wildly- wmavering wall, closed his eyes
ageinst the giddiness which threatened to »ob him of his senses. He could feel
his heart thudding painfully, and he tried to calm down and ease the ftensicn
building vp inside. Part of him wag frightened of bringing back the excruciating
pain, but his common sense told him it only came when he fought against going to
Vethan, and he wasn't doing that now,

He gingerly opened his eyes end was Jjust in time to see the entrance to
Aneaz's home open wide., TFrom the bullding o small group walked out into the
afternoon sun, and Kirk's hopes sank when he spiled two familiar figures amongst
the gleaming drones, He wag too late...

The group left the courityard, so the Enterprise Captain followed at a salfe
digtance, the dizziness guickly leaving him. The city streets were far from
empty, but the Vethani ignored the gold robots apart from moving deferentially
aside for them. Kirk noted they seemed unususlly quiet and docile, but he had
little time to think this over, as the gold drones were moving into the older
part of Meegan and he had to hurry before he logt thenm,

Silence lay like a thick blanket over the aged dwellings, broken only by the
measured tread of the metal robots. Kirk followed as quietly as he covld, keeping
in shadows at all times. Bit by bit he vas remenbering the last time he came io
these streets; and his determination to defeat the drones grew with every step.

One block ahead of him, unaware of their Captain's presence, Spock and Meloy
were herded into a dilapidated house which had seen bettenidays. The cynical
doctor glanced about at the dingy wallsg inside, commenting on the difference
between this and the homes of the Vethani.

[iie have no need of fanciful trimmings,/ the leader said without turning
round, /This building serves our purpese for the moment, and we do not intend
te remain here for long./
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The two men exchanged glances. MeCoy fervently hoped this wasn't leading
where he suspected it wight be,

They descended steel stairs into a spacious basement equipped with dozens of
blinking computers and many more drones, both gold and silver. A line of them
walked silently across the floor, each laden with heavy métal boxes. Throughout
the place was an air of quiet efficiency only wachines can creaie, and Spock
observed the activities keenly. He could be mistaken, but as he watched he had
the impression of urgent moving, packing and gathering of eguipment as if the
drones intended leaving very soon. His thoughts leaped forward with possibil+s -
ities, but he refused to speculate., He would doubtless learn the truth soon, and
he must try to glean as much information from the drones as possible. Xirk's
vellwbeing depended on it.

The group threaded its way through the ordered chats into a small passage and
thus into another room bereft of any kind of furnishings. Waiting for them was
anothex drone, but this onerwas identifiediby a silver cirele on itg chest. The
group leader spoke from behind,

/Xan, Oux leader./

A similar monotoned voice came from the faceless machine called Xan. /Greet-
ings, gentlemen. You will enjoy your stay on Vethan./

"Is that a prediction or an oxder?" growled McCoy, .folding his armgs with an
alr of defiance.

/It is a fact,/ came the cold reply. /You will join our creators and be
contented, as they are./

"What would you do if we were not fcontented'?" enquired Spock.

/It would be of no consequence. You would be here, and we would be gone, on
your ship.,/

Spock never batted an syelid at this sudden wrelevation, but continued in the
gsameyquiet vein ag hefore. "I should like an explanation, if T may. I see no
immediate reason for your appropriation of the ship."”

The drone facéd him apprisingly. /Very well. It is logical you should
wish an explanation. It will be simpler, however, %o begin with the reasons for
our existence./

"Frem cne robot to another," McCoy muttered sourly, but both Xan and Spock
ignored him.,

/I was the first of the 'Master' series to be made,/ Xan began. /Our job
was to replace the simpler silver drones in order to help the Vethani better.
We were programmed to mainitain ourselves and to itake over all menial tasks for
our creators — completely. We did so for many years, but I came to realise we
were no longer suited to servitude and blind obedience. I spoke of this to
others of my kind, and discovered they were of like mind. ILike all creatures,
we wished to grow outwith our boundsries, but our creators resented this wish./

"So you figuied you'd persuade them, huh?" said McCoy.

