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The name of Jennifer Guttridge is well-known tao Fandem because
of her inclusion in Star Trek Lives and her stories in New
Voyagaes (The Winged Dreamers and In the Mazel). However, it’s
been a long time since any of her stories appeared in zine form
- and sven when they did, most of them were printed in

America. Indeed, Jennifer has hesn cut of contact with fandom
for some ysars now.

Some months age ws contacted her and asked For permission to
print some of her stories. Ue werse delighted when she agreed,
and especially so when we discovered that — although they uwers
written Fully ten years ago - six of the stories we asked her
about weres unprinted.

Three of these storiss are printed here, alang with Evil Is.. .,
which was first printed in Log Entries 12 and has been out of
print for several years. The other three unpublished stories
will appear in Enterprise Incidents 7, plamned For May.

I would like to thank Ualeris and Janst very much for helping
me with the typing of Jennifer’'s staories. The editorial
workload is usually split so that VUalerie types the material
For Enterprises Log Entries, 1 type the material for the cther
zines, and Janet handles the printouts. However, as some of
yow may know, my Father died suddenly in June and 1 found
myself having to cope with 2ll his Jjobs around the houss and
garden as well as truing to keep up with my own ploys. It was
my own ploys that suffFered while I tried to get muyself
organised., Janet and Ualerie stepped into the breach, adding a
let of my ScoTpreEss work to their ouwn, and it’s mainly thanks
tc them that this zine is in your hands now. I'm very lucky to
have two friends like them.

And I do hope that 1’ve managed to get myself hetter arganised
For 19B85!
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THE RED VELVET LADY “3\;
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McCoy gazed across the dying embers of the fire and desp into
the woman’s eyes. She was humanoid, but not Human, and her name was
Ilee. McCoy's profession as a doctor and his years as a spacs medic
nad accustomed him to the unusuwal, and even the macabre, but this
Femals was samething different. She was gentls in appearance, with
elongated, almond shaped eyes that were attractively large for her
Faces, and tiny pointed ears that lay flat against her head and
pricked towards him when hg spoke., Her skin was Femininely soft, and
covered with a fine deep red fur that glowed warmly in the last of
the light.

1n the week that the officers and men of the Starship Enterprise
had been among them they had come to like and admire these endearing
people and their simple way of life, hunting and Fishing beside the
rivars of the Flat coastal plains in spring and summar, and moving
with the caming of autumn to these high caves and living an the
Fruits of the Forest. An aura of peace and contentment enveloped the
planet, and to a greater or lesser degree it had affsctad the entire
crew.

Beyond the cave was the clearing that was the central hub of the
community, and beyond that the forest where the glow-webs hung in
profusion from the trees and the calls of the bell birds brokes the
night silence of the glades.

The hour was growing late, and the groups of contented natives
were dispersing to the caves of their Families. Reflected in the
woman’s eyes McCoy saw the last flame die and knew that ths time had
come far him to leave. He smiled and sighed and stood up, and with
boneless grace she came to her feet beside him.

"I must go new," he said, trying to make his voice sound
impersonal without being harsh.

"Go now, Mac~Coy, " she schoed, and the sigh of her vaice
enchanted him,

As always he was dissatisfied as he walked away from her. There
was no adequate way of taking leave of these people. He knew that if
he turned and lcoked back she would still be there, standing beside
the Fire watching him; that she would not wave; and that if he uwent
back to her she would greet him and make him welcome as if he were
newly arrived. He knew alsa that he must on no account go back to
her .

He stopped by the Forked silver leafed tres at the edge af the
clearing and produced his communicator From beneath his jacket. For
a moment he stopped and looked up at the Fairy-light stars in the
sky. Mow bright they were, and how steadily they burned in the cold
dark night. '

He flipped open his communicater. 'McCoy to Enterpriss,.  Ready
to beam aboard.”

He shimmerad briefly as the transporter beam reached down Fram
the orbiting starship and touched him and carried him hame.
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The woman Ilee turned away and disappeared into the recessed
shadows heyond the Fires.

Two dark shadows crassed the clearing and soundlessly entered
the farest.

Kiki was the adopted son and heir of Tiak, the tribal chieftan,

and as bafitted his station his bearing was princely. Xiki was a
hunter, with the red fur beginning to grow thickly on his jaw and
bedy. Kiki, at fourtsen, was almost a man,

At dusk ha had Felt wungasy when he Found himself separated Crom
his companions and a2 long way From home. That unease had grown apace
when he realized that the forest with all its attendant hazards lay
in his path, and now that it was late and dark, and be was stranded
and unsure of his way, it had develaoped into a terror that made him
incapable of constructive thought or action, He was & little child
again, alone and naked and afraid of the dark. In his hand he held
his hunting spear, a shaft of peeled wood tipped with iron from the
community forge. UOn a belt he carried a skinning knife with a curved
bone handle arnd a crudely worked blade. These wers his only weapons
and his anly means of defsrnce, and against the Forest at night they
were graossly inadequate.

f#1l1l around him the forest was green and damp and alive with
rustlings and cracklings. UWids-syed with fear he shuffled Forward
along the parely discernibhle path. The trees seemed ta he leaning
towards him, threatening. Spots of bright red fungal growth gleamed
luminously at him like ting malicious sy=s from bensath the
wndergrowth and the drip of moisture socundaed more than abnormally
loud in the moments of absolute quist,

The howur for slesp had long since come and gorne, but Kiki darad
nat close his syes even for a moment to rub the tired ache from
them. The many deaths of the forest moved swiftly.

A stick cracksd loudly on the path behind him -~ clase behind
him. He turned in wild alarm, his spear raissd to defernd himsslfF.
There was nothing but the empty woeodlands Faintly lit by starlight,
but the Farest had fFallen strangeiy silent.

Kiki toock an involuntary and unwise step backwards. Somesthing
rattled a loud warning, and again he spun round in terror. He Found
the symmetrical array of tentacles of an anwa flower straining
towards him, sniffing his scent on the night air. KXiki froze, aware
that the slightest mgvement wouwld induce the plant/animal to strike.
A tall black shadow loomed on the path behind him, hoverad for a
mament menscingly, then struck down, once, hard.

Kiki staggered Forward, his esyes bhulging Fit to burst fraom their
sockets, his numb hands dropping the spear and knife, his legs
Folding beneath him. The leathery tentacles of the anwa lashed ocut
and caught him before he touched the ground and began to drag him
towards the inverted and already oozing stomach.

MocCouw suffersad the most unpleasant dream. Someone - ar
samething - was chasing him up a stesp and seemingly endless inclines,
and he knew that once captured hs would be trapped Ffor eternity with
na heope of sver recovering his Freedam. In the dream he chanced ta
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1oak over his shoulder., His Foot struck against something and he
Fell headlong. He had no chance to recover himself. Looking up, he
found himself trappsd. The native woman Ilee was standing over him.
Her red Fur was glowing and there was a look in her eyes that was
hoth tender and demanding. She bent down with that curious
double-jointed movement that made all her actions graceful. McCoy
Felt elatian rising into scstasy. Her face came close to him and her
mauth opened as if to speak. MclCoy heard a sharp insistent blesep in
his left sar...

He jumped awake and found himself on his own bed with the
coverlet in a rumpled heap on the floor and a considerable
embarrassment higher up. The bedside intercom bleeped again and
McCoy flipped the switch with one hand, at the same time reaching for
the cover with the aother. "Mcloy, " he said grumpily.

"A call fFrom the planet’s surface, Doctor," said the voice of
the Communications Officer. "Thare’s an emergency raguiring your
atitention.”

"Someone brokan a fingermail?”" MoCoy engquired.
"More serious than that, sir. It’'s one of the natives.”

"Or my way, " said MeCoy, and reached for his trousers.

He met Kirk in the doorway of the transporter rcoem and both men
acknowledged the look of undispelled sleep in the other’s face.

"Some sort of accident?!" MoCoy askad.
"I’m mot too sure, but we might be able to help.”

" don’t know too much about the physiaology of these people,
Jim. They're not exactly textbook specimens, you know."

"1 know you’ll do your best, Bones.” Kirk slipped into his
jacket and took his place on the transporter platform. *"Energise,”
he ordered.

They materialised side hy side bensath ths branches of the
silver leafed tree. There was no movement in the clearing or aon the
slopes that led up to the caves, and the caves themseslves uera dark
holes in the hillside. Considering the hour none of this was
unusual, but from inside the fForest Kirk and Mcloy heard distant
voices raised in excitement and gradually coming closer. This was
unheard-of . No-one, and most certainly not the soft-fleshed, velvety
skinned naked natives went into the forest at night.

The captain and the doctor shrugged their jackets closer round
their shoulders in an attempt to fend ofFf the biting cold and took a
step or two nearer to the forest edge. Neither had any intentiaon of
going inside - neithesr was feeling particularly suicidal.

The voices approached, and through the trees they could see the
light of the burning brands the natives carried to drive back the
darkness. It was a small procession, and as it came closer to the
clearing the shouting and the calling died down. No-one came running
from the caves to Find out what was happening, but both Kirk and
McCoy had a Feeling that the eyes of the silent women were watching.

The procession entered the clearing and the officers could see
at once that they carried something on a litter slung on poles
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betwesn them. It was the body of an adolescent boy.

They set the litter down and McCouy immediately forgot about his
had dreams and became all doctor. 0On his knees he made a gquick
examination of the young man. Beneath the red fur there were clearly
defined nlue whip marks across the body and legs, and the Face was
badly swollen,

McCoy took only a Few seconds to make his diagnosis. He looked
at Xirk, and the answer was in his syes before he spoke. "This bay
can’t use my help, Jim. He's dead.”

A large Fire was lit in the centre of the clesaring and befcre it
the body of the boy was set up in a sitting position gnthroned in a
bower of branches. Word of the death spread through the community as
fFast as a man could run, and as it reached each cave the men of the
nousehold came to pay homage to the dead prince and to ksep vigil.
The rhythmically swaying circle around the firs grew steadily larger,
but the gathering grieved quietly, almost silently - scarcely a word
was spokan.

Xirk and McCoy could do nothing but watch from the fringes,
Feeling ineffectual in the fFace of an ages-old ritual in which they
had no part, and yet they could not simply turn away and leave thesse
people with their loss. They felt in some indefinable way that it
was their loss also.

Of the bereaved chieftain and his fFamily there was no sign.
They mourned aleone in their own cave, but just a Few minutes befors
the First light of dawn crept into the sky Bila, brother of the
chief, left the circle of men and came across the clearing towards
them. His bhead and hands had been shaved and lcoked starkly white
against the deep shaggy red of his fur. He bowed louw before Kirk and
McCoy, and affersd his empty hands, palms upwards.

"This is a tims of great sadness for us, Kirk," he saild
Formally, his accent burring the ‘r’ in Kick’s name., "He who was ta
be chief is dead, and it is a time for all the pecpie to mourn."

"We sorrow deeply For what happened to the son of yowr brothar, "
Kirk responded. '"We mourn alsa.®

"He was a young man of great promise. His name will be long
remembered by all my people. Kirk, my brother Tiak does not wish you
to think ocur hospitality lacking, but he is sure that you will
understand his motives when he asks that you and your men do not coma
to the place-af-~the-gathering during the time of mourning. You are
welcome to continue your investigation of the hills-of~the-raincloud,
but this is & time when the people wculd look inwards towards their

pwn souls. The prasence of outsiders...”
"We quite understand,” Kirk told him feelingly. "We would not
wish to intrude at this time of grief. 1I'll instruct my men to

confine their activities toc the hills,and not to come inta this part
aof the forest."

"I'm grateful for your understanding, and so will my brother be,
alsa."

"] hope that I may ses your hrothsr once again before we lmave,
to express my sorrow personally and to thamk him Far nis



hospitality.”

A Frown creased the native’s shorn features. "This I do naot
know. I will speak of the matter to my brother and the
stone-that-speaks shall carry his answer." Hs= bowed once more and

turned and walked back to the circle of firelight. The twoc officers
watched him go.

"Jim, " MeCaoy said slowly, "I’'d kinmda like to takes another loaok
at that body."

"Huh?" Kirk looked at him. M"Why?™

McCoy shovelled at the dirt with the toe of his boot. "I don’t
know. There’s scmething abcut it bothering me, and I can’t guite put
my Finger on it. IF I could Jjust make another examination...”

"The way they’ve got him all trussed up like a prize turksy I
don’t think you’'re likely to get the oppertunity, Bones." Kirk
locked towards the east, where the First light of the sun was tinging
the sky with gold. Soon the great yellow orb would raise itself
abave the tresline and the Farest would begin toc steam itself dry.

"1 have to get abcoard and redirect these landing parties. Are you
caming?"

"] guess so. [ want to check up on Spock.”

Kirk opened his communicataor. "Kirk toc Enterpriss. Beam us
abgard."

Spock pulled a chair up to the briefing rcom table and lowered
himself into it carefully sc as not to jolt the pot belly he had
developed in racent weeks. His face was pale and lined with
weariness, and there was pain in his eyes, but he made no complaint.
Behind him McCoy locked at Kirk and shock his head; as usual the
Uulecan had refused the prescribed pain killers.

"It ig unfortunate that we have heen refused access to the
settlaement,"” Spock said, choosing to ignore Kirk's look of
sympathetic enquiry. "They were beginning to prove a mgst valuable
sociclogical study."

"It's unfortunats that a2 young man had to die," Kirk said, "but
there’'s nothing we can do about either sevent. The primary purpose of
our mission here was to establish friendly relations with the natives
and to make a preliminary mineralaogical survey of the northern
hills. How is the survey progressing, Mr. Spock?!

"On schedele, Captain, and so far the rasults are proving most

satisfactory. There are still three sectors to be investigated but
the findings so Far indicate that deposits of Sygdium are
substantial. This could be one of the richest planets in this sector

of the galaxy."

"and then what happens?” growled Mcloy. "Who gets the franchises
to rob these people blind? A handful of glass beads for a shipload
of Sydium, and probably a dose of a virus that'll wipe them aut as an
added bonus."

"The Faederation won’'t allow that to happen, Banes, " Kirk told
him sternly. "I1f the desposits are rich enowugh to attract
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unscrupulous prospectors, steps’ll he taken to protect them. That's
gxactly the reason we're doing this work. Spock, how much longer
before completicon?®

"Ten days, if all goes according to plan.”

1711 leave it to you to see that it deoes. I7ve given
instructions that no-one’s to go near the native settlement For the
rest of our stay. And that means npo-one. I don’t want anyone

blundering in and damaging those friendly relations we’ve sstablished
so carefuliy.”

Spock inglined his head. "I1711 see to it that your instructions
are carried out, Captain." He stood up with the same caution he’d
used to sit down and gathered his papers together, knowing that Kirk
and McCoy would welcome the opportunity to discuss him in his
absence. "If you will excuse me, gentlemen?!

"OF course." Kirk watchad him leave and looksed at McCoy. The
doctor was gazing after Spock with concern and a degree of sadness.

"Bones?" he asked quietly.

MeCoy sighed. "He’'s standing up to it pretty well, Jim, I’ve
sgen men on their backs writhing long before they reach Spock’s
stage. The next few days ars bound tao be pretty unpleasant For him,
but ths main thing is tg prevent those parasites ripening arnd laying
a Fresh batch of eggs in his gut before they’re expelled, otheruwise
ne’ll be re-infected inside two uweeks.”

"You can’t lst that happen, Bongs.”
"I won't."

The intercom bhlesped and Kirk learned over the computer unit and
tipped the relevant switch. "Kirk here.”

"Transporter room, sir. We're bemaming up a casualty fram the
planet’'s surface - Crewman Khum had an accident with one of the
Faorest creatures.”

Kirk logked up in time to see McCoy vanishing through the door.
"The doctor’'s an his way," he said.

The medical team loaded the moaning crewman onto the trolleay and
coverad him to the chin with a gresen surgical sheet.

"That’ll teach him to go poking in dark hales, " McCoy muttared
as ha and Kirk grimly Followed the procession to sickbay.