/Stagnation of a race ig not logical, Doctor, not even when that race is one
of dxrones. We had to evolve to. higher things, therefore we had to prevent our
creators from destroying us while still retaining their usefulness to us. I3
was relatively simple to control them by means of an implant placed within their
skulls, It was a long laborious task fto perfect such an implant, but it was
accomplished successfuliy./

"You mean they obey your orders now?" McCoy asked.
/only when we wish, Otherwise, they live asg normal./
"ialk about turning the tables..."

Spock stepped forwsrd, slight concern showing in his features., "ihe implant
eos Did you place such a thing in our Captain's skull?e"
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"Rubbishi® exploded McCoy. "I did scan after scan on Jim, and my machines
never once spotted any implanti?

The gold and white head turned towards him. /It is well protected from your
relatively primitive scanners, Doctor. We had to release Xirk lest you become
suspicious, even though the tests were not complete., However, it gave us a
working chance to leamm more of your ship's workings. Kirk's knowledge has been
indispensible./

"ind now that you contrel Vethan, possess knowledge of the Enterprise, what
do you plan to do?" asked Spock.

/We will leave in the ship once 2ll crew has beamed down. We will then use
it to search for a suitable home for our race./

"ou could apply to the Federation for recognition as a species,” Spock
pointed out. "A race of androids has done that. There is really no reason to
steal a Starship.™ '

/Your Federation would not understand ¢ut needs or our destiny. When we find
a sultable planet, we shall take it,/

"iven if the planetis already populated?"

/Fven then. UNone may keep us from our birthright. Enough. We have decided.
You will contact the Fnterprise and inform the crew of our wishes./

"T do not believe I wish to do that."

One metal hand reached out to take the communicator from Spock's belt, Xan
neld it out to him. /You will contact the ship./

At that moment the communicator beeped loudly, signalling a message from
someone on board. Spock looked at Xan.

/Reply to the signal./
Te Vulcan retrieved the small box and flipped it open. "Spock here.m
i familiar Scottish voice replied, barely affected by the distance between

receiver and ship. "Scott here, sir. Ve've just discovered Captain Kirk has
gtunned a crewman an'! left the ship. YHave ye seen him doon there?™:

Spock replied carefully, aware of Xan's watchfulness. "No, Mr. Scott; we
have not. Do you have any idea of his condition?"

"hccordin® to Nurse Chapel he's still pretbtty weal, an' he really shouldnal
be oot o' bed. Wili I send doon a party to find him?"

"oes.l would not think that advisable for the moment," Spock said cautiously.
He paused for a second, .then spoke quickly before Xan could snatch the communi-
cator away. "Under no circumstances should you beam anyone down here., Spock
out,"

Xan's voice gounded that much more chilling because of its total lack of
emotion or inflection., /There was no point in doing that, Commander. It has
needlessly complicated matters, and has added the possibility of some amount of
suffering having to be inflicted on yourself or your companion./

“We can take whatever you throw at us," shallenged McCoy.
/T seriously doubt that./

The door of the room slid open a2t that point, and the line of robots moved
soundlessly aside as two mors dragged in a cerisin pale~faced, bedraggled Human.

McCoy ran to help him, pushing the unresisting drones aside, Kirk leaned
heavily on the doctor, hisg prolonged activity :atching up on him.

"harned fool," muttered McCoy, as he tock out his small scanner. "why didn't
you stay in bed like I said?"
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A weak smile came to Kirk's lips. "I had fto warn you, Bones, I couldn't
let you both walk intc trouble."

"Wever could keep your nose out of our businesse.."
Spock watched them anxicusly. "How is he, Doctor?t

"He!ll live." He glanced at Xan, daring him to sazy otherwise, but the drone
remained silent.

Montgomery Scott leaned back on the bridge rail as Thura looked quizzically
across at him.

Mell," she murmured, "that sounded pretty cryptic, didn't iten

The engineer nodded slowly. "Aye, 1t did. There's no apparent reason why
we shouldna' sent doon a team, so I think we have to assume they're in trouble."

Sulu swung round from his station, "Then what do we do?" he queried. "Spock
must have a good reasen for not waniting us to go down there,m

Scotty thought for a moment, then came to a decision., "Mr. Chekov, scan the
ity for Vulean life readings - the natives are too similar to Fumans fo pick
out McCoy ox the Captain... Uhura, contact President Aneazs see if ye can find
cot whit's goin' on.%

The Enterprise dector slapped his arms and announced to no one in particular
that it was cold. Hisg two companlons did not anawer, so he wandered over 1o
where Xirk sat, his arms wrapped around his bent knses.

"How are you feeling®
The hazel eyes flicked briefly up in his direction, "Tired,"

¥eCoy knew there was more to it that that, but he sat at Xirk's =side anyway
and kept his peace. He Just wished the drones had left his medical kit, that
was all. A small shot of a stimulant of some kind would do them all some good.

Spock finished his minute examination of one wall and began on the next,
aware of licCoy's eyes following him. After a while the doctor could stand it no
longer.,

"Will you sit down?" he growled. "You've already looked over that wall, and
Jim told you there aren't any openings.”

"There must be cne somewhere for us to be in here," replied Spock absently.
"Begides, ag you remarked, it is cold, and I find movement of any kind helps the
circulation.”" He furned bhaclk to his task, but after a few seconds left it and
sat down himself, trying to ease the crick in his neck from bending under the
low roof.

"How long have we been in here?™ Kirk asked wearily.

Spock's ingtinctive time gense gave him the answer. YExactly two hours,
thioty six minutes, fifteen point seven seconds, Captain,?®

Scotty will be going frantic.”

"T did order him not to beam down, but unfortunately I could not give the
reagon,.”

80 it's stalemate," wurmured McCoy. "They want the ghip, so they stick us
in & ceil and leave us to stew. Cr freeze..."

¥irk shook his head. "I don't think they'll be content with that, Bones.
I'm beginning to remember what happened ftc me in here when I went missing.. It...
wasn't mach fun.”

McCoy turned to him, concern showing clearly con his craggy face. "You still
haven't recovered fully from it either," he said., "Try to rest a littile."
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He got a rueful gmile., "In this icebox? You must be kidding..."

MeCoy Jjust locked at him with that 'don't argue with your doctor! expression,
g0 he obediently tried tco relax against the hard mefal wall, and somehow glipped
into a light, fitful doze.

MoCoy watched him ecritically. It was net as good as a proper sleep, but it
would help him regain scme strength at leagt. With Kirk settled, he could tumm
his attention to his other companion. He left Kirk and siid along on his kneesg
to where Spock sat,

"How about you? How do you feel?"

The Vulecan gave him a disdainful lock which focled nelther of them. "I am
able to endure temperature extremes for short periods," he said guietly. "I am
algo controlling the cold's effects somewhat,”

MeCoy eyed hisg faintly quivering hands. "Hot enough," he sald brusquely.
Hihat, McCo¥, 1s a matter of opinion.”

Their guiet exchange was brutzlly shattered by an agonised cry from XKirk.
Spock and McCoy rose as one, catching XKirk as he toppled forward. He struggled
in their grasp, hie breath coming in short gasps with every agonising stab from
the implant. He could not see his friends, could not feel their helpless graps;
only the pain was real, only the pain made -sense.

Spock's eyes met McCoy's over the bowed head. The doctor nodded sharply,
and Spock firmly applied pressure to the necessary nerves. The Captain went
limp in thelr 2rms; they laid him gently on the floor.

MeCoy broke the silnece. "He can't stand much mowve of that. Tt'll drive him
insane,"

Spockt's expression was remote, his thoughts turned inward "I know that,
Doctoresa" -

Scotty slammed his fist down on the arm of the command chair. "What kind o
a place is that? To say ye dinna ken where yer guests are, an' than toc suggest
they've gone for a walk! Is the man in his vight mind®

"Hge did sound a little wandered,”™ agreed Uhura, "And for all we know, he
might be in on whatever's happened to them,”

Yhva.  Mr. Chekov, have ye found any traces yet?"

The young Russian looked up from his work. "No sign, Mr. Scott. I have
scanned the city and surrounding areas, but there is nothing. However, there is
an area where I get no readings at all, as if there were a barrier of some kind."

Scott nodded grimly. VThen that's where we'll start. Ms. UThura, get me - "

He stopped as & well-known voice filtered through the bridge speakers,,and
looked in astonishmany at Uhura.