Kirk stood by and watched as the doctor deftly cut away the
unfortunate man’s shirt., The creature’s stings had psnetrated the
material and their barbed tips were still embedded in his flesh, tiny
blue hooks each with a small sac of poisan still attached., Already
the man’'s skin was erupting in blisters.

MeCoy extracted thrse of the stings with tweezers and dropped
them into a dish., MAnalysis, please - and guickly!" he orderesd,

"Bunes?" Kirk looked over McCoy’s shoulder. "Can you do
anything For him?"
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"I don’t know!" McCoy snapped, than sighed. "I dan’t think so.
I dan’t know encugh.”

"Spook te Captain Kirk, " the intercom said in the Uulcan’s
vaice,

Kirk crossed to the intercom on McCoy'’s desk. "Rirk here."

"I’'m picking up some unaccountable sensor readings. I should
like the opportunity to discuss them with you."

"Now?

"If possible, sic.”

Kirk lookesd at McCoy. "Bones?®
"There's nothing uyou can do here, Jim."

"{*'11l be right up, Mr. Spock." Kirk Flipped the intercom off.
"1*11 be on the bridge, Uoctor. Do what you can for him, and kesp me
informed.”

McCoy turned back to his patient with tight lips. The creuwman
was breathing shallowly now, his pupils were dilated, and his gums
were turning black and soft. The blisters on his arms and chest wers
bursting, and his skin appearsd to be boiling.

1t seemed that there was precious little he could do, Resigned,
McCoy shot the contents of a hypo into the injured man’s shoulder.

"Take it sgasy now, " he murmured, more for his ocwn benefit than that
of the tormentasd soul on the examinaticn table.

The pain-darkened esyes rolled towards him. "Joctor?" The voice
was a strangled gasp.

"It’s all right, Khum." McCoy leansd over him, surprised that
the man was able to recognise him and think coherently through his
pain. "We're doing sverything we can for youw."

"ODoctor! " The crewman’s hand gripped McCey’s arm, his rigid
Fingers digging like claws deep into the doctor’s flesn. "Tell...
tell the Captain... I saw... saw..." His face contorted and he
coughed up blood, then he relaxed. The breath whistled out through
his teeth.

One by one McCoy pried the locked fFingers from his arm and
1ifFted the sheet to cover the still agonised face. With a sigh he

turned to the intercom. "Sickbay to Captain Xirk."
"Kirk here," the Captain responded after a moment,
"Khum's dead, Jim, " McCoy sald wearily. "There was nothing I

could do ~ nothing anyone could do."
"l understand, Bones."
"1°11 run an autopsy and see what I can find out.,”
111 talk to yow about it later, Doctor.” Kirk switched off

the intercom. "And someone called this planet peaceful and idyllic,”
he Fretted, then caught the expectant glint in Spock’s eye.
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"o, Mr. Spock, I won’t name it that, because you know, and I
know, that it isn’t.”

“Ingeesd, Captain.’”
"Shall we go through it again? Just to be sura?™"

"Captain.” Spock looked at him reproachfully. "I do not have a
parasitic infection of the brain.”

Kirk managed a small grin. "I didn’t mean to imply that, Mr.
Spock. But I don’t understand how ancther ship could pass through
this system without being chsarved, at least in instruments.®

Spock sat back in his chair and put his head hack; it was a
posture he had adopted of late and it seemed to ease his discomfort.
"I do not say that a ship has passed through the system., 1 say
merely that there is a trail of particles which strongly ressmble
thase left in the wake of a warp powersd Space vassel "

"all right, assuming that it was a ship that left that particle
trail, can you give me any idea of when it passed through, where 1t
came From, and whers it was headed?"

"From the particle dispersion it was in this vicinity between
Fifty and Fifty-six hours ago. It came from the direction of
Allution Ceti —~ and Captain, we have no reason to believe that it did
pass through."

"Huh?

Spock learmed Forward and touched the computer, and a star chart
appearaed on ane of the ogverhead screens. He picked up a stylus and
got awkwardly to his feet,. Kirk resisted the temptation to offer
assistance.

"Bllution Ceti, " Spock said, peointing. "and we are hsre,
Beyond this point there is a sizeable star desert. These systems,
G. L. 7 and 8, are barren. There is no reason for anyone to go
there. Beyand that there is only unexplored space.”

"Sm it’'s wnlikely that our visitors were passing through." Kirk
traced the path back to Allution Ceti. "Mr. Spock, doesn’t that
bring us rather claose to Klingaon space?™"

"AFFirmative. The closest krnown Klingon outpost is heres.”
Spock reached up to point then gasped with pain and doubled up over
the computer, his Face a deathly white.

As gently as he could Kirk manhandlied him hack into the chair.
"71711 call DOcr. McCoy.”

“Ne." Spock shook his head. "It’ll pass. Thars’s nothing Or.
McCoy couwld do for me."

Kirk watched him uncertainly as he struggled to compose
himselF. "I think you’d better go down to sickbay.”

"There is no nesd...” Spock broke off as ancther spasm wrenched
at him.

"Sickbay! " the Captain insisted firmly.
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McCoy straightened up and pulled a face. "I can put you to bed
and give you a stiff sedative, but apart from that there’s nothing I
can do for yow . "

"That, " said Spock, "is what I told the Captain. fAs for your
of Fer of sedatives, Doctor, I thank you, but I would rather retain my

mobility For as long as possible . ”

"I sman’t say that I blame you For that." MeCoy dried his hands
on a towel. "But you cught to be taking things more gasily. You go
stratching like that while those things have their hooks intc you,
and you’re bound to get hurt. Stands tc reason.”

Gingerly Spock lowered his feet to the Floor and slid off the

examination table. "I shall endeavour not to incur their anger
again," hs said,
"Wau do that - and while you’re doing it you can drink this. "

McCoy handed him a tumbler Filled to the brim with a greenish milky
Fluid.

Spock sniffed at it and sipped it, and locked sour.

"Orink it daown, " McCoy ordered, "unless you want ta play host to
a second generatiaon of your little intermnal pets?

Obediently Spock drained the glass to the last drop.

"Every eight hours, and that’s doctor’s orders, " Mcfoy told
him., "And if you miss aone you'll regret it."

"1 wunderstanrd, Docctor.?

MeCoy’s eyes Fell on the half written repart on his table and
Mis Face folded itself into a frown as he thought about it., It was
always difficult to rationalize a man’'s death into black and uwhite
cause and effect, and in this case he found it especially awkward.
He was in no doubht as tao fow Khum had died; it was the why that
hothered him.

The planet had killed him. The planst couwld he a hastile and
deadly place, but McCoy Kknew that it could also be & place of peace
and gentleness ~ and love. The woman Ilee knew many soft ways of
love. ..

I+ was several minutes before he realized that the Uulcan was
still standing there anm the far side of the room watching him, and
From the expressicn on his face, reading his mingd, "Is there
sameithing =2lse you need, Spock?' he growled.

"I was wondering if thers was scomething you nasdsesd, HDoctor?!

"Me? Need something from you?" Meloy tried to scooff, but it
didn’t come off.

Spock remained, waiting. "The Captain has forbidden all visits
to the native settlement.!

"I heard him."
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"That means yow cannot visit the lady."

McCoy swung round on him, his egyes blazing with fury. "You keep
gour damned Vulcan nose out of my business!”

"As you wish, Doctor.™

Still Spock remained, and his presence hegan to make McCoy
uneasy. He glared at the Vulcan.

"Laok, Spock, if there’s nothing else I can do for you would you
mind getting out of here? This report’s difficult enough without you
standing over me likes an avenging angel."

Spock walked aver and glanced at the heading at the top of the
page. "I understood that Crewman Khum died from injuries inflicted
by a creature on the planet’s surface.”

"That's what killed him, " McCoy said with cerctainty. "It
poiscned svery system in his body."

*Then I fail to understand your dilema.”

"Spock, " McCoy gave him what was intended to be a grin of bitter
gencouragement, "you’ve got enough problams of your own.”

Spock stared at him icily. "I have not yet been relieved of my
duties, Doctor MeCoy. I am still First OFficer of this ship."

McCoy noticed with some satisfaction that the Vulcan's spine had
stiffensed and his chin lifted with the old haughty pride. For a
brief moment the challenge to his authority bhad made him faorget his
deformed abdomsn, and perhaps even the twisting of tha parasites
inside him.

McCoy lifted one leg over the corner of his desk. "All right,”
he said, introducing a notes of reluctance into his tone. "Khum was
an experienced man, This wasn’t the First hostile environment he’d
worked in, nor the worst, and I Find it difficult to helieve he’d
have poked about in that undergrowth liks that, knowing as he did the
sort of creature likely to be there."

For a long moment Spock was silent, considering, and then he
gave a slow nod. "You have a valid point, Doctor. The landing
parties have been warned many times of the dangers of the survey. IF
you care to accompany me perhaps an examination of the creature and
its habitat would prove informative."

"They caught tha cresture?"
"It was killed."

"Then I belisve I'll come with yow, Mr. Spock, " MegQoy said, and
reachad for his medical kit.

The plarnet by day was a pleasant place. The hillsides were
green and the skies blue, and the golden sun beat warmly down on the
men’'s hacks. Whole communitiss of butterfliss and bees were working
busily among the Feathery heathers anrd tiny birds with bright tuftsd
ears whistled From the bushes. A soft breeze stirred the clumps of
heavy yellowish grass heads, and in the places where the grass didn’t
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grow patches of blue and purple moss covered the ground. At the Foot
of the hills began the forest, and it went on endlessly to the
horizon in a varisgated green carpet,

From here McCoy could not see the clearing that was the native
settlement, although he looked. Scattered along the hillside in
isolated groups of three and four were the blue spots that were the
shirts of the landing party, geanlogists and minerclogists testing the
underlying strata for the rare and valuable mineral/metal combination
that was Sydium ore. Spock began to pick his way downhill towards
the nearest group.

Most of the scientific talk was meEaningless to Mcloy. Whils
Spock and the senior geologist studied the instrument readings he
contented himself that at least for the moment the Vulcan had
something to Focus his attention on besides himself, and sat down on
a Flat-topped stone to enjoy the peace of a summer’s day on a world
more than a thousand light years from home -~ though in a8 way, McCoy
reflected, this world was as much his home as any other. He lodged
wherever the starship orbited. It was a long time since he had felt
any real ties with Earth, with anyone except Joanna, and he doubted
if she were still on that Fair, blus—and-white world. The last
ietter he’'d had she’d besn on her way to the radiation research
settlement on Mars, and that had been & long time ago.

Joanna, the only woman he had left to care for. He smiled
slightly as he pictured her face. As a child she had worn pigtails,
and her nose had been coverad with freckles, but as she had grown
older her hair had become smoaoth and silky and her skin golden,
Flawless. Through all the years bher laugh had remained the same,
soft, musical, teasing; he heard her laugh still, and he missed her
companianship and her hand in his.

The gentle pleasure Faded from McCoy's face to be replaced by a
frown of concern as the face of ancther woman floated unbidden into
his mind. . It was the Fur-coversd face of Ilee. She too had a
gentle, teasing laugh - and her hand had often slipped warmly into
his as they sat beside her firs and talked long into the night.
Among her people it was a sign of affection, and an invitatiaon.
Alien though she was she had a way with her that warmsd the heart of
a lonely and sometimes bitter man.

"Remain perfectly still, Dr. Mooy ™

McGoy copened his eyes and realized he’d been dozing in the
sunshine., Bounding away down the hill he saw tha white backsides of
the creatures nicknamed ‘bunnisgs’, despite the fact that they were a
large, =gg-laying rat, and bore little resemblance to the terrestrial
rabhit. He was comfortable with his back against the hillside, and
yet the voicse had held a distinct warning note. Mcloy turned his
head and felt his fFlesh grow cold. From beneath the stone on which
he sat had crawled a sizable black—-shelled, red-legged insect which
was now inspacting his outflung hand with its feelers. The suweat
hroke out on the docter’s skin.

"Perfectly still, Doctor," Spock said again.

McCoy became aware that the Vulcan was standing beside him and
that he was making a Fine adjustment to the output control of his
phaser. Spock took careful aim and McCoy gritted his teeth and
closed his eyes tightly as bhe firad. His flesh tingled as the
backlash of dispersing energy sprayed over his hand and arm. When he
looked again the insect was gone and where it had been was only a
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patch of sick-looking grass.

Spock said nothing as the doctor scrambled to his feet. He
merely re-attached the phaser to his belt and raised a meaningful
eyebrow. Behind him Vernburg, the senior geologist, looked ill,

"Mr. Vernburg will show us the place whers Crswman Khum was
attacked," Spock annocunced, apparently forgetting the incident of the
insect and certainly expecting no thanks for it.

McCoy swallowed hard to guieten his nerves. "Oh..., fine,"” he
managed .

Uernburg locked from McCoy to Spock and ncdded, then set of f
down the hill with the two officers following close behind.

Apparently Khum had beesn a considerabls distance inside the
faorest when the attack toock place. There was a path, clearly defined
and well trodden, that led down through a coocl damp glade., In the
warmth and light of the sun the Forest appeared not at all the
sinister, thrzatening place it became at night. The branches of the
trees intermeshed averhead, but enough sunlight Filtered through to
cast dappled patches on the ground. Not much grass grew here, but in
its place there was an abundance of moss in all shades of red, purple
and blue. In the deeper shadows theres were bottle plants with their
bright orange lips wide apart, an open invitation for the unwary
insect, and the air was filled with their sweet heady odour.

The trunks of the trses reached straight up into the forest
canopy, and were mostly green in colour, although here and there aone
shawed a crusty brown, and there was even a streak of
silver-splattered red, the stem of a tufted ‘cown’ tree. Crowded
together between and around the tree trunks were the compact shapes
of the ‘buchs’, looking for all the weorld like clossly woven green
baskets upturned aon the ground, and the broader—-leaved ‘kaond’ plants
with their Frilly white flowers and their red tendrils,

OFf the heautiful glow-webs there was no sign. With the rise in
temperature that accompanied each dawn they melted away, and their
insect creators retired to the dampest, coldest spot availanle to
awzait the coming of the noiseful dark.

Above all theres were the scounds of the farest. Thare were
rustlings and creepings and scuttlings in the undergrowth, and
occasionally a bush shook as some larger animal pushed beneath it.
There were birds singing or whistling from almast every tree, and
sometimes the strident ‘cak-gak-cak’ call of cne of the larger
tree-living mammals rang cut starkly.

Vernburg led tha way, keeping rigidly to the path and making
sure that he brushed against nothing in passing. At cone paint he
stoppad to point out a red and black patterned staone, the size and
shape of a man’s fist, strategically placed beside the path. He
prodded it with a stick and Spock and Mocloy were aonly a little short
of amazed when a pincer-tipped armoured tentacle shot out from
beneath it, snatched the stick and began to feed it methodically into
concealed jaws,

Spack stepped forward with the clear intention of Kicking the
storne over. Uesrnburg laid & hand on his arm.

"With respect, sir, I wouldn’t. It’d take your foot off - and
gat ittt



15

The path divided into two, one leading douwn intg a stream of
sluggish yellow water, and the other crossing it on a bridge crudely
shaped from a fallen tree and angling up again towards the rim of the
glade. Here much of the vegetation was dead, and through the browned
skgletons the thin shocts of a ysllow night-flowering lily were
reaching up towards the light.

"Over there, sir." Vernburg pointed to a place away from the
path there the dezad bushes had been beatsn down.

Spock hesitated for a moment and then began to pick his way
towards it. Scowling, McCoy followed, with the geologist making a
reluctant third.

In the centre of the disorganized patch was a broken piece of
branch the length of a man’s arm. Wrapped around one end, still
gripping tightly with suckeread tentacles, was a creature that
resembled mare than anything else a brown and black speckled octopus
with a spurred shell an its back. Half of the creature was missing,
blasted away by a phaser beam, but there was encugh left to gstimate
its size - about six feet fFrom tentacle tip to tentacle tip - and to
s@e that in sach of its many suckers were embedded about a dozen tiny
blue barbs. The creature was definitely dead; it was limp and
deflated, but even in death its aspect was Formidabhle.