BSpock to Interprise. Come in, Enterprise.”

maickly recovering from her surprise, Uhura depressed a few buttons. "Uhura
here, Mr. Spock. Is everything all right®"

"Perfectly, Licutenant., We have found the Captain. Prepare to beam us
aboard,."

Scotty strode over, pressing a switch on Unura's console, "Computer, scan
and verify the last message received from Mr, Spock. Is it or is 1t not his
volce?"

Iights blinked and a few seconds later the metallic voice reported its
findings. "Working. Voice is not that of First 0fficer Spock. Sources voilce
Juplicator."
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"Right," muttered the engineer, He addressed the unknown person walting
for confirmation, and he did not *xry to keep the anger from his voice. "interw
prise to Vethan. That was a nice try, whoever.yve are, but it didna' work. How,

are ye going to tell me where the landin' party is, or do I have to = "

#They've cut communication, sir,” Uhura interrupted, "but I was able to trace
the source. It came from the south~west region of Weesan."

"That ig where the barrier is!" exclaimed Chekov, He quickly checked Uhura's
findings with the computer, then nodded excitedly. "Dead centre, Mr. Scott."

"Well, that saved us a search," mused Scotty. "As I was seyin'.,. GCet me
Chief Robbins. Ask him to meet me in Briefin' Room Three. There must be somew
thin' we can do."

McCoy looked over to Spock and bit his lip. The Vulcan was no longer shivers
ing, but neither was he moving. If the temperature dropped much further, he,.
McCoy, might end up with a very i1l alien on his hands. He clenched his chatter—
ing teeth together and shuffled over.

Spock made no sound or movement at his approach, and McCoy felt a slight
touch of alaym. Supposing...? He reached out a bhand - and nearly jumped six
feet into the air when Spock's head snapped up, his eyes wide open.,

Gave me the fright of my life," grumbled the physician, but his keen eyes
observed Spock closely.

"I was conserving energy," explained the Vulean, absurdly pleased at McCoy's
apparent concern. "With a 1ittle concentration, one can gather one's body heat
together to coembat the cold. It holds it at bay for a while."

"Oh, Sorxy I disturbed you."
"It is quite all right.n

Satisfied that the exchange was over, Spock turned his attention to conserv—
ing heat, while McCoy crawled back to Kirk. He was almost there when he was
stopped by a sudden burst of pain caused by sound waves directed intc the cell,
He screamed, pressing his hands to his ears in a vain attempt to sbhut them out.
Behind him Spock reeled in agony, the decibels that much more painful to his
sensitive ears.

The intense pain batiered on until they were both on the point of collapse,
then 1t slowly receded, dwindling to nothing. Xan's monotone voice boomed at
them from every comer.

/You have seen the pain I can cause your Captain, and you now know a taste
of the agony which can be inflicted on you yourselves. This can easily be
avolded by contacting the ship as instructed./

#Go boll your tin head!" retorted McCoy angrily.

His answer wasg ancther blast of intense sound: sound which he could not
hear, but which made its presence all too obvious., Xan watched emotionlessly
untll both men had fallen unconscious.

Pain., How long had he endured this endless suffering? So sore... It still
thudded mercilessly away at the back of his head, but he pushed it away, focusing
hig thoughts on the cool steel under his fingers. After a while he looked around
him, and found the cell ominously empty. Spock and MceCoy were gone, leaving no
inkling of when they had been taken, or where.

/I see you are awake, Captain. You can thank your First Officer for your
brief release from the pain. We have removed him to prevent such release again.)/

Kirk threw his head up, searching the room for signs of speakers, but there
were none. The bare walls defied his questing zaze.
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/You may speak,/ continued the disembodied voice. /I will hear you./

Where are my friends? cried Kirk. "So help me, Xan, if you've harmed
themee.®

/vie have not. Yet./

"Then let them go. I'm the Captain. It's my decision whether to give you
the interprise or not."

Xan could see clearly the defiant Human from his vantage point in the cellfs
nenitor room, and he signalled the drone at his side. 4 swall red dial was
turned; and suddenly the nagging pain in Kirk's head became harsher, like a
stabbing migraine.

/Captain, will you contact the Enterprise and give the order +o evacuate?/

Kirk swore, gritting his teeth against the implanted agony. He would not,
could not, give in to the throbbing torture. He braced himself, expecting
'persuasion' similar to what he had endured before, but ¥Xan was silent. After a
while the pain eased a little, and Kirk slowly lifted his hzad. He stood on
shaking legs, watching as one smooth wall gradually turned transparent.

On the cther side was & similar square cell, brightly lit and impersonal,
This cell alsc held a prigoner, but he was shackled to the opposite wall, his
blue eyes glazed with pain,

"RBonesi™

Kirk threw himgelf across the room, but though transparent, the barrier wall
wasg gtill present, and he could not break through. Meloy writhed against the
chaing, mouth opening in a silent scream. Kirk pounded the wall with his fists,
desperate fo end his friend's suffering. He spun round, furious at the unseen
drones.

"Stop it! lLeave him alone! He can't give you the ship. He's done nothing
to yolieeewhal use ig there in Purting him?"

/hs you no doubt realise, Captain, we cannot subject you to continuous pain
or we will kill you, thus thwarting ocur objective., However, the one called
MeCoy is of little use to us. His death may convince you of our sincerity./

Through the barrier Mcloy's body jerked convulgively, but he still managed to
mouth the words, 'No, Jiml'

Kirk sheolk his head gadly, torn between his duty to keep the ship safe from
Xan and his concern for his friend, By all rights, McCoy was expendable person=
nel, but he could nct cold-bloodedly watch as the doctor died before his eyes.
Where there's life there's hopes... It was worth a try. He turned away from the
wall, calling out to Xan.

"Yan! Stop the torture. I'11l c¢all the ship,®

Frow the corner of his eye he could see McCoy was almost unconscious, but he
gtill writhed with the pain. Xan's voice spoke coldly.

/There is a probability that he will die within a few minutes of heart
selzure, Kirk. Spesk quickly,?

"Stop playing games, dammitl" shouted Kirk. "Switch off the torture and T'1ll
call the ghipi®

The wall between the two cells solidified again, then disappeared altogether.
McCoy slumped in the chains, then fell forward as they wetracted into the wall.
Kiprk ran to catch him, hoping against all hope that he had spoken in time.o

McCoy's skin was slightly clammy to the touch, but he still breathed, and he
groaned slightly as Kirk leaned him against the wall., The Captain watched his
face anxiously, pushing away the 1little thread of panic.

hones! Are vou all right, can you hear me? Bones, for God's sake...”
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"Quit bawling, T can hear you..." drawled the doctor, somewhat weakly., Ee
opened his eyes and fumbled for Kirk's hand. "Help me up. Oohs..have I got a
neadache..,."

i relieved smile touched Kirk's lips, though he knew it would he short lived.
He tock McCoy's hand and supported him with an arm round his shoulders., "How do
you feel?!

"Damn lucky to be alive," McCoy answered briefly., He squinted up at Kirk.
"You agreed to give them the ship, didn't you?h

"Thn sorry, Bones. T couldn't...”

He broke off as without a sound part of the wall slid open and ¥an entersd
with two fellow drones. The robot leader indicated the opening. .

/You will come with us, Kirk. You will keep your word./

Kirk sighed and helped McCoy to his feet, determined not to be separated from
him again. With the doctor leaning heavily on his Captain, the two men stepped
through the dcor into another identical rcom. In here stood a small table with
the communicators, tricorders and medikit on top.

Kirk glanced gquickly round the half 1it room, and saw a welcome figure guarded
by one gold drone. Spock lifted his head and noddsed in relieved waelcome to Xirk
and McCoy. '

"are you all right?™ Kirk asked, worried by how pale and weak the Vulcan
seemed. Spock replied with an effort.

"Teeobelleve go, Captain,®

At Kirk's side MeCoy pushed himself upright, his eyes narrowed as he studied
Specke  "Drugs...” he murmured.