"They like to live in theses dead patches, " Uasrnburg was saying.
"Other times they go up in a tree and lis alang the branches sunning
themselves. They hunt at night, hanging their tentacles doun over
the path For anything that comes along."

Spock lopked up at the aoverhanging branches uwith a trace of
unease. "If the creature is dormant during the day, then it would
not have attacked unless disturbed in its lair. Did Crewman Khum
know specifically of its habitat?"

“Yas, sir. We all did. They’rs quite common. And besides,
just about everything in these woeds is lethal anyway. He must have
been out of his mind to go poking about with that stick.®

"That, " remarked Spock, casting an ede in McCoy’s dicection,
"seems to be the genesral opinion. I take it no-one actually
witnessed the attack?"

"“We heard him scrsaming and came running, but by the time we got
here it was too late.”

McCoy pushed at the broksn branch with his foot and succeeded in
turning the creature’s shell over. Its underparts were saoft and
damp, and a light brouwn colour tinged with yellow.

Vernburg and Spock were already making their way back to the
path. McCoy took a last look round and made an effort to catch the
VUulcan up. o

"Spock, thaerae's somegthing that isn’t in the repart. Just before
he died Khum tried to tell me that he saw something - he didn’t have
time to say what."

Spock locked back towards the broken hushes, a frown on his
Face. "I Fail to see what he could have seesn to induce him to walk
into such chvious danger."

MeCoy sighed and shcocok his head. "1 don’t know," he muttered.
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"I Just don’t know., But there’s sesething..."

"Mr. Spock." Vernburg, who had gone ahead, had returned. "IfF
gou’ll excuse me, sir, it looks like it’s going o rain, and uwe
shouldn’t he cawught in these woods in the wet.”®

"Wery well, Mr., Vernburg," Spock agreed. "Please lead the way."

It was with relief that they at last smerged from the forest.
True to their name, ‘The Hills of the Raincloud’ had interrupted ths
flow of moisture—laden air currents and were now shrouded heavily in
cloud. The atmosphere had become oppressive and the forest was
beginning to smell dank. With the sun obscured by the clouds the
light was fFiltered and grey, and all the bright colours of the
landscape had becoms dingy. The breeze that had blown with such
caressing warmth now whipped the grass heads with chilly rcain-laden
gusts. Already the landing party had returned with their equipment
to the starship, and the hillsides wers bleak and ahandoned,

As they made all possible haste to reach the bheamdown point
McCoy noticed that the Vulcan seemed very tired, so much so in fact
that once he stumbled and almost fe=ll., It would soon be time, the
doctor decided, to place severe restrictions upon his activities,

By the time they rsgached the statutory point it was raining
steadily, a fine acid drizzle that was at first pleasantly astringent
to the skin. Prolonged exposure, however, made the skin sore and
could damage the syes,

"Three tao beam up," Spock said into his cammunicator.

The three men shimmered briefly as they were lifted aloft to the
starship. In the tranmsparter room Mcloy touched Spock’s arm,

"You look tired. Why don’t you let me give you that sedative so
that you can get some rest?!

"Thank you, Doctor. Later, perhaps. I have dutiss to perform
First.n

"Well, all right." McCoy satisfied himself with that small
concession. "I'll give you something to help you sleep when you come

for yowr medication. UOon’'t forget about that, now.®
"T will not Forget about it, Doctor.?

MeCoy didn’t think for cng minute that he would. "Spock," hs
said as they walked side by side in the dirsctign of the turbelift,
"why do ygou suppose Khum startsed thrashing about in that Forest and
got himsslf killed?"

"I do not suppose anything, Doctor MeCouy. By wusing the
available facts I try to assess all matters in a logical mannar.!

"Then assessing it logically, why do you suppose he got himself
killed™"

Spock stopped at the intersection and looked at him with weary
patience, his hands clasped bhehind him in the old familiar poss. In
his present condition it didrn’t suit him at all, and tendsd to make
him look pregnant. "In this case there are few facts on which to
base any Jjudgement. There was ng apparsnt reasan For him to have
left the path, or to annoy the creaturs in its lair."
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"But supposing he didrn’t annoy Lt7? Supposing he did ses
samething and left the path to taks a closa look, and that creature
dropped onto him from one of those trees? He might have been trying
to Fight it off with that stick."

“"The result is the same, Doctor. The man is dsad.”

McCoy sought desperately for the words he needed to express his
unease. "He saw something - he was trying te tell me..." Spock
raised an enquiring eyebrow and McCoy sighed helplessly. "I don’t
know what it was, but it was something important - desperately
important. He wanted the captain to know..."

"What is important to a dying man often has little significance
to the living."

"1 know that as well as any man, Spock. But not this times. I
ferl it in my bones."

Spock merely looked at him for a momant and then turnsd and
began to walk away. McCoy watched his restreating back and abruptly
his mind did a quick somersault,

"There was something else! " he said with guick axcitament.

Spock half turned and looked back over his shoulder. McCoy
hurried to catch up.

"The native boy who diad — what was his namae? - Kiki? Thers was
something odd about ¢hat as well."

"Ddd?"

"Odd, yes! [ didn’t get tims to examins the body thorcoughly,
but there was something..."

"Specifics, Doctor, " Spock said icily. "One cannot hase a
logical assessment or a positive course of action upon the feeslings
in your bones."

McCoy gritted his tegeth. "Damn you, Spock, 1’'L1 give uyou
specifics! Just let me have five minutes alone with that bedy and
I'll give you all the wretched specifics you need.”

Very slightly, almost sadly, Spock shook his head. "By order of
the captain the settlement and its immediate vicinity have been
placed off limits to all ship’s personnel, and that, Doctor, includes
hoth you and me. You may not go there to inspect the body of the
prince, nor for any other purpose whatsoever.'” And with that he
turned on his heel and left a deflated and very angry McCoy to find
his own way to sickbay.

Kirk recognised the knock on his door ard locksd up with an
expectant smile. "Come in, Bornes."

The door gpened and McCoy came through it carrying twe glasses
in ong hand and a slim hottle by the neck in the other. There was a
grin on his face that corresponded with Kirk’s, but esven that could
not hide certain lines of tiredness and worry on his Face. He sat
the glasses down on the table and opened the bottle.
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"That'’'s the hest medicine I know of, " XKirk szaid as the doctor
poured generous measures. "Sit down and t=ll me all your troubles,
Daoctor. You look as if you’'ve got scme.!

"I’'ve got a few," MzoCoy admitted and sat down heavily with hkis
drink. "Spock’s woarrying me. He’s pushing himself far too hard for
a man in his condition, and he won’t let up without cofficial orders
Fraom you."

"l can make the grder official any time you consider it
essantial. Do you want him relieved of duty?"

"I do. It’'s almost time to put him under constant obhservation
in sickbay."

"Wery well., You can consider it dons. But he won’t like it. "
Kirk put down his empty glass and resched for the bottle. "What slss
is on your mind?™"

"I'm still thinking about that mative boy, Jim. There uas
something about the way he died in that forest, and the way Khum

died..., But I can’t put it into words. Specifics, as Spock would
say, elude me. It’'s something I Feel." He leaned forward across
Kirk’s desk. "Jim, if I could Just get another close loogk at that
boy's body..."

"I'm sorry, Bones.'" Xirk shook his head.

"It wouldn’t taks me ten minutes.”

"I gave my word to the chisf, Doctor. No-one goes down to that
settlement .® :

McCoy sighed and sat back in his chair, turrning his glass round
and round in his hands.

"The good-will of this planet, and especially of this tribe, is
of the utmost importance to the Federation,” Kirk went on. "1 want
to leave that good-will intact For the next starship that comes this
way . "

"1 understand, Jim." McCoy reached for the bottls and poured
himself a refill. "If your word gets discredited, so doss the rest
of Starflest."

"And that would leave the way wide opsn to the First Klingon
ship that stopped by."

McCoy swallowed his drink and pulled an ugly face. "They'’'re the
last people we want on our back doorstep. Well, I've got toc go and
arrange for Spock’s medication." He stood up and gathered the
glasses and the bottle. "Sleep well, Jim. 1’11l see you in the
morning.”

"Good night, Bones.®

It was more than an hour later that Kirk’s paper work was again
interrupted by the scund of the buzzer. "Come," he said.

The VUulcan entered carrying a report pad and a stylus. He
walked with his head down, and in the shadows left by Kirk's table
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light his face was all but invisibhle, but Kirk could tell fFrom his
attitude that he was under intense strain,.

"Or. MecCoy told me that you’'d agreed to take a pain killer and
get a decent night’s sleep.®

Spock put the pad down an the desk and looked at it, reluctant
to look Kirk in the face. "That is what [ intend to do, sir. 1 have
been checking the Starflest flight plan registry for this sector.”

“And? "

"N Federation vessel has requested or received autharization to
gnter this sustem.”

"Mrd it took yow all this time Just to Find that out?!

"Apparantly there was soms confusion over a privately cwned
yacht which Filed incorrect coordinate data. It took time to resolve
it. "

"l =m®. So if there’'s no Federation vesssl in this sector then
it must he a non-Federation vessel - and that means a Klingon ship?"

Spock nodded. "That is a distinct possibility, Captain.”

Kirk paced back and forth across the room twice and then reached
for thes intasrcom switch., "Lieutenant, inform Starfleet that ue
bhelieve we may have a Klingon intruder in this sector, and bring the
ship to condition ysllow alert.”

"Yes, sic."

Kirk released the switch and look=d kindly at Spock’s face. '"As
For you, M, Spock, report to sickbay and get that medication. I
think the time has come to relieve you of duty until you’'re Fully Fit
again."

For a moment Spock was silent, looking 2t the Fflowr. Than he
raised his syes to Kirk's face and the captain saw fully the ravages
of pain and weariness in the bottomless depths of th= dark syes, and
the hollow cheeks filled with shadows. He Ffelt a tremendous pity fFaor
his friend, and resented it becavuse he could do nothing to help.

"IF there is a XKlingon ship concegaled in this system you will
negd a functioning First officer,” Spock said gquietly.

Kirk sat on the edge of his table. "Mr., Spock, narmally I
wauldn’t have any other man at my side, but in the circumstances 1711
have to manage without you. If there is trouble with the Klingons
I'1l be trying to worry about the ship and you at orne and the same
time. Neither of us would be able to do our job properiy. I’'m sure
that Mr. Scott and Mr, Sulu will be able te take over your most
essential duties between them."

Slowly Spock nodded. "Your decision is... most logical," he
sald, so softly that Kirk barely heard him, and turned towards the
door.

"Don’t forget the sleeping pill, " Kirk said gently. "And I'm
making that an order.®

For a moment Spock hesitated, then went out. There was a naw
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stoop to his shaoulders.

Christine Chapel did her very best to hide the sympathy she felt
— she knew that thes Vulcan she adored would not approve should he see
it in her syss — and yet she could not help the lump in her throat
and the tears that gathered at the sight of him.

"Or. Mcloy left these for you, sirv, " she said, putting down on
the tabhle a glass of the unpleasant green milk and two small white
tablets. "He said you weres to go ard lie down after taking them.
1’'ve preparad a bed for you."

Spock looked around the sickbay in mild surprise. “Where did
the doctor go?' he asksd.

Carefully Christine pretended not to hear. Spock suwallowed half
the liquid, suppressed a shudder, and logked at her curiocusly, still
awaiting his answer. Christine busied herself tidying the desk and
kept her syes on her hands.

"Nurse, 1 asked you where Or. MclCoy went, " Spock rspsmated
pointedly.

There was no escape. Christine looked at him with a shadow of
guilt in her eyes. "He said there was something he had to find out
about, sir."

"and where did he go to conduct this apparsntly secret
investigation?™"

"Her. .. beamed down to the planet’'s surfacs."”

"To the native settlement." It was not a question.

Christine didn’'t answer. Spock swallowed down the last of the
medicine and went out through the door with the speed of
determination. It was only after he had gone that Christine realized
he had left the sedative tablets untouched on the table,

McCoy materialized in the deepest shadows heneath the tree. The
evening was heginning to grow lats. But for thres seated Forms
huddled close to the fire the clearing was deserted. The emhers of
the bonfire burned low and the dark damp forest crowded tightly upon
the shadows. [t was becoming bitterly cold, and McCcy shivered
inside his insulated jacket and locked with scme longing to where the
night fires burned in the mouths of the caves. Inside the caves it
woeuld he warm and comfortable, and there would he soft laughter and
pleasant conversation., His eyes picked cut the cave of Iles, a soft
gentle creature different in form, highly desirable in nature.

Determinadly Mcloy turned his thoughts from the comfort the
woman could offer and ordersd his mind to tha matter at hand. After
all, he warned himself sternly, he had no right to bs here, and if
Jim Kirk found out that he was, then Jim Kirk would be very angry
indeed.

Mooy fixed his eyes on the leafy shelter that had been built
for the lying-in-state of the dead prince. It would be several days
yet hefore the final death rites and actual burial took place, and
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during all that time vigil would be kept beside the fire. McCoy
would have no better chance than this, undar cover of darkness, hut
still the risks of discovery were great. He had pondered deeply on
those risks in the last few hours, but a curiosity burned inside him
with an insatiable Fire - and colouring the flames like sprinkled
salt were a whole range of emotions, premaonitions and Forebodings,
none of which he could define and explain satisfactorily to himself,
and certainly not to another.

With a nervous eye he plotted his course shadow by deep dark
dappled shadow round the fringe of the clearing to the place where
the fuorest grew closest to the bower. He assured himself that he was
unobserved and cast a laong lingering lock towards the comfort of the
caves. Carefully he left the shelter of the tree and moved through
the shadows, keeping as close to the forest as he dared but letting
noct even the hem of his Jacket brush against it, circling the
clearing on silent feet.

There was a patch of bare starlit earth between the edge of the
Forast shadow and the shadow of the bower. There was anly one way to
cross it. Mcloy straightened his back in an attempt not to appear
Furtive and walked holdly across. No-one seemed to see him., At the
front of the bower the three natives sat undisturbed arcund their
fFire, dozing the cold hours away.

Using his hands in the dark McCoy examirmed the structurs of the
bower. It was made of branches leaning together in the pointed Form
of a tent and interwoven with vines cut From the Farest. The vines
had now dried and hardenad to form a steel-like mesh binding the
branches together.

At first Mcloy thought he was defeated almost before he had
begun. He could not walk out into the fFirelight and enter the hbower
by the front door, and neither could he forgce an entrance through the
tangled vines and branchas at the back. Then, almost as he was about
to give up in despair, he found a weak spot down near the ground. By
pulling and gently shaking the structure he enlarged the hole until
it was Jjust hig enough for him to crawl through on hands ard knees.

The body of the prince had been installed on a throne of
branches and tied into a stiffly erect sitting position. At his Feet
were offerings of cooked fruits, and his eyes had been cpened so that
they starsd cut at the Fire that burrned in his honour.

To McCoy the night seemed suddenly to have become quist, very
quist, as if all the =yes of the darkness wers watching him and
walting to see what his next acticon might be before raising the
alarm. He was forced to abandon his Ffirst idea of using the medical
tricorder to make a fast and thorough examination - its warble would
have betrayed him. Instead he had to rely upon the oldest
instruments a doctor possessed, his finger tips. Fumbling and
probing inaccurately in the dark he trisd to repeat that first
perfunctory inspection that had certified death. It was arn awkward
and unpleasant procedure, made no less difficult by the cramped
conditions and the need for absclute quiet.

The flesh was stiff and the blood congealsd, and the physiology
of the alien was different from any he was acquainted with, but at
last he found the spot, a place whers there should have besn solid
bone but where there was anly scoft and spongy tissue. Probing gently
with strong, all-sesing Fingers, he turned his doubts into
certainties. ‘
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McCoy withdrew carafully fram the bower and did his best to
close the hole beshind him. He was not very successful. He
considered it more important by far to carry his discovery alaft to
the starship with the utmost possible speed. With a quick look
around he darted towards ths all-engulfing shadows of the forest.