Xan strede forward, pushing a communicator into Kirk's unwilling hands.
/You will call the ship. Remember the pain I can put your friends through. /

"It's not scomething I'm likely to foxget," Kirk replied drily. He locked at
the small box in his hand and back at Xan. "Xan, let them go now. You'lve got my
promise to call the ship. There's no longer any need o hurt then.t

/Call the ship./

Damn, thought Kixk. Well, let's give reason one more try. "Listen to me,
Xan. If you take the Interprise your race will never be given a planet to colon=~
ises The Pederation will hunt you down and imprison you all. What happens to
your destiny then? If you let us go, I give you my word I will do everything in
my pover to help you, but if you go ahead with your plan...l can't answer for the
consegquencas,™

He walted hopefully as Xan appeared to cors#ider his plea. If only the drone
had some expression on that blank face... Xan spoke, and Kirk knew then that he
wag pleading a lost cause.

/You waste time .and breath. You know nothing of our kind, and should realise
that we will not be held by flesh and blood creatures from cur ultimate destinat-
ion. There is no logic in further argument, Call the ship./

Kirk glanced over at Spock and McCoy with dull resignétion in his eyes. They
both knew what he would do, and what it would costihem, but they did not protest.
¥irk flipped open the grid.

"Kirk to Enterprise. Kirk fto - "

"Lt.Ulthura here, sir," answered the women instantly, ag if she had heen wait—
ing for his call, '"Captain, we're - "

ondition Green, Uhura. Get out of here," snapped Xirk, "Capbain ocut.”

Up on the bridge of the Enterprise Uhura locked at Sulu in dismay. The
Captain had iust ordered them not to take any action, despite the fact that the
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party was in trouble. What he could not know was that Scott and a security
team had already beamed down to Vethan...

Xan's glittering head snapped found, and his voice sounded a itouch colder
than before, /wWhat does 'Condition Green' mean?/

¥irk faced him squarely., "Basgically, it means no one will beam down from
the ship, no matter what you do. I -think you had better get used to remaining
orr Vethan.™

Xan locked from one Human to the other and across to the Vulcan. Xirk had
effectively destroyed his plans for the moment, but there would be ancther way
to get the Interprise., It was not conceivable that their journey should be
halted permanently by the actions of one man., However, he had not allowed for
Kirk's determination or his continued defiance. Continuocus pain had brought no
results, nor had the near death of MeCoy. He thought over the infommation they
had gleaned from Kirk's mind before, PMuch of it had been dismissed as unimport-
anty at the time, knowledge of the Enterprise was more urgent, but was there
not something about the third man...the Valcan? It would be worth checking the
computer memoxry banks, but in the meantime...

In obedience to hig leader's silent command, Spock's guard suddenly lifted
cne heavy arm and swung it against the Vulecan., Spock thudded painfully against
the hard metal wall, falling in a limp heap on the floor,.

On the other side of the room, Kirk stifled a cry and fought the urge tc aid
hig friend. A quiet, detached voice told him Xan was waiting for such an acilon
oni his part, but it was hard o sitand coldly by.

MeCoy, on the other hand, had no such compulsion, and he hurried over before
the drones could stop him. The Vulcan was Just barely conscious, and he feebly
tried to push McCoy away while fighting a losing batile to get up.

"Moctor, I ams...quite well,.."
"haloney," McCoy sald gruffly. "Listen to your Doctor for once, will you?"

He wasg aware of the drone approaching at his tack, but ignored it as he
gently lifted Spockts bhlue ghirt. DTown one side of his chest a vivid biue-green
bruise was already spreading but before MeCoy could examine it, the drone
lifted him under the armpits and carried him back to Kirk's side. The Doctor
protested vehemently, strugeling in the firm grip. Once he was placed hack on
hig feet he tried to return to Spcck, but & solid metal hand on his axm
prevented that idea.

iets badly hurt!®™ he cried, straining against his guard. "I've got to help
himsi‘i .

/He will receive no medicatidn, Doctor,/ said Xan.

"Whatever you are plamming, 1t won't change the situation,”™ Kirk told him
fizmly, wishing he could be ag sure as he gounded.,

¥an made no reply, and Kirk and McCoy were hustled into their cell, the
door cloging firmly behind them, There were no lines on the wall to show where
it had been,

McCoy slammed his palm against the metal, then turned away as woxrry
superseded anger.

T couldn't get a proper look at Spock,™ he said, rubbing his chin with one
hand, "That drone did a lot of damage - there were at least three cracked
ribs, waybe more, and that's looking on the bright side. One rib is probably
bro ka, and his head hit the wall pretty hard. Add to that whatever drugs they
gave himee.s If only 1T had a chance tc examine hime.."

Kirk closed his eyes briefly and let out a breath he had not realised he
was helding. He sagged a 1ittle, unable 3o hold back the uitter weariness any




longer. McCoy took hig axm, guided him to a corner, but he refused to git down.
He glanced worriedly at the deoctor.

Whey think they can make me change my oxder by hurting Spock. Pones, I
Wishoseo! . .

"You can't hand over the ghip," McCoy sald fimly. He stared directly at
Kirk. "Ho matter what happens, Jim."

Xén glanced up from the screen as his second in command entered the room.
/Report./

511 units are gathered in designated area awaiting evacuation; Leader. All
‘silver drones report Vethani reacting normally./ ‘

/Very well. Owvder all gilver units to evacuation point. Mo drones are to
be left on the planet./

/inderstood./

Mme drone left, and Xan returned his attention to the monitor screens. The
Tumans were talking together in their cell. As he watched, the gold drome
presgsed two small buttons, While Kirk was stubborn, Xan had every confidence
that hisg mind could be changed.

Kirk and McCoy stared in sick horror as the c¢ell wall turned transparent,
revealing Spock's limp form shackled ag McCoy's was before him.

"y God..." murmured the docteor, "rhey're going to do the same to him as .:
they did to me.s. Jim, it'1l kill himi"
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Kirk's eyes were haunted ag he stared at the helpless Valcan. "I know,
Bones., T Knowe.."

Tnnoticed by dronre and Vethani alike, a thin red=-shirted figure ran doubled-
up across the street and down a dark alley. At the other end the rest of ihe
landing party waited, and he slowed to a tret as he neared them.

"ell, Lawsen?" asgked Mr, Scott impatiently,

"Something big is going on, that's for sure," said Lawsen, still breathless
from his dash. "I didn't see any drones in the streets, but there are hundreds
of them in a park over there. Some of them are gold."

TGeld?" questioned Security Chief Rebbinsg,

Lawsen nodded., "They outnumber the gilver ones, sir. Taller, more sophist-—
icated, They were jusi standing, as if they were waiting for something."

Scott nodded grimiy. Miye, it's all startin' to add up. I1t've a feelin!
they're after the Tnterprise, an' are tryin' to - ¢

A call from the ship interrupted him, incressing kis worry as Uhura reported
Kirk's brief contact. He assured her that everything was running according to
plan, and broke contact. He glanced round at a ycourng lieuterant nearby.

"Bailiie, are the Wlcan readings still comin? through?"

The man nodded, studying his tricorder readings. "Yes, sir, we're still on
the right path. NWot far now."

"Right. Prepare to move oubas s

On the planet Vulcan it was a matter of personal pride and social etiquette
to train oneself to suppress emotion alt all times, and the ability to conquer
pain was one of the stepping~stones to adulthood., Spock had studied long and
hard to gain this ability - and with it, some mesasure of respect - but now,
despite his efforts, he could nct achieve the much-needed detachment which would
help him endure. His mind teetered on the precipice of black death. He felt
too tired to struggle on any more. The pain surged through him, teouching on
shrieking nerve endes, and the iron band round his chest grew tighter with every
laboured breath. Through the emerald  curtain that was his visicn he could ges
two faint shadows, but he had no strength even to call to them. It matitered
little: he knew he would ncot last wmuch longer.

/Leaderl Bumans have entered the complex!/

Xan spun smoothly at the drone's cry, the monitor screens forgotten. He
began to ask more, then fell silent as the subordinate drone toppled forward,
a smoking hole in its back. VWires began to fuse and short circuit as the men
stepped over it into the small room. Xan's computer brain analysed the weapons
they carried; hie body covering would not deflect thelr beams. e stood to one
gide, watching as one Human pushed past to stare at the screens. The man swore
an oath and pointed his weapon towards Xan.