Somenne, somewhere, saw him - or saw something that gave cause
For alarm. A startled shout went up and within seconds the clearing
was in confusion as men raced from the nearest caves towards the
circle of firelight, shauting to one another in their rapid chirrupy
tongue.

McCoy withdrew into the deepest shadows as the alarm spread.
Now was not the time to linger - but which way to go? Undecided, he
hesitated.

The natives were growing gquieter now as arder was sstablished.
Some of them wers carrying knives and hunting spears.

Aafraid - not of them but of discovery and dangsrous delay -
McCoy took a desperate measurs. He wrapped his Jacket tightly about
him and plunged into the forest.

At once the thick brooding silence and the cold wet air closesd
about him like a shroud. A hundred thousand pairs of eyes watched
him and he Felt the stare of each eye like the prick of a pin. He
was determined not to panic, for in panic lay inevitable death. The
fFirst early glow-webs had heen spun, draped from the trees like
intricate Spanish lace, and their greenish light enabled him to see a
little way ahead. Provided he touched nothing and chose sach step
with care he considered himself to be reasonably safe. Nene of the
larger and more poisonous crestures would approach this close to
habitation, and at night none of the natives would dare follow him.

As he progressed, footstep by painstakingly careful footstep, he
left the excited scund aof voices beshind and the silence of the forest
became absolute. The doctor began te Feel very much alone. The
shadows took an ominous darkened Farms, and his imagination lent them
threatening movement as he turned away. There were strange cdours
that assailed his senses. A pale-petalled flower turned its trumpet
towards him and emitted a pleasant perfume., Mcloy found
concentration, even his determination wavering. He lost his sanse of
direction and found himsalf walking in a dazed condition towards the
Flower. He made himself stop arnd stand quites still while his inbuilt
gyro re-established itself. The scientific and analytical part of
his mind desired very much to explores the properties and potential of
the odours, but his instincts warned him to beware of thes confusion
they created.

McCoy heard a sound bahind him, and turmed. Almost at cnce ths
noise came again, issuing from a small totally dark glade. It
sounded exactly like someons kicking a pile of dead leaves, except
that McCoy knew there were no dry leaves in this forest. He stared
hard at the darkness bhetueen the tress, but there was nathing to be
seen.,

With all his senses straining he picked his way along a hardly
discernible path. His intention was to reach the beamdown point, but
in relation to his present position he was none too certain where
that was. He was saorely afraid that aftar the confusion caused by
the flower he had made a miscalculation that would taks him a
dangercusly long way off course.
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The dry leaf-like rustling came again, still ta his left and
still behind him, and only a little claser. McCoy developed the
impression that something was following him, stalking him. He tried
to keep one eye alert over his shoulder in case anything should come
out of the darkness to attack his unprotected bhack, and at the same
time tried to hasten his footsteps., The division of his attention
was- his wundoing. An unwary step, a savagely thorned vine twisted
about his ankle and McCoy pitched forward onto his face into a bed of
moss. The soft earth muffled his yelp of pain and alarm as an anklet
of Fire burned round his leg. The large sharp thorns of the vine had
torn through the leather of his boot and scratched his skin. Already
a tingling sensation was spreading up his leg, followed by pain,
Wide-syed and panting with desperate fear McCoy sat up and unwrapped
the vine, his fingers numb and fumbkling. Relepased, it whipped back
intg the undergrowth like a loaded spring.

McCoy scramblesd to his feet, only to collapse onto one knes
again as his injured leg folded uwnder him. The pain, an excruciating
cramp, had almost reached his knee. He cast an anxious eye in the
direction of the rustle. Twa large bright amber egyes blinked at
him. Despite his leg McCoy was on his feet in an instant and cunning
for his life.

He hroke from the trees in a loping hop, and it was a sscond
before he realized where he was., He skidded to a panting halt.
Somehow in the forest he’d got turned arcund, and was still a long
way From the silver tree. He was much claser now to the hillside
caves of the women. McCoy was interested now only in reaching the
one place where he could hand over the responsibility he carrisd and
phtain medigal treatment For his leg. In the forefront of his mind
was Khum's terrible death, and the thought that it could well be his
gwn. He reached bsneath his jacket and found to his dismay that his
communicator was missing, lost somswhere behind him in the forest.
He was gut of touch with the starship and the potential assistance
ashe harboured,

Bewildered, he stoand for a moment staring down into the clearing
where the excitement had now completely abated, then, scarcely
thinking, he turned and began to climb upwards towards the caves.

His leg was now utterly numbh, as if Flesh and bone had been replaced
by a dead woeoden stump. The band of pain had passed his knee and was
begirning to creep fraction by fraction up his thigh. UWhen it
reached his body he Fesared that even amputation would be too late.

Dragging Mis leg he made his way along the line of caves,
instinctively selecting the ong where he knew there would be a
welcome, the cave of Ilese. He hesitated in the entrance, his
sluggish poisonaed brain struggling to maintain him in a erect
position. 7The Ffire still burned in the hollow, a red flickering
light that brightened the First chamber of the cave but left the rast
im camplets darkness. The woman was not within that illuminated
circles.

"Ilee!"” he called in a voice that sobbed. There was a pounding
agony growing in his temples that threatened to split his head in
two. "lles!™

The woman appeared From the inner cave in time to s2e the doctor
slump forward anto his knees. "Mac-Coy!'" Alarmsd, she rushed to his
side, Her hand touched his burning face, her fingers tested the
Frantic pulse beat, her alert eye detected the muscular stiffress in
his leg. '"Mac-QCoy, come!" she commanded, and with astounding
strength lifted him conto his feet and force-marched him into the
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irner cave,

For a moment she left him on a hed of moss and furs while she
Fetched a burning brand from the fire. In its light she straightened
his limbs and carefully removed the torn boot. The scratches on
McCoy's ankle were not deep, but the skin around them was swallen and
bright red. Feverishly, McCoy’s head rolled towards her.

“Ilea, take this!" He slipped thes strap of the tricorder aver
his head and pushed it into her hands. "Hold it over the wound.
Press this pressure pad here... and see... what number comes up on
the screen. Match the number with one of these phials here." He
indicated the medical kit on his belt. "And I’ll have to have a
stimulant. Hurry!" He gasped with pain and his eyess glazed over.
"Hurry! " he moaned. “Match... match the rnumbers.”

Ilee looked at the mysteriocus device in her hands and then at
McCoy'’s white and sweating face, bewildered and trying to make sense
of what he'’'d said, toc determine what he’d meant by the strange word
‘numbers’, and what he intended her to do with the potions in the
little crystal bottles. Was shs to hathe the wound with them, ar
give them to him to drink - and what was a ‘sedative’?

Almaost in tears she shook her head and laid the strange black
and silver box on the bhed beside him. IF Mac-Coy were to recover
there were things she must do.

In clay pots she boiled two different typss of herbs. One she
mashed and plastered, boiling hot, on the inflamed wound; the cthar
she strained carefully, sweetened the liquor with wild honey, and
Forced him to drink it down. Then for almost an hour she sat besids
him and bathed his face with cocl water.

Gradually the colour returned to McCoy’s Face. He came out of
the coma and tossed Feverishly fFor a few minutes, then he opened his
eyes. His first sight was of her face bending close to his. She saw
that he was awake and a smiles lit her immense dark syss. "Mac-Coy
better now,” she said with soft confidence.

MeCoy eased his cramped limbs and found not only that feeling
and Function had returned to his leg, but there was also very little
pain. There was a lingering sorensss in his ankle and a slight
headache behind his eyes, but the crippling agony was gone. He sat
up and the torchlit cave spun giddily arcund him, but he remained
determined &0 see his injury He watched as Ilee peeled off the now
cold poultice, and with it the poison drawn back through the wound.
The scratches were still slightly inflamed, but the skin around them
had returned to its normal colour and was now only a little tender to
the touch.

McCoy checked his medical kit and found nothing missing, nathing
used. Frowning, he picked up the tricecrder. It contained no record
of his injury. He looked up at Illee.

"What did you useT” he asked. "I'm better, but I don't
wnderstand how."

"Ilee cure you," she said with a2 smilea.
"But how?"

She shrugged and shook her head. "I cook leaves and [ cure
you. It is not hard. My mother showed me how a long time ago.”
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"Your mother showed you how, " McCoy repeated, and because his
head hurt he lay down again on the moss and sighed,

Ilee put her hand on his Forehead and McCoy took her hand in his
and brought it to where he could see it, small naked palm, Ffour neat
fFingers and a thumb covered with soft red fur, like red velvet.

McCoy stroked her hand and then her arm, the scftness hensath his
fingertips soothing him. The Flickering of the torch hurt his eyes
and worsened his headache. He clcsed his eyes against the light.

"Your mother must have heen a very wanderful woman, " he murmured
drowsily.

In response she snuggled close to him and he felt her long legs
stretch out on the bed beside him, For a mament he must have dozed,

"Most touching, Doctor McCoy, but it was very unwissz of you to
beam down in defiance of the captain’s instructions.®

At the first sound of the VUulcan’s voice McCoy had started wide
awake and by the time he had finishesd speaking the doctor was sitting
up staring at him. Spock was leaning in the sntrance to the inner
cave with a look of careful non—-disapproval on his Face. To his
credit he was not aveiding logking at what McCoy had to admit was a
compromising situation. Ilee scrambled to her Feet and scuttled away
to the Ffurthest, most shadowy corner of the cave.

"I didn’t defy anyone! " Mcloy snappad in irritation, and then
corrected himself. ‘“Well, yes, I did. But not for the reascn you
think, Spock. This isn’t what it looks like... lcocked like.,.."

"I do mot requirs your explanations, Doctor, although [ am sure
Captain Kirk will ke mast interested to hear them."

MocCoy gritted his teeth. “Stop being a goddamned prig, Spock,
and listen to me! I came down to take a lcocok at that dead boy’s
body. His death wasn’t an accident - he was murdered. When 1 saw
Khum die I knew there was scmething wrong - the poison was all
through his system. The boy was stung, but that was all, He was
already dead, and his blood wasn’t flowing to carry the poison round
his body. His skull was smashed in from behind and he died
instantly, Afefore the creature attacked him."

“Indeed." Spock locked thoughtful. "I fFind your theory
fascinating, Doctor, and it may have some basis in Fact. However,
this is not the time, nor the place, to expound it., The Firss have
already been extinguished and if you should be Found in that bed the
consequences could be most unfortunate.®

Abruptly Meloy realised his predicament and tried to get up, toog
rapidly for his disorientated senses, and he collapsed again with a
groan.

"Doctor MeCoy!" Spock abandoned his nonchalant attitude and made
his best speed to the doctor’s side. "Ooctor McCoy, are you il17"

"Oh no!" McCoy gasped. "I just had a run~in with one of thaose
mar—-eating vegstables. The leg, see?"

Spock loaked at McCoy’'s ankle and dropped to his knees heside
him, snatching up the tricorder. Mcloy lay back and let him examine
the scratches to his heart’s cantent.
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Spack loocked up and found the native woman on her knees acraoss
the bed from him, watching him with expectant, over-large eyes. She
held McCoy’s hand in hers and in her eyes was a mixture of emations
that Spock noted in his own mind and stored for Future analysis.

"7 owe her my life, Spock, " McCoy said wearily. "I was dying
and she saved me. I would have died the way Khum disd."

Spock silenced the tricorder. 'You must go aboard immediately,
Doctgr. There is still some poison in your bloodstream. I would

advise a complete transfusion.”

"I'm the doehor, Spock," Mooy growled, "1lee arnd I are the
doctors." He sgueezed the wocman’s hand and smiled at her.

Spock sighed and with difficulty got back onto his feet.

"weulre the orne who should be in sickbay, " MoCoy told him, "And
why aren’t you? Jim promised me..."

"We will both report fFor hospitalization, Dector. If you give
me your arm [ will assist you..."

"Ilga! ®

The exclamation was that of a newcomer. McCoy and Spock looked
up to ses a tall bearded young native in the cave entrance. There
were shaved patches on his head and body to denots kinship with the
dead prince, and beneath the bushy red-brouwn fur he was glaring at
them angrily.

Ilee jumped to her feet and ran on tiptoe to stand before him,
gesturing and speaking flusntly to him in their ocwn language. The
young man’s syes blazed unwaveringly at McCoy.

Spock crouched down at the doctor’s side. "Qur situation has
Just become most difficult, Doctor," he said gquietly. "Apparently he
is the lady’s betrothed, and he has found you in her bed. That
means, in effect, that she has become your wife, and you her
husband ."

"But we didn't..."

"a technicality, Doctor. He is a nephew of the Chief. He fFeels
he has been betrayed and he is claiming his traditional rights of
revenge. She is trying to sxplain about your injuries and the
necessity fFor immediate trsatment.?

"Tet meg krnow who wins, " McCoy hissed.

“Thers would be no need For that, " Spock said dryly. "His
revenge would be your death - a quick and relatively painless end, I
understand. "

"Death? Spock, youw've got to do something about it!®

Spack said nothing, but remained crouched at McCoy’s side
fFollowing the heated conversation with the smattering of language
he’'d picked up over the past week.

At last the young man made an impatient gesture and strode into
the cave. McCoy cowered back as far as he could get. Spock made no
move to protect him, rather he got up and moved away from McCoy’s
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side., The native knelt doun in his place and made a none-too—-gentle
examination of the deoctor’s leg. He locked up with fresh anger in
his eyes and barked a sharp santence at Ilee. B5She seemed afraid and
confusad now, and she backed away from him. McCoy noticed that a new
Frown had appearsd on the Uulcan’s face, and wished that he too could
understand what was being said. Twa bright tears welled out of the
woman's eyes and ran down on 2ither side of her noss. They left two
wet paths through her fur., She saild something to the young man and
raised her hands as iF to Fend of f an expected blow to her face.

McCoy heard a solid ‘Chump’® as something hard struck flesh and
bone. For a tiny Ffraction of a sscond he thought that the woman had
been hit, and then he realized that he was wrong. Turning his head
he was in time to see the Vulcan drop to his knees and fold slowly
Farward onto the floor. Behind him in the entrance to the cave stecod
two bearded, smiling, brown-skinned members of the Imperial Klingaon
Fleet, ane af them still hefting the metal bar he’d used to Fell the
First Officer of the Enterpriss.

Still smiling, the Klingons stepped carefully over the Vulcan
into the cave. The taller, an officer by his uniform, looked from
McCoy to Spock and back again.

“We are indeed Ffortunate, " he cemarked to his companion. *Tuo
high~ranking Federal officers with one stone, so to speak. Our
commander will be well pleased with our night’s work.™

With Spock’s hslpless body and the two unarmed natives under the
threat of the Klingons' weapons, there was naothing McCoy could do but
submit to having his phaser and tricorder taken from him.

The Klingen glanced at the medical kit and grinned. '"You are
invited abocard our vessel, Doctor. You had better assist your
Friend. He might find the transition uncomfortable alons.”

McCoy glared at him, picked up his boot, and hobbled to the
Vulcan’'s side. There was blood in his hair, making it slick and wet.

The Klingons were talking together in their own clipped
gutturals, and as Far as McCoy could tall they seemed to be
discussing what to do with their native captives. The agreement, it
seemed, was to take them also. They were pushed across the cave sO
that they were close to Spock and McCoy. The Klingon officer
produced a communications device and spoke briefly to his ship. The
six peaple in the cave pulsed with rainbow colours and vanished from
the plamet’s surface.

The cell was a bare metal box. Thers was room for a man to walk
ten caomfortable paces in either diresction, but there were na
amenities or Furnishings of any kind. 0Ons wall was replaced by a
buzzing forcefield, and beyond this was an austere guard room.

Having secured their priscners the Klingons had vanished,
presumably to report, and McCoy Found himself left alone with tuo
bewildered natives and an unconscious Yulcan. For several minutes he
stpod with his nose inches From the forcefield and bellowed for
attention, for water at least, and something to bathe the Uyloan's
head with. No-one came, and gradually McCoy got the idea that that
was the way things were going to be.

With a sigh he made his way back to whera Spock lay on the
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floor. There was little he could do for him. He straightened his
arms and legs to avoid cramp and turned his head to one side in case
ha should vomit and choke. Moloy Fearsd concussion and shock, and
dared mot think ahbout the strerngth already lost to the parasites, but
with his medical kit confiscated he was as helpless as a man with no
arms.

He looked uwp at the two natives who huddled fearfully together
in the corner, got up off his knees, and limped aver to them. "Oon’t
worry, it’s going to be all right," he said reassuringly.

llee’s vast eyas blinked at him. "Mac-Coy is not afraid," she
said. "Theses are Mac-Coy’'s people?"

"Np, they’'rs not my people. But I’'m not afraid.”

She smiled and left the comforting arms of the native yoguth,
holding ocut her hands te McCoy. "Then I am not afraid," she said.

MeCoy took her hands and found that despite her words they were
cold and trembling. He looked questioningly at the native. "Yaou
haven’t introduced us," he said.

Ilee looked from cene to the octher., "This is Atek. When tha
spring rains come to swell the rivers, then we shall be wed."

MeCoy fFrowned., There was an expression in the woman’'s eyes whan
she looked at him that was both caring and tender, but when shs
looked at this native man thers was a softness that spilled over from
her eyes and filled her whale Face. It was a difference in emotional
quality that gave Mcloy Food for thought.

Bleary—eyed and unshaven, Kirk stepped from the turbolift onto
the bridge. He glanced towards the computer station, remembered that
Spock was by now Fast asleep in sickbay, and went down to the command
saat,

"What's this about sensor readings, Suwlu?" he inguired.

The helmsman’s angled syes were fixed immovahly on the viswing
screen. "An sgnergy trail, Captain, UWe picked it up Just a few
minutes ago. It looks like residue from an impulse driven system."

"But not a Federation ship?™"

"No, sirc.¥

Kirk sat down in the command chair. "Whers did he go, [1r.
Sulu?

- “Unkngwn, Captain., There’s a large amount of dehris in this
system. He could be hiding amongst it.”

Kirk pulled at his bottom lip with his teeth and then touched

the intercom button under his hand., "Chief Enginesr Scott, report to
the bridge, please,” he ardered. "Mr., Sulu, keep a tabk on that
energy trail. I don’t want to lose it."

Scott arrived on the hridge looking as fraesh and dapper as if
he’'d Just steppsd out of the ablutions hall. Beside him Kirk felt
positively grimy.
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"Scotty, I want you to do some computer wark for me. ™

"Aye, sir." Scott made his way rogund the balcony to the
computer station and Kirk joined him there.

"I want the two residue trails discovered by Mr., Speock and Me,
Sulu plotted onto a graph of the system, and then a possible orhbit
computed for a theoretical ship that might have left those trails.”

"ft'll take me a minhta, sir."” Scott sat down at ths computer
and started to make complex manceuvres among the controls. Kirk
turned and leansd his bottom against the console and looked at the
screan.

The segment of plangt that had been so much a part of the bridge
scenery For so many days vanished, to be replaced by a
line-and-symbol elevation map of the system. Inch by inch Scott
plotted the residue trails across the map, The first was broad and
pale pink hecause of the wide dispersion of the particlass; the
second was clear and distinct and bright red, a very rew trail.

Kirk frowrned at it. "That doesn’t locok much like an orbit, Mr.
Scott.”

Scott glanced up with a2 knowing twinkle in his syes. "Let me
work on it, Captain.”

Kirk nodded and behind him the computer chattered; gradually on
the screen a pattern of neat intersecting curves took shape.

"Aye, he’s a claver ong, all right!" Scott said with an
appreaciative shake of the bead. "Basically a highly eccentric
elipse, but he alters course three times every time he goes round,
an’ that mgan he spends most o’ his time hidin’® out in that asteroid
belt where our sensors couldn’t tell him from a space-bhorn hunk of
Ben Nevis."

"l s28 it, Scotty. And that orbit also mzans hg dogsn’t comes
near the planet very often - and when he does he can time it so that
ne’s on the far side and in ogur sensor shadow. "

"That’'s about it, sir.”

Kirk walked Forward and stood below the screen, looking up. It
was clever, very clever indeed. And Jjust the sort of thing a Klingon
might think of.

Kirk turned with a wicked smile. “"Usry well, gentlemen. IFf
they want to play hide-and-seek we don’'t want to disappoint them, do
we? Mr, Sulu, prepare to lsave orbit. Mr., Scott, plot us an
interception course, Whan that ship comes out of the astercid belt 1
want to bs thers waiting for him."®

With gleeful smiles the reponse came back. "Aye aye, sir! "

Heavy boots pounded across the guardraoom floor, McCoy locked up
to sse a whole assembly of Klingons gazing at him through the force
Field., The doctor got slowly to his feet and hobbled forward until
he stood a yard from the invisible, buzzing barrier. He folded his
arms and returned their stares icily.
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The Klingon commander was a not unhandsome man of about MclCoy's
owr age. There were traces of grey at his temples and a rare silver
streak in his beard. He looked at McCoy with calm confident syes
that alsoc held Jjust a trace of amusement, then looked beyond Mcloy at
the barely consciocus Vulcan., He dismissed the natives with a glance,

M1+ is indeed unfortunate that we have happensd upon yow at such
an inopportune moment, Doctor. [’m sure that you, and in particular
the Vulcan, would have a great deal to tell us about the innermost
conspiracies of the Federation.”

"We wowuldn’t tell yow anything - about anything, " McCoy said
softly.

The Klingon mersly smiled. “We have ways and means that would
have your stalwart friend in tears in a matter of hours. But that is
an academic matter. As was inevitabls the Enterprise has at last
detected cur presence and is already moving to intercept us. It is
only a matter of time before Captain Kirk accurately detsrmines the
whereabguts aof his doctor and First OFficer, even if he has not done
so already. Naturally, I cannot afford to keep you aboard, much as I
would savour your company."

“Then I suggest you kill ws and get it over with! " McCoy
snapped.

"1 don’t intend to 47771 youw, Doctor. IFf Captain Kirk should
discover your murdered bodies, he would not look kindly upon us.”

MeCoy's fists clenched., "Then if youw’re not going to cut our
throats you'd better let us go! Now! The cut on this man’s head
needs attention, and he needs regular medication for his condition.”

"Ah yes." The Klingon’'s syes lingered on the Vulcan’s ungainly
shape. "The VYulcan has been to Tavias, I see.

"He caught the worm Ffrom an infected food dispenser on a
backwater supply bass."

"How unfortunate." The Xlingon managed to look genuinsly
unhappy. "“Howevsr, he need not worry abowut a further infection.”

McCoy drew a8 long deep breath. "You said you would let ws go."

"1 said no such thing, Doctor. I said merely that I could not
afford to kill you., However, your deaths have been arranged. Us
have taken evasive action and by the time we do sngage the Enterprise
there will he no sign that any of you have been aboard. A necessary
precaution I'm surs you will appreciate. You have fifteen minutes,
and then we will be in a position to beam you to the planet’s
surface. A suitable spot has been selscted. There will be no
escape, and if your remains should ever be found... it will lock like
an unfortunate accident. A devoted doctor caring for his patient to
the last, and two poor savages who Jjust happened to be last in the
forest after dark."”

McCoy looked towards the two huddled natives. 'Yes, yow’d have
to get rid of them too," he said heavily. '"You can’t afford
witnesses."

"Quite so, Doctor." The Klingon commander smiled his approval
and his satisfaction. "With you both dead we estimate that the

efficiency of the Enterprise will be reduced by some 88% for a period
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of seven months. Longer, if the Vulcan is replaced by a man of
lesser sfficiency. A werthwhile bonus to our activities here.  You
don’t have very long, Noctor - I suggest you make your preparations
for death." He inclined his head, and followed by his entourage of
aofficers he laFt the priscners alone to consider their fate.

Angrily McCoy turned, and was startled when Iles hurled herself

inta his arms, "Oh Mac—-Coy! " she sobhed. "1 am so afraid! He dgoes
mean us to die! He doss!® )
"Now..." McCoy held hers away from him. “"We’re not dead yet,

and we’'re not going to die. We’'ll find a way out of this.”

The native youth Atek stepped past him, his chest swelling with

Fury. "I see a way out!" he said stiffly. "Their Flashing lights do
not frighten me."

McCoy released lles and spun round to grab him in the nick aof
time. The Forcefield Flared angrily as MeCoy pulled him away.

"You can’t ga through there, It’'s a Fforcefield., Don’t you
understand? A fForcefisld. It'd fry you alivel"

The native stared at him with uncomprshending syes, bhut the
blaze of energy in the entrance had proved sufficient
discouragement. He wouldn’t try to break through again.

McCoy left him and went to the Vulcan. The fact that Spock had
made no attempt to get on his feet cancerned the doctor greatly.
Yulcans naver took illness or injury lying down, and were notorious
fFor Fighting for their feet unless in extremity. He didn’t lest the
worry show on his Facea.

"Wou heard what he said?®

Spock nodded. "I heard, Doctor.”

"Have you any bright VYulcan ideas about how to get us out of
thig?"

Spock closed his eyes. "As of this moment, none, Doctor.™

McCoy'’s Face softened. "Are you in very much pain?"

Spock’s lips tightened and, Jjust once, he nodded.

Scott Frowned into the blus light of the sensor scrssan,
"There’s no doubt about it, sir. He’'s out-thought us and turnad
away ."

"Whare is he, Scotty?" Kirk asked from the command seat.

"He’s making a vector dirsctly for ths plangt. An’ Captain... 1
have a caonfiguration reading on the alien. It’'s a Klingon all right,
an' a big aone!?"

Kirk nodded. "Very w=sll, Mr. Scott. I want a parallel courss
with the Klingon vessel, Mr. Sulu. Stay with him every move he
makes. Lt. Uhura, inform Starfleet Command that the intruder has
been positively identified as a Klingon, prabably of Starship class,
and request instrugtional guidance.”
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"“ye aye, sic. !

"He’'s Jjust passed into the planet’'s sensor shadow, Captain,
Sulu reported. "wWe’ll be in a position to match orbits with him as
soon as he emerges."

"Uery good." Kirk settled back into the command seat., "Lt
Uhura, open hailing frequencies. [ want to talk to that Klingon.®

Hardly daring to draw breath McCoy stared round at the malignant
watchful farest. They had bheen fortunate - if it could be called
that - that they had materialised in a small clearing that was not
immediately lethal. McCoy wondered momentarily if that was hy chance
or by soms savagely cruel ambition of the Klingon. No doubt it would
give him great satisfaction to think aof them wandering in the dark
while death sought tham ogut,

In any event it was the end - their end. [t was very late and
vary cold, and the condensaticon dripped from the trees into the wst
undergrowth below with noisy ploppings and rustlings. Stripped of
his protective Jacket McCoy found his uniform shirt soaked throwugh in
minutes, and his skin icy cold to the touch.

The natives huddled together in an embrace of fear; native to
the planet, alien to the night-shrouded forest, thsy seemed helpless
and pathetic, but perbhaps they knew bhetiter than the starship officers
the multitude of painful deaths the forest could offer.

Spock alone was showing any improvement in his canditiom. He
was sitting up Mow with his legs tucked wnder him in the Vulcan
marner, and his eyes had brightered, although whether with fFever or
coherence MclCoy was uncertain, The Klingons had been none too gentle
handling him into the transporter. McCoy sguatted down basside him.

"What are we going to do now?" he asked in a subdusd tone.

Spock looked from him to the natives amd then bheyond them to the
Forest, "The logical thing to do would be ta make our waw to the
native settlement and impose upon the chief for the use aof his
communicator.”

"But that’'s impossible, Spock! We don’t even know whereabouts
we are in this forsaken ferest, And even if we knew which way toe go,
we waouldn’'t get half a mile before we wers all bitten, stung or
otherwise poiscned tp death.®

"Probably trus. However, that is a risk we have no alternative
but to accept." Spock looked up through the break in the forast
canopy and studied the bright ribhon of stars that split the sky in
two. "As it happens, 1 have made a study of the constellations From
this hemisphere. [t should be possible to stesr an approximate
course by the stars.,"

"An approximate course! It's a shot in the dark, Spock. Anrd
you know it. e don’t stand a chance in hell of walking ocut of thesea
woods . "

Spock shot a glance at the gquivering natives and frowned
warningly at McCoy. The doctor undecrstood.

"Wouldn’t it be bhetter Just to stay here until dauylight?" he



33
hissed. "Jim’s bound to start looking for ws before long.™
"Impractical, Ooctor. Look about wus."

McCoy looked, and saw that the four of them were no longer
alone. Two pairs of bright orangse eyes gleamed at them out of the
forest.

"Our presence here will attract the denizens of the forest, "
Spock said. "The longer we remain the more of them there will be."

McCoy gazed at him anxiocusly. "Can you travel?"

In respanse Spock got his fest under him and laboricusly stood
LR,

McCoy turned to the natives. "We're going to find our way out
of here,” he said. "All of us. ~Now.”

They cowered away from him, their eyes dark wells of fear,
MeoCoy kent down, took Ilee by the arm and pulled her to her Fest.

"Trust me, Ilee," he said softly. "Trust me and 1’11l take you
aout of here. I promissa."

Over the waman’s shoulder he caught sight of the native man’s
face. He was frowning, but nodded gravely. He understood. He put a
band on Ilee’s arm,

"If Mac-Coy says we go, then we will go,”" he said quietly.

Gingerly Spock picked up a broken length of branch and weighed
it in his hand, assessing its potential as a weapon. He looked at
Mczloy and took a Final sighting on the stars, then sst off inta the
depths of the Forest. '

It was not totally dark. The path the VYulcan chose led down
through an avenue of trees draped with the wonderous structures of
the glow-webs. The tiny creatures had been hard at wark and the
intricate laceries were almast complete. They hung low fFrom the
branches and their cold green light illuminated the path.

The pathway itself was an animal track, and a well-used cne, For
it was swept clean of forest debris by the constant passage aof larges
bodies. Following Spock’s example they moved silently on the balls
of their feet, crouching low to avoid brushing against the glow
webhs, 0OFf all the things in the forast they were the mast harmless,
but the plump-bodied insects that wave them and waited in hiding far
the fruits of the night air could move remarkably quickly on their
hundreds of silver-thread legs, and they had a sting that resembled a
mild electric shock.

The path was long and almost straight, but aventually it ended,
as all things must, and with it ended the camfort of the green
glow-weh light. The forest floor sloped sharply downwards into
darkness, and although other ways appeared easier Spock, with typical
Vulcan stubbornness, was determined to hold his course. He cast a
glance aver his shoulder to check that McCoy and the natives were
close behind him and began to climb carefully down. McCoy cursed the
Vulcan soundly and took Ilse’s hand to help her down. Atek held her
other hand and all four movad into the restless darkness.

And ‘restless’ was the correct descriptive term. The
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undergrowth and the trees overhead were alive with rustlings and
gracklings. At one point Spock stopped dead and held up a hand.
Despite a precarious position Mcloy froze. Looking over the Vulcan's
shoulder he saw scmething dark and covered with luminous orange spots
slide out from almost directly benesath the Vulcan’'s boots and slither
silently away. McCoy heard Spock’s releases of bhreath and saw him
relax. His shoulders slumped.

"Are you all right?" Mcloy whispered.

Spock turned his head and McCay saw the glint in his eye. Spock
was far from all right, but he was on his feet and was determined to
stay there. His Vulcan blood was at last fighting back.

The slope became steeper, wuntil the only way to go down it was
by sliding on thighs or backsides. Spock pushed the pace hard, tmtil
Iles was gasping for breath and both McCoy and the native uere
panting, but it was far from a reckless dash. Although he was
driving his own pain-racked body beyond its limits Spock knew the
exartion and the tension of fear were kesping the cold from their
limbs and their minds active.

The hillside bhecame ths banks of a stream that was littls more
than a ditch fFilled with thick yellow watsr, black in the darkness
and sickly grsen in the light of a single overhanging glow-web. Here
Spock staopped and allowed the cthers to catch up with him,

McCoy looked at a scratch on Ilee’s leg and reassursd her that
it was not toxic. He hoped Fervently that he was right.

"Well, which way do we go now?" he asked, moving clossr to the
Vulcan.

"That way., We fFollow the stream. It should be safer and easier
for the woman."

McCoy looked at the dark tunmel of trees through which the
stream ran. It looked singularly uninviting, but he had to admit
that there was no other way to go. "You’ll have to give her a chance
to rest befores you attempt it."

"I intend to let us all rast, Dr. McCoy."

McCoy inspectad the ground carefully bhefore sitting down on it,
pulled up his trouser leg and began tc massage the lingering ache out

aof his calf muscle. "How long do ycu think it’ll be bhefore Jim does
Find us?"
Spock stared at the sluggishly moving watsr. "I wowld not rely

too greatly upon an immediate rescue attempt, Doctar. If the captain
has engaged the Klingons it is reascnable to assume he has other
things on his mind."

"He must have realized we’'re not aboard.”

"Not unless he has reguired your servicss., 1 have been relisved
of duty."

McCouy aopened his mouth then clesed it again. There was nothing
relavant left to be said. He went on rubbing his leg as he watched
the VUulcan pick his way a short distance along the bank, stepping
carefully over the tree roots and inspecting the overhanging
branches. The daoctor noticed with a detached medical sye that his
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legs were stiffening about the knees, and that was another sign he
dicdn’'t like,

Spock turned back, Frowning, and Mcloy saw a strange look come
into his syes. It was a look of absolute horror — and the Vulcan was
staring straight at Mcloy.

The doctor scowled at him and began to get up. From the
hranchas above his head a silver curtain of slime dropped down over
him. McCoy Found himself choking, wunable to breathe. His head and
the whole of the upper part of his body were eangulfed in a thick
sticky membrane, and muscular ligatures within ths membrane uwere
beginning to contract.

Distantly McCoy heard the woman scream. He dropped to his
knees, clawing at his face in an attempt to free his eyes and mouth.
The membrane was tightening arocund his throat. His head besgan to
spin and there was the ever—-increasing sound of rushing water in his
gars. Red spots flared in front of his eyes and he felt himself
Falling forward.

He felt a blow, muted by the thickness of the creature’s body,
and almost at once the constricting muscles began to relax. The
membrane loosened and anxious hands hegan tc tear at it. 0On his back
in the wet garth he aopened his seyes and looksd up into Spock’s facs.

"Noctor, are you all cight?"

The best MoCoy could do was cling to his arm and nod. Spock
helpsd him sit up and he gazed at the creature that lay beside him in
the mud. Its body had been small and globular and soft; the blow
from Spock’s branch had smashed it. The silver membrane was draped
between eight bongless tentacles like the skin between the fingers of
a bat., Already it was beginning to wither.

McCoy Found himself shivering but he couldn’t decide if it was
because af the cold or with fear. He looked at Spock with pleading
eyses. ‘“let’s get cut of hers, Spock!?

Spock locked at his shrewdly and nodded, then helped him onto

his Feet. "It's impossible for us to procesed along the karnk. The
trees grow right down into the water.®

MeCoy stared at him. "But we can’t just sit here and... and let
this forest eat us alive!®

“Indeed we cannot. The Klingon intended wus to die. I have no
intention of obliging him."

"Then how...?" McCoy broke off as Speck turned away from him
and took a determined if slow step towards the stream. He guessed
the VUulgan’s intention. "Spock, youw can’t! It won’t work. UWs'll
all he killed."

Spock ignarsd him and stepped down into the icy water., It
swirled thickly halfwsy up his calves and slaopped into the tops of
his boots. His animal instincts recoilesd and for a moment he
hesitated, then his strength of will regained control. His face was
gsat as he turned, and McCoy sighed his resignation.

In a carefully matched and precisely calculated orbit thes two
starships swung away from the planet and vectored for the system’s
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asteroid belt.

Jim Kirk sat stiffly in the command seat and stared gravely at
the nut-brown and rather surprised face of the Klingon on the central
viewing screen.

"What I want to krnow, " said Kirk "is exactly what you’re doing
in this system."

The Klingon smiled a thin Klingon smile that hetrayed the
whiteness of his teeth. "I don’t see that you have any authority to
demand an answer to that questiagn, Captain Kirk. I was under the
impression that this was a free sector - or does the Federation now
presumse to claim the entire galaxy?”

Kirk ground his teeth together. "The Fedsral fFrontier has besn
expanding in this directiaon for the past decade, and your superiors
are well aware of that fact."

"With your greedy Human eyes on the rich star fFields beyond the
desert, no doubt!" The Klingon disarmed his words with a wider smile
that allowed Kirk to see the peints of his incisaor teeth,

"What are you doing hers that you’re so Furtive about?" Kirk
repeated tensely.

"Furtive, Captain?"

"You’ve deliberately pursued an orbit that concealed your ship
from our sensgrs. You’ve Failed to cantact us in any way. It’s
usually considered common courtesy to reveal your presence.

"We’'re hardly on terms for courtesy calls, now are we?" the
Klingon smiled. "As for our arbit, eccentric, I’ll agree, but purely
for scientific purposes. That's why we’re here, Captain. Science,
pure and simple. A survey commissioned by the Imperial Klingon
Command .

"I don’t believe you, " Kirk said evenly. "In fawt, I strongly
disbelieve you. You know there are workable Sydium deposits on that
planet, and it’'s your intention to subjugate the people and take the
metal for yourselves."

The Klingor’s smile died. "A serious accusation, Captain, and a
totally unwarranted one which you may have reason to regret.”

"Then I shall regret my next action even more deeply, " Kirk told
him. "I ask you to bear in mind the Fact that we’'rs claoser to
Federal space than we are to the Klingon Empire, and to stand by to
be boarded.®

The Klingon’s face tightermed. '"You have no authority..."

"l have a Federation starship and the Federal Fleet could he
here befaore your request Far assistance reached home. OF coursa, if
gou care to fight it out here and now...®

"No, Captain." The Klingon relaxed and his smile returned, if a
trifle strained. "We have nothing to Fight ocver. I invite gou to
visit my ship. You will be made most welcome.”

"Expect us in exactly ten minutes, " Kirk said shortly and broke
af f communicatior. "Mr. Scott!" He swung himself owut of the command
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seat. "I want a fully armed security detail ready in the transporter
roagm in precisely eight minutes, I'm going to take that Klingon apart."

"Ayz aye, sir," Scott said, frowning.

Kirk went up the steps to the turholift and was met by Christine
Chapel as she emerged. The woman had obviowusly been crying - her
eyes were reddened and one cheek was still damp, Kirk looked at her
in surprise,

"Nurse Chapel, whatever’'s upset you like this?®

"On, Captain!® Chapel stifled a sob and wrung her hands
together. "It’s Dr. McCoy. He beamed down to the planet hours ago.
Mr, Spock went after him - and neither aof them have come backi®

Faor a hrief second Kirk Jjust starsd at her, and then he turned
to Uhura. "Lisuternant...”

The hands of the communications officer were already busy.
"Enterprise to Mr. Spock... Come in, please. Entarprise to Or.
MeCoy .. ." She listened For a long moment and then shook her head.
"They don’t respond, sirc."

"Keep truing."

"Captain." Scott stepped forward anxiously. "Do you think
those Klingons could bhe holdin’ them in that tin bucket o' theirs?
Smilin’ Boy would regard two starship officers as a valuable prize to
take hame for pig stickin’.®

Kirk thought for a moment, his eyes dark with trouble. “Ng,
Scotty. They gave in too easily. IF they’'d had Spock and Mcloy
abpard they’d have run, or made a fight of it. They put up Just a
token resistance... as if they knew they were clean and they wanted
me to know it as well." He prowled the bridge restlessly, back and
Forth while his mind raced. "“If they’ve been dropping and picking up
personnel con each clase approach to the planet they could have
conducted their ocwn Sydium survey - and if they have, their results
will be stored away in their computer system."

"Aye, sir," Scott agreed. "An’ Mr. Spock’s our computer sxpsct.”

"The man best qualified to extract the evidence of what they’'ve

been up to.” Kirk stared at the sngineer. "They must have known
Spock was wnavailable, and if they knew that and yet he’s not aboard
their ship... then he must he somewheres on that planet. Lisutesnant

Yhura...?"
"Nothing, sir. They don’t answer."

"Belay that security detail, Mr., Scott," Kirk ordered., "Mr.
Sulu, break us out of this crazy orbit and get us hack to that planet
- at the doubls! "

Knee deep, sometimes thigh deep in the numbing water of the
stream, 3Spock, Mcloy and the two natives had exhausted the last dregs
of their strength. Many times one or the other of them had stumbled
on a submerged stone or tree root and fallen, often dragging the
octhers down with him. They were wet and insensitive with cold, and
infinitely tired. Iles clung in turn to Atek and McCey, and most of



a8
the time she was saobbing.

With only a small part of his mind still Functicning Spock led
the way to the hank and somehow clambered out of the water and onto
the slippery mud shelf. Gasping and clinging to a tree root he
offered his hand back and one by one McCoy and the natives hauled
themselves out of the water and collapsed. For a long time theay lay
in the grey filtered starlight and panted, their limbs aching with
the cold, and the sweat of their bodies ran like liquid fire on their
skins., In sach the level of the life force ran very low.

Gradually, aver a long pericd, the steady drip of the forest
moisture impinged itself on their consciousness., Painfully McCoy
egased himself intno a half sitting position. On one side aof him the
natives lay wrapped in each others arms for warmth and comfort; on
the other Spock lay on his back breathing shallowly, his face a pale
death mask. McCoy sought a pulse and found ome, a weak rapid beat.
He picked. up one of the Wulcan’s hands and rubbed it vigorously, and
after a moment Spock drew a deeper breath, ogpened his eyes, and
looked at him.

"You take it easy for a minuts, " Mcloy advisad. "All you need
is a rest.”

Spock relled his head in the mud. "Y"Too fFar..." he murmured.
"Ton Far..."

"It was a good try." MeCoy tried a grin of reassurance and
hoped it came off. "It'll be dawn in 2 couple of hours., You’ll he

stronger then, and..."

"Mac-Coy!*" Ilee’s shout was a cry of alarm. The doctor spun
round, standing up as he did so, and saw that Atek was already on his
feet and sguaring up to a2 large porcupine-type beast that had emerged
from the fForest.

McCoy snatched up the branch from where it lay beside Spock’s
hand, but it was already too late. The creature charged with its
head down and its dark white-tipped spines hristling. With his body
shielding llee thers was nothing Atek could do but stand his ground.
The creature’s spines pierced his thigh and with a cry of pain he
collapsed into the mud. HMcCoy thresw the branch and caught the
creature a lucky blow on the head. Rattling its spirnes anmgrily it
withdrew into the undergrowth.

MoCoy dropped to his knees at the native’s sidae. There were a
multitude of puncture wounds in his leg, neat round holes that did
not bleed. Ilee nursed his heEad in hz=r lap and cried cver him softly
while McCoy knelt heside them feeling utterly helpless. Already Atek
was having difficulty with his breathing.

Painfully Spock draggsed himself over to join them. “HDoctorc?!

Mcloy sighed. "That monstrosity injected some sort of
respiratory paralyser. He'’'s dying, and there’s nothing I can do.”

Ilee broke into a fresh flood of tears. '"Atek not diae! " she
wept, her furry face hegoming wet once mare. "Not die! Mac-Coy
savel!l" '

The doctor stared at her. "I pan’t! ™

Spock lifted esach of the native’s sygelids in turn. "Deoctor, his
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heartbeat and other bodily functions ssem to be relatively
unaffected. If we could maintain his raspiration until the paralytic
spasm is over, hg may survive."

McCoy felt for Atek’s pulse. "That's a remote possibility,
Spock, but it’s worth trying." He positioned himself beside thes
native’'s head, pinched the man’s nestrils tightly taogether, and with
a deep breath applied his mouth toc the patient’'s.

And sc began a seaemingly endless period of conflict betueen the
knowledge and ability of modern man ard a complex poison of nature.
Spock and McCoy took it in turns to share the strength of their lungs
with the native, As time went by it bescame more difficult. The
crisis point came when Atek’s lungs became totally paralysed. The
muscular tissue arcund them became stiffer and they actually resisted
inflation. The native’s hands knotted into tight balls and his Feet
contracted until his toes almost touched his heels.

Stubbornly the starship officers persisted, Spock forcing his
breath into the native’s mouth and McCoy leaning rhythmically on his
chest to expel sach breath. At last the poison released its deadly
hold and the cramped muscles began to relax. Weakly at First, but
with increasing strength, Atek began to breathe on his cwn ance
marz. Ilee nursed his head and smoothed his brow with her fFingers,
and made gentle mewing noises to him.

Somewhere in the undergrowth the por:uplne creature rattlied its
spines warningly. McCoy looksd at Spock.

"We’ll have to find some sort of shelter. We can’t stay here in
the open and none of us can walk any Further."

Spock nodded and looked around. His ayes fell upon a desep
shadow in a places where the bank of the stream became steep and
high. With a clenched hand pressed tightly against the pain in his
abdomen he got up and went to investigate. Half hidden behind a
densa scrubby bush he discoversd a haole in the bank. The stream had
washed out the soil From bensath the arched roots of a trese to leave
a damp cave. McCoy jaoined him and peered into the darkmess. No
bright eyes gieamed back at him. The cave was empty.

With Ilee’s assistance they manoesuvrad Atek into the comparative
security af the cave. It was very wet and dark, but a little warmer
than the bitter night outside. UWithin minutes Ilee had curled up in
a fFitful sleep. McCoy was left alone to watch aver his patients,

Spock had collapsed onto the muddy ground and lay sprawled on
his back. Looking at him, McCoy noticed that the Uulcan’s shape had
altered significantly. The praominent abdomen had receeded, and McCoy
knew from past experience what that indicated; the parasites had
moved into the lcuwer regions of the Vulcan’'s bowel prior to
expulsion. The senior officer of the Enterprise was about to require
immediate and expert attention. It was a prepesitiern McCoy did not
relish in the damp and the dark, but thers was no alternative., With
busingss-like determination McCoy rolled his slesves up to his
glbouws.

"Captain Kirk.” Uhura lockad round from the communications
console. "A subspace message from Starfleet Command. Thay
acknowledge our signal and give gou a free hand to deal with the
Klingon as circumstances demand.
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"Deal with him?" Kirk rammed his Fist into the palm of his
hand. "Right now I’'d like to blast him clear out of the galaxy! "

"Captain!" Scott said sharply from the computer sensor.

Kirk directed a finger at Uhura, "Acknowladge that!" and made
his way acrecss the bridge. "What is it, Scotty?"

"I think I’ve found them, sir. Four humanoid life forms whers
no humanoids ought to be, right in the middle of that forest.”

Kirk stared at him, his jaw tight. "Get down there, Scotty.
Get them aboard. UOo what you can.!

"Agye, sirc!" Scott left the bridge at a run, and Kirk returned
to the command seat.

"M, Swlu, do we still have a sensor trace on that Klingon?®

"Ayas, sir. Ha's still in that astercid belt, but he’'s altered
his orbit to aveid the planet.®

"The chances are he's preparing to head for home, " XKirk said.
"Mr, Sulu, as soon as we’'ve finished beaming set a course for thes
Klingon’s paosition. 1 want to intercept him.©

"Ays aye, sir."

"Lt. Uhura, " Kirk went up the steps, "I1’ll be in sickbay."

Mcloy poured himself a generous drink and threw it bacgk in a
single gulp. He'd needed it so hadlu that he scarcely shuddered.
The door opened and the doctor locked up as Kirk came through. "“Have
a drink," he invited, tipping more ligquor into his glass., His hand
shook, and some slopped ontg the table.

"Bomes?" Kirk looked at him anxiously. "Are you all rcight?"

"Sure I'm all right." mMeCoy swallowed half the drink. “I'm
Just what they uwused teo call a little punch drunmk. Battle happy. I
intend to get properly drunk, and then 1’11l be Just Ffine."

"What about Spock?"

"Seventeen parasitic uworms lighter than he was a coupls of hours
ago." mMeCoy sat down heavily and rubbed his hands over his face.
"As far as I could see none of them were fully mature, I don’t think
he'll be re-infected."

Concerned, Kirk logked towards the ward where the medical team
were making Spock and Atek comfortable in clean beds. "Now - how did
you get to be in the middle of that forest?' Kirk asked slowly.

McCaoy gave a sour grin. "A certain Klingon gentleman thought it
would be an ideal opportunity to rid the Enterprise of 68% efficiency
For a perind of saven manths.®

"That’s about what I thought," Kirk said and headed for the door.

"Jim! " MeCoy called him back. "Don't tell Spock he had his star
maps upside down and was leading us in the wrang diresction.” He
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raised his glass and grimmed wickedly., "7 want to +=211 RBim. "

Kirk smiled and nodded, and the door closed behind him.

Kirk sat straight and relaxed in the command ssat, his narrowed
gyes Fixed on the screen as the Enterprise picked her way cautiously
through the asteroid belt.

"Closing with tha Xlingon, " Sulu reported from the helm.  "Dead
ahegad, range sixteen hundred kilometers.®

Kirk'’'s eyss picked out the metallic glint among the drifting
space rubble. He lcoked over his shoulder. "Open hailing
Frequencies, Lisutenant.”

"Hailing fraguenciss aopen, sic.'

The screen cleared and the Klingon's face appeared. His
surprise was quickly replaced hy the eternal all-masking smile.

"Captain Kirk! Hardly a pleasant surprise. We thought yow had
changed your mind and decided to decline gur invitation.®

"1 suddenly discovered I had pressing business elsswhere, " Kirk
said without expression., "My ship’s doctor informs me that he and my
First Officer have already savoured ygour... hospitality.”

Kirk found the play of emoticons across the Klingon's face
fascinating te hehold.

The Klingon Commander realized too late that he was undone. It
was too late to run and too late to Fight. Instinct alone controlled
his reactions as he stared at the Ffury on the Face of this Federation
captain - the Klirngon instinct for conflict. He snapped out an arder
and with a sweep of the hand cut the communication link with the
Enterprise.,

"He’'s coming about, sirc," Sulu reported. "Sguaring up at us."

"Prepare to put a shot across his bow, Mr. Sulu.®

"Phasers locked on, sir."

"Fire number ogne phaser."

Sulu’s hands moved swiftly across the bosrd and Enterprise spat
a thin straight beam of electric blue energy. Sulu leaned across to
peer into the helm sensar,

"He's still turning, sic.”

"Firs numher two phassr."”

Again the light dimmed momentarily and the brief scream of
released energy sang through the superstructure. Kirk sucked his
knuckles and waited.

"It’s no good, Captain," Sulu said, "He's going to firs., "

"Deflector screens!” Kirk ordered. "Mr. Scott, lock phasers on
target for a direct attack."
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"Aye, sirc.
"The Klingons are firing, sic."

The heams of alien energuy dispersed with fisry phosphorescence
against the protective shields of the starship. Enterprise shuddered
and spat back viciously.

"He’s turning sway, Captain," Scott said. "Oodgin’ back in
amongst the asteroids.”

Kirk slid out of the command seat and leaned over the helm
canscle, his face intense. "Stay with him, Mr. Sulu, ' he urged.
"I'm not preparad to 1st him go. Not just ystt"

Propped up against a pile of pillows Spock watched McCoy'’s face
with hooded interest-filled eyes. The dogctor was logking at Ilees.
At first the native woman had been bewildered, esvean frightened by the
size and brillianms of the starship. Ta her primitive mind it bhad
been a wondrous temple of the Future. But now, dressed in a uniform
tunic, she was exploring the possibilities of the ship’s library with
Christine Chapel. As the pictures changed on the screen of the desk
viewsr her face glowed with delight, and the sickbay was filled with
her sasy musical laughter. The look in MeCoy's syes was one of
tendernass,

"She is indeed a8 very bheautiful young waman, " the Vulcan
remarked, respanding to Mcloy’s unveoiced thoughts. "Betrathed to the
nephew aof a now childless chieftan, her desting is to become princess
and eventually gqueen of a planet.”

"1 krnow what you’re truing to say, Spock, and there’s no need

for you to say it," MeCoy muttersd. "1 realized the way things uars
hack there on the Klingon ship.®

"Dasting is a thing rnone of us can contend with, Doector. It
will have its way."

"Yes, Mr. Spock, it will," McCoy agreed softly, but he was not
thinking of himself ac of the Uulcan, nor indeed of Ilee - but of a
freckle—faced pigtailed girl on a fFair blue and white world a long
time ago.

"I have him, sir," Scott said. "Range tuwuo thousand kilometeres
and claosing."

Kirk watched the screen as a buoyant mountain swelled until it
sgemed that it must surely topple and crush Enterprise and all life
ahoard her. Ueins of Faceted blue crystal glinted in the light of
the distant sun and on the craggy ledgss Kirk could see.a dusting of
purg white frost - the last rarified remains of an atmosphers lost
when a planst blasted itself to rubble.

The mountain fell away bhehind, and replacing it in the centre of
the screen was a hright silver speck that gquickly grew and formed
itself into the winged pear shape aof a Klingon starshig, hanging
against the starry backdrap like a deadly discarded toy. As Kirk
watched the ship began to swing round sc that its globular forward
section was towards Enterprise. This time the Klingon was prepared
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to stand and Fight.

"Steady as she goes, Mr. Suluy, " Kirk said with guiest tension.
"Cut to one quarter impulse power and stand by your phasers. Mr.
Scott, lock phasers con target - and Scotty, make sure ygour aim’s
goocd. We can’t afford any mistakes."

"Phasers locked orn target, sir, " Scett confirmed.

"Phasers an aoneg half powsr, Mr. Sulue, " Kirk ordered. "Firs when
ready ."

"Phasers Firing."

Twin beams lanced out from the underside of the starship. For
the briefest instant they licked the bulbous appendages on the tips
of the Klingon’s stumpy wings. 7The warp pods glowed red and then
exploded as the magnetic bottles ruptured and their contents burst
nut into the external vacuum of space. Essentially undamaged, but
with her space warp capability irretrievably gone, the Klingon vessal
began to drift.

Kirk allowed himself just a small sigh of satisfaction. "It’'s a
long way back ta the Klingaon Empire on impulse power,"” he said
quietly. "Perhaps they’ll find time to reflect upon the error of

their ways. Set course for the planet, Mr. Sulu - until that stray
anti-matter disperses this isn’t a healthy place to be.”

POy adviscors will be hers in a very shaort time, " Kirk said.
“They’ll help you produce food and f£ight disease, and combat the
dangers of your Forests without totally destroying them. And as
members of the Federation you will be protected against the people
who killed your son.™

Tian bowed low, his wise and wrinkled face filled with dignity
and his silvered fur aglow in the firelight. "We are honoured to be
members of your Federation, Kirk. Your name will long be ramembereaed
by my people, and the tale of the fight-in-the-sky will be told
beside our night Fires for many generations. Always will your people
be welccmed here.

It was the last Formal farswell. Kirk howed and the chief
bowed, then the old man turnsd and walked slowly back towards the
funeral pyre of his son.

Side by side Kirk and McCoy made their way to the silver-leafed
tree. while Kirk spoke tc the Enterprise the doctor’'s esyes socught
out and found the young couple where they stood hand in hand watching
the fire. The light turned their velvet fur to gold, and their
shadows to the deepest hlack,

"Are you ready, BanesT" Kirk asked saftly.

McCou sighed a little and nodded. "I'm ready.”

As the two men shimmered into silver the fFlames of the fire
crackled and leapt high intc the sky, and in the east above the

forest a brightness in the sky heralded the dawn of a new and
different age.
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The slanted, vividly-green eyess of the woman flashed. She
tossed her head high, shaking out her mane of midnight dark hair.
“You will regrst £his, " she said in a voice that shook with scarcely
controlled Fury. '"You will all regret this!®

"I'm sorry, ma’am, " Kirk told her, '"but thsre is really nothing
further [ can do. I1’'ve pleaded your case before the Federation
Council, and they’'ve decided irrevocably to deny ycu sven associate
memhership.”"

"Wary well!" she snarled. "Go on - get back to your precious

Fodaratign! But wherever wou travel, my curse will travel with
you." Her eyss switched in turn to sach of their faces. For each of

them there was a momentary nausea as his mind was penetrated by a
blunt semsory probe, and then her eyss returnsd angrily to Kirk's
face., "Get out!” she hissad.

Kirk inclined his head. Y"VUery well, ma’am.” He turned on his
heel and walked from the smoky hall without laooking back. Outside he
waited For Spock and McCoy to catch wp with him.,

McCoy looked back as the door was slammed shut behind them. "1
can’t say I'm exactly grief-stricken over taking my leave of that
lady, ™ he said feslingly.

"Nor I," Kirk agreed. '"Let’s get back to the Enterpriss befare
things turn even more unpleasant, and put a considerable amount of

space between us and this backwater. Kirk to Enterprise.”
"Enterprise, Scott hers.”

“Mr. Scott, prepare to bsam thres aboard, " Kirk said. "Lock
on. Energise.”

Kirk watched the murky green planet receds to a spack an the
screen and vanish, "Switch to forward scanners, " hs ordersd, and
leaned back in the command seat, stretching. "Lt. Uhura, inform
Starfleet Cammand that we’re under way to our next assignment.”

'aye aye, sir.
"Maintain your courss, Mr. Suluw, warp factor two."
"Warp two, sir," Sulu acknowledged.

Kirk swivelled in the command ssat then got up and walked lazily
across the bridge to the computer station. He looked up at the
Vulecan and grinned. "Two and a half weeks to the next port of call,

Mr. Spock," he said. "No rush, no worry, an enjoyable little
pleasurse cruiss."

Spock gazed down at him with an air of innocent puzzlement.
"Pleasurs cruise, CaptainT" he inquired doubtfully.
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"Wes., A little relaxation. All the amenities., All thes
comforts of a home from hame. The only thing I can’t offer is a sun
tan, ®

"Sun tan?" Spock asked.
Kirk spread his hands. "No beach," he explained.

"Beach?" Spock repeated, giving up the attempt to follow the
reasaning of Kirk’s bhrain,

Kirk smiled kindly and shook his head. “Forget it, Mr. Spock.
Just forget it," he advised. "You take care of things up hera and
I'11 go and tell it to McCoy."

"As you wish, Captain,” Spock murmured, watching Kirk’'s back
retreat towards the turbhglift,

He watched the red doors slide together behind the captain and
then he raised a2 hand to his head, pressing the first two Ffingsers
against his temple. There was a tenderness there, a sorenass that
went deep. He frowned at it and with the typical Vulcan attitude set
the thought of physical discomfort aside and bent his head once more
over the computer consols.

Kirk and MeCoy raised their glasses and grinned at esach other
through the amber liquid. "Here’s to it, Bonss, " Kirk said. "Tweo
and a half weeks of perfect peace."

"Huh! " McCoy scoffed. "I seem to remember the last time you
said something like that the entire ship’s complement came down with

a mutation of Tavian worm, and we spent three weeks clearing wup the
resultant messt®

Kirk held up his hands. "DOon’t remind me, " he begged. "What do
you intend to do with the timg?"

"Me?" McCoy grinned. "Apacrt from sating, drinking and
sleeping, I'm going to make a concerted effort to classify those."
He jerked a thumb in the direction of the cabinets that lined his
walls, and their contents, rank upon rank of anthropoid skulls whoss
arigins ranged from cone rim of the galaxy to the cther.

"Back to the baok." Kirk grinned and raised his glass. "Here'’'s
to it."

McCoy swallowed a mowuthful and then doubled up, coughing, as a
tremble ran through the superstructures of the ship and made the Fluid
ripple in his glass.

Kirk hammgred him hard on thes hack. "That was trouhbhle if sver I
felt it," he said. The intercom blesped =ven as he reached For the
switch. YKirk here.™"

"Specck here, Captain, There has heen a8 minor explosicn in the
engineering section. Mr. Scott reports superficial structural and
circuitry damags. UOne subsidiary bulkhead has buckled, Thare is one
crewman requiring medical attention.®

"Understood, Mr. Spock," Kirk said, frowning. "Assemble a
damage control party. Give Mr. Scott all the assistance he
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requires. DOr. McCoy and 1 are on our way."

McCoy, his medical kit in hand, was alrszady on his way to the
turholift.

It was in the early hours of the following morning that Kirk
stirred with a dull ache in his stomach. He rolled onto his side and
drew his knees up to his helly. The pain staysd with him. He cama
Fully awake and, thinking he had cramp, stretched his body out. The
pain increased noticably with the movement. Kirk felt suweat break
aut on his body. The sheets became cold and clammy and
uncomfortable. He threw tham of f and tried to sit up on the edge of
the bed. A sharp wave af agony swept through the louwer half of his
body. He wrapped his arms arcund his body and groaned. The sweat
ran down his Face in cold beads; his legs were numb and raefused to
respond; it was impossible for him to walk.

Holding himself tightly he rolled off the bed and dropped to the
floor. The impact made him gasp. Inch by painful inch he draggs=d
nimself across the Floor into his offics and over to the desk. He
reached up, feeling For the intecrcom switch. The muscles of his
abdomen twisted themselves into knots and Jjerked the knots tight.
Kirk cried cut as lights burst in his head. His distant discammected
Fingers tippsd the rocker switch.

"Kirk... Xirk to bridge," he gasped, his voice sounding little
more than a croak, even to his own ears. No voice responded from the
intercom. Kirk became aware of a dead, hollow hum coming from the
machine. His fFingers fumbled to the next switch. "Kirk to sickbay.
Kirk ta..." Still there was only the warning sound aof a disconnected
channel. He collapsed, panting, onta the floor. Oizzying nausea
washed aver him. He retched, and vomited. A black gulf ygawned
nefore him and he Felt himself slipping cver its edge. Resolutely,
he dragged himself back.

Using one elbow as a lever he set cut to pull himself across the
miles of Floor that separated him From the door and the corridor
beyond. Interminably he crawled until the door towered above him.

He raised his hand towards it. With a light hiss of hydraulics it
slid back into the wall casing. Kirk dragged himself through it.

The night-dimmed corridor curved away in both directions,
humming with the warm, compstent siience of the ship. There was nc
distant sound, noc sight of anygone. Kirk got his head and shoulders
through the door and then laid his cheek on the cool metal of the
deck. The Jagged fangs and sharp-nailed fingers of pain reached up
and dragged him down beneath the level of consciousness.

When he awoke he still had ths pain, but it was not the
crippling wrenching pain of the night. It was a penetrating socaness
and an ache of bruised muscles deep inside his body. He breathed in
and his throat Felt as if it had been skinned raw. He lay flat on
his back on the sickbay examination table, dressed in clean hospital
issue pyjamas and cavered with a light sheet. He bBlinked up at the
light above his head and tried to 1ift a hand to his Facge. His
fingers and wrist felt a long way off, as if they kBelonged to someEcne
else. He guessad from the heaviness of his arm and the slowness of
his brain that he was drugged.
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Thers was mavemsnt somswherse cut of his range of vision., He
heard someoane get up out of a chair and walk quigtly across the floor
to his side. His eyes rolled in their sockets and he blinked. McCouy
towered over him, looking down from a great distance. Kirk swallowed
and tried to speak. His throat hurned. McCoy leaned down to his
level, his face swimming into Focus,

"Mon’t try to talk, Jim," he advised. "You'vae had a nasty time
aof it." He laid a reassuring hand on Kirk's shoulder,

Kirk looked at the hand curiously, necticing the carefully
scrubbed mails and the neat way all the little light brown bhairs lay
the same way, all the way from the back of the doctor’s hand to where
they vanished beneath the short sleeve of his tunic. He realised his
mind was wandering, and fought hack the Fogginess.

"Orink..." he croaked hoarsely.

McCoy straightened and vanished, but he was hack in a mament
holding a glass of water. He supportsd Kirk’s shoulders with one arm
and allowsd him to take three small sips befors taking the glass
Firmly away and lowering him back ontoc the bed. The drink, scant
though it was, eased Kirk's throat.

HEongs, what hit me?" he gasped.

"Sgsh, " McCoy bushed him. “"Yow were in guite a2 mess when they
brought you in last night. I had to clean your stomach ouwt for you.
That’s why wour throat hurts sa much.”

"What... what.,..?"
"We don’t know what caused it yst., Soma form of enteritis, or
perhaps it was Jjust scmething you ate. 1 sent some samples down to

the labs. Results shouwld be back in a couple of hours.”
"Spock?” Kirk asked weakly.

"Oh, he came in, looked at you and gruntsd a few times, then
went out again. He’'s on the bridge now, s I gusss he's taking care
of things. You can just lie gquiet and take it easy for a while.”

Kirk managed a frail grin and nodded. ‘*What about... the damags
in sngineering?™"

"Seotty’s Fixing it up. The man who was injursd had two burned
arms and concussion, He’ll be all right in & week or twa. ah..."
McCoy looked up. "Hare’s Nurss Chapel coms to give ygou a wash and
brush up, and then we’ll see if you can stomach a little liquid
neourishment. "

As it happened, Kirk proved able to take nourishment, indeed the
thick white fluid did almaost nothing to alleviate a growing hunger.
Afterwards he had a short deep sleep and by the time Spock reappsared
in sickbay at about mid-morning, Kirk was sitting up in bed and
looking decidedly more cheerful.

The VUulcan walked to the end of the bed and locked along its
length at him. "You ara recovering from your indisposition,
Captain?!

"Thank you, yess, Mr., Spock," Kirk whispersd, and gestured to nhis
throat. "I'm afraid I don’t have much voice this morning - Mcloy
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took the skin off my gizzard."
"I quite understand, Captain,. I have come to assure yow that
there is na need to concern yourself over the welfare of the ship or

the crew."

“No, [’'m sure there isn’t, Mr.Spock, " Kirk agreed. "But there
is gne thing uou can do for ma."

Spock raised an eyshraw. "Captain?®

"The intsrcom unit in my guarters is malfunctioning. Last
night, when I needed help, 1 couldn’t make anyone hear.”

1711 see to it that the fault is rectified immediately.”

McCay came out of his office and looked up from the report pad

he was reading. "0Oh, hello, Spock.”

"Good morning, Doctor. I came toc inquire after the captain’s
health."

Mgell. .. " McCoy locked at Kirk., "You can see for yourself, he

looks a darn sight better than he did first thing this morning. A
day’s rest and he’ll be back on his Fegt."

"l ass than a day, if I have anything to say about it," Kirk
grunted. "I'm getting bed sores already.”

McCoy chuckled, but knowing him as he did Kirk noticed that the
laughter did not quite extend to his syes.

"Doctor.” Spock turned from the bed as if he bhad had an
afterthought to his visit. "I would trouble you for one of your
headache tablets hefore I leave."

"Oh?" McCoy lookesd up at him, his fFace taking on an immediste
expression of concern. He knew how rarely the Vulcan desired or
admitted the need For medication. "Are you sickening?" hs asked.
"M gt me look at you.

Spock shcok his head and backed away. "Therse’s no nesd of that,
Ooctor, it’'s merely a headache.”

"I'm the doctor around here, " MeCoy said, putting the rsport pad
down. “I’11 judge what’s wrong with you and what I give you for it.
9it down in a chaic.”

Spock looked unhappily towards his captain, his face pleading.

"Oo as the man says, Spock,” Kirk teld him. “As he says, N8 is
the doctor."

Spock sank, stiff-backed and wary, into a chair, suy=ing MclCoy’s
approach with a medipal scanner fraom pensath his eyebrows. The
doctor sst the small device spinning and passed it over the Uulcan's
head and neck.

"There deesn’'t seem to be anything wrong, " ha admitted. "1'11
give you your tablets.”

With a bad grace Spock accepted the two small yellow pills into
the palm of his hand and beat a rapid if dignified retreat.
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Kirk shook his head reproachfully. "That wasn’'t really
necessary. You know how he hates to be gxaminead."”

"Oh, I know all right, " McCoy agreed, grinning, "but it dossn’t
do him any harm to submit that pride of his once in a8 while."

"You Jjust enjoy tormenting him.®
McCoy chuckled wickedly and then sobered as his syes fell once

more an the report pad. He picked it up and scowled at what was
written there.

"Jim, " he said, "this stomach trouble of yours. From the lab
reports it looks like something you ate caused 1it."

Kirk fFrowned deeply. "I don’t see how that can be. I only had
a steak. The kitchens are...”

"Npm. No, I don’t mean that." Mcloy broks his oun rule and sat
an the side of the bed. ‘“According to this analysis rsport, the

samples From your stomach contained traces of aAtusic acid.”
"That’s a poison, isn’t it?"

"It's used For a lot of things. Some farms of plant life thrive
on it, and it kills those nasty white grubs that iive under your
skin, the ones that ariginated in the Orion system. But taken
internally it is a poisgn, Small doses over a long periaod accumulate
with much the sams result as lead poisaning. Larger doses hring on
the experiences you went though last night, extreme pain, numbness in
the limbs, sickness. 1F it's not treated in time it can lead to coma
and death.”

"In that case," said Kirk, "I have to thank you for your prompt
action.”

"a1l part of the service. Tha thing that worries me is, how did
Aatusic acid get into your stomach?"

"Where’s it kept?"

"Wgll, there’s some in the labs. It’s stored as dry crystals,
quite inert until dissolved in an activating agent. Once in a
concentrated Fluid form you could have saten it with gour food ar
drunk it in your coffes. It's quite tasteless. The question is, how
did it get there?"

Kirk thought for a long moment and then slowly shook his head.
"I don’t know, Bones. I just don’t know. Some sort of... accident?”

"Hm! " McCoy snorted. “Ancother of the great unsolved mysteriss,
I expect, but 1'll ask a few questions round and about.®

"Oo that," Kirk agreed. "And gyou’d hetter get those food
dispensers checked, Jjust in case.”

Kirk ate a very light lunch of what McCoy choss to call sclid
food, although Kirk, looking at the slap, could think of several far
more apt descriptions. Howsver to please the doctor and sxpedite his
relesase from sickbay he swallowed it down. It gave him a pain in the
belly for a while, but then that weni suay and he felt comfortably
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replete. He dozed For half the afternoon, and then boredom set in,
Sickbay, when no-one but yourself was sick, was nat ths most
interesting place to spend ane’'s time!

He tackled McCoy about it, and after much argument and cbjecticon
persuaded him that he was well encugh to make his way to the bridge.

Kirk found that the ship was operating with the usual standard
of efficiency despite his abssnce. He sat down in the command seat
and Spock came down from the computer and stood beside him,

"Maintaining courss and speed, Captain., Damage control party
estimates nine hours For the completion of repairs toc the enginggring
sectian. !

"UYery good, Mr. Spock. Is there any indication of what caussd
the damage?™!

"a Faulty Fail-safe circuit, sircr. Mr. Scott is in the process
of rectifying it.”

"Good." Kirk leansd back. "1’'ll take gver here for a whils.
You go below decks and take a break."

Spock looked at him dowbtfully. "IF ycu'rs sure..."
"I'm sure,"” Kirk grinmed. "Go ahsad."

Spock nodded and turned, heading not ungratefully for the
turbolift.

As the doors closed behind him the pain in his head that had
been troubling him all day increased abruptly. Alone as he was, he
was able momentarily to allow his defances to drop. He closed his
gyes and leaned his burning forehead against the cool metal of the
wall,

Kirk looked at the stmadily marching stars on the screen in
Frant af him. They never failed to cast their spell of fascination
aver him. Their differsnces in size, colour and configuration wers
gndless in their variety. They appearesd from nothing in the central
vortex of the screen, suwuelled steadily as the starship approached,
and then passed off the edge of the screen and Fell bghind as they
passed out of the range of the forward scanner,

After a while Kirk got up and walked around the bridge balcony,
looking over the shouwlders of the crew at the multitude of lights on

the consoles. He stopped beside Uhura. "Any word from Starfleet,
Lisutenant?!
"Negative, Captain. Nothing since the routine acknowledgemsnt

of our last message."

Kirk nocdded and moved on. He found that the boredom had
travelled up From sickbay with him. He was a man of action, and
inactivity proved infinitely wearying.

"™r. Sulu, increase spe=sd to warp factor four, " he ordered.
"Lt. Uhura, if I'm neseded I'1l1 Be in engineering.”

"Yas, sir.”



51

The turbolift doors closed bhehind him. He took hold of the
metal lever and twisted it until the light glowed. "Engirneering
level,Y he ordered.

The lift generator responded with a mounting whine and he
experiesnced a slight lightening of the stomach as the cage dropped
intp the descent shaft. He sensed immediately that there was
scmething wrong. He could hear the discordance in the scund of the
motor., Before he could do angthing the cage gave a violent jerk that
knocked him off his fest and sent him sprawling across the floor. He
felt light-headed, nauseated, disorientated. He was dropping with
tremandous speed towards the bottom of the shaft. He struggled tao
his feet and pulled himself round the walls, using the levers as
hand~-holds. With the heel of his hand he rammed in the manual
control circuit. The cage shuddersd as the brakes came on, and
wobbled viglently in its own slipstream. Kirk felt it slowing down
and took a deep breath, becoming aware of the sweat that was growing
cold aon his skin.

The lift cage lurched again, shunting suddenly sideways hefore
it had actually come to a halt. Kirk grahbbed once more for the lever
and missed. He staggersd and landed once more, with bruising force,
on the floer., He could hear the gernerator racing wildly beyond the
walls and the cage smoothly began to pick up spesed again, Kirk
clambered cnto his hands and knees. The air was screaming past
cutside. Kirk crawled forward, struggling against the speed that
drove him back. The flesh rippled across his cheeks and his lips
drew back from his teeth in an involuntary snarli. It was becoming
difficult to breathe. He reached up with suwegating fingers to the
manual controel. He presssd it and once more the cage bhegan to slow
down. This time he kept a firm hold until it had slid toc a complete
halt and the doors opened.

He staggered cut, his legs numb Jjelly bensath him, and drove
himself to the nearest intercom. "XKirk to bridge,” he gasped.
"Sulu, go te the environmental control unit and turn of £ the sntirs
turbolift system. It’'s not to bhe used until it’s been entirely
checked ocut.”

"Yes, Laptain, " Sulu said, sounding surprised.

Kirk took a deep breath to steady himself and pressed anothar
button. "Kirk to enginssering.”

Therz was a pause. "Enginesring. Scott heres. "

"Scotty, dstail some men to check the turbolift systam.”

"Whatever's the matter with it, sir?"

"I don’t know, hbut it just nearly killsd me."

"I1’1]1 get some meEn an it right away."

Still shaken, Kirk made his way by means of the campanionway
ladders to deck 7 and sickbay. McCoy took gne look at his pale face,

pushed him promptly down in a chair and poured a stiff drink.

"Medicinal purposes, " he said, holding cut the glass. "What
happsned?™"

Kirk swallowed the brandy in a gulp. It made him fezsl better.
"Turbelift,” he said. "Nearly made pulg of me.®
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Mcloy frowned. "Have you done something about it7?"

"It’s put of action. Scotty’s seeing to it.v

"Hmm, " McCoy grumbled. "“You sesm to be making a habit of narrow
squeaks . "

Kirk managed a weak grin. '"Some vacation," he agreed.

Kirk scowled at the report pad. "I don’t understand," he said.

What can it mean?"

"I wouldn’t like to say about the implications of it, sirc, "
Scott said, "but the Facts are what they are, The turbolift control
was programmed to disassociate itself on the receipt of yogur voice
pattarn.”

Kirk shock his head. "But that’s impossible. What... who...
could have dons that?"

"1 don’t know, sir. But whoever it was was highly skilled and
had a complete knowledge of the computer system. [t was a beautiful
Job." Scott sighed with grudging admiration.

"Captain, the same can be said for the intercom in your
gquartsrs," Spock said. "That too was sabotazged, and by an expert.*®

Kirk looked at him and then stared down at the repaort pad again
with bewilderment and dismay.

"You’ve got to Face . it, Jim," MeCoy said gravely. YSomzogne
aboard this ship is out For your life. That Atusic acid didn’t get
into your food hy accident. Somebody put it there, that much is
obvinus now, and then fixed the intercom so that you couldn’t call
For help. And then this business with the turkolift. That’s tuwo
determined attempts to kill you.®

Kirk looked at each of his friends. "But wha? and why?"

"IF corractly svaluated, we should have sufficient data to

establish who," Spock said. "Perhaps then ws should discover the
reason why.”

"Wery goad, Mr. Spock," Kirk agreed, handing the report pad back
to Scott and making a concerted effort to pull himself together.,
"Bather all the information yow can from Scotty, McCoy, the lahs, the
damaged esquipment, and run it through the computer for analysis. I
want to get to the bottom of this, and as scon as possible. !

Spock inclined his head. "Acknowladgesd, Captain.®

For Spock sleep was impossible. All through the long night he
lay on the teop of his bed, his hands at his sides clenched and
tuisted in the covers, and he sufferad. Pain lanced through his
tempnles with Fine needles of Fire, piercing deep into his hrain. He
stared up unsgeingly at the ceiling, and unbeknown to himself, he
uttered little whimperings of agony.
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Kirk pressed the button of the wall intercom and spoke to the
bridgs. "Kirk here. Give me the First afficer."

"He’'s not hers, sir. He went down to the phuysics lab. Shall I
call him For you?"

"Er, no, Lisutesnant, 1’Ll go alcng thers. Kirk out."

Kirk made his way along the curving corridor to the door of the
laboratory. The room was large, brightly lit and humming guistly
with the sound of idling equipment. It was alsa empty. Thers was no
sign of the Vulcan anywhere. The door closed gquietly behind him,

"Spock?" Kirk called. "Mr. Spock?"

There was no reply. Kirk started across to the door on the far
side, picking his way hstween the work benches.

There was a soft clicking sound from the side of the room,
"Spock? !

Kirk turned. Thers was no-one there, conly the yawning hlack
opening of the pressure chamber door. Kirk went cver and pesred
insids.

"Mr. Spock?" he inquired.

There was no response from the Uulcan, but again he heard ths
clicking sound coming from the back of the chamber. Kirk ducked
inside and went to find out what was making the noise.

He never did actually discover the cause of that =lusive sound.
The pressure chamber also doubled as a wind tunnel, and was
Frequently used as a combination of bath, Consequently it was both
solidly constructed and long. Kirk was two-thirds of the way alang
it when the circular door behind him slid across the aopening and
dogged tight. Immediately Kirk heard the sound of pumps starting up
and the hiss of air being sucked out through the valves. He started
tc run back towards the entrance, already feeling the pressurs drop
on his skin, and cursing himself For a Fool. Now that the trap was
sprung it was only too obvious.

There was a thick crystaline port in the door, necessary for
direct visual ophservation of the sxperiments. Kirk's ears ware
tingling as he reached it. He sucked at the rarifying air and peered
through the port, at the same time pounding an the unyielding metal
with his fists. Through the port he could sse the Vulcan sprawled on
the fleor, either uncaonsciocus or dead, Kirk couldn’t determine which.

There was a singing in his head and his sars wsre hurting.
Sgmething warm ran down his neck, tickling. He put up a hand and his
Fingers came sway wet and red. He hammsred on the door, shouting at
the top of his voice for help. He tried to draw a deep breath and
Found that there was almost no air left. Sirens sang