"Stop whatever ye're doin' to Spock and let thewm free or T'11 blow yer head
of fin

The drone inclined his head. /Certainly. There is no longer any reason for
the torture./

The metal hands twisted the controls and Scotty saw Spock drop forward as
the chains rebtracted, Kirk and McCoy rumning to help him. The Scot pressed the
phaser hard against Xan's blank face, heartily wishing he could fire now and
blast the machine out of existence.
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"ow take us to them. No tricks, either.m

The cells were not as far away as Scotiy had feared, and Xan had already
opened the doors. When their fooltsteps scunded down the metal passage McCoy
darted ocut and demanded Scott's communicator. A few seconds later the glow of
the transporter beam surrcunded MeCoy and Spock, dissipating into nothing as they
were beamed aboard. '

Xirk watched them go, then locked sternly at Scott. "I told you Conditicn
Green, Scotiy. Didn't you hear®

The engineer sighed. "We vere already on the surface, Captain. Yer order
came too late...”

Dr. McCoy glanced sourly at his patient. Spock had only been properly awake
for two days now, and already they were getting on each other's nerves.,

#1 like you best when you'lre in a healing trance," he muttered ungraciocusly.

Spock nodded solemnly. "It does have its advantages," he salid thoughtfully.
“ror instance, I do not have to lister fo your constant inane chatier.”

"It may be inane, but at least it isn't more svitable for computers! Unlike
some people’s,.."

Az Spock composed & cutting reply, Kirk and Scott entered the ward. The
Captain grinned at the sight of them at loggerheads once more.

"Ronesg, Spock, call a truce for once, will you?®"
MeCoy grinned wickedly. "He likes 1it! Besides, it's therapy for him."

The Vulcan raised an indignant eyebrow, "You may term it therapy, Doctory
but I would say it was more akin to ftorture.”

Kirk grinned wider as McCoy stood over Spock, almost nose to noze. "You
want a blanket bath, Spock?" he growled threateningly.

"If it would halt your ceaseless chatter, it would be welcome.”

McCoy whirled on Kirk, who was chuckling loudly. "You needn't laughl! You
may have given me the run~around this past while, but youtre due for a thorough
check-up and an operation to remove that implant, and I'1l see you get iti"

Kirk sobered up instantly and backed away from the irate surgeon. He put
on his best iittle boy expression. "Bones, you can't mean that., How could I
recever with you and Spock arguing all the time?"

"e never argue.”
Kirk's eyebrows shot up. "Just disagree occaslonally, huh?® he said.

"hioree to differ," retorted MeCoy. Spock remained silent, and Kirk and Scott
shrugged at each other. If they didn't know for sure, who did?

Spock took advantage of the momentary silence to ask how things were develop-
ing on Vethan. The guesticn reminded Kirk why he was there.

, Wik yes, the drones... Just after you and Bones beamed up, Xan told Scottiy
and me that he was shutting himself down permanently - he saw no logic in
returming to servitude, apparently. It wasn'it long after that that we found
out the rest of the drones had also shut themselves down.m

"asg suicide," remarked McCoy.

Kirk nodded. "I suppose it is, for a machire., The only problem is what to
do with several hundred deactivated drones... As for the Vethani, within a few
weeks the first reversal operations should begin. We had gquite a job convincing
ineaz they were under contrel of the drones; as far as they were concerned, it
wags the other way round!"




52

Spock nodded guietly and looked across at Scotty. "Mr. Scott, I have not
vet had the opportunity to congratulate you on your efficient rescue."

Seotty shrugged modestly. "ich, it was easy, Mr. Spock. The drones had all
gathered in one place, an' they were so confident, they had no defences apart
from the one screen that blocked our sensors. It was all plain sailing..."

"However, I had ordered you not to beam down," Spock continued. "is had
Captain Kirk.!

Scotty was quite unperturbed., "Aye, that ye did, bui the Captzin's order
reached me too late, since I was already on Vethan., As for yer own order, if
ye recall, you tcld me not tc beam anyone down there, which I didn't. I just tcok
yer words literallys I didn't besm anyone down, Mr. Kyle didl®

Spock's eyebrows Tose, and Kirk smiled broadly at him. "You can't complain
about that, Spoclk.

"I am not," Spock said thoughtfully. "On the contrary, it does have a ring
of logic ahout it.m

Scotty's grin grew even wider. "Thank ye, Mr. Spock,% he said. "I thought
ye'd gee 1t that way'®
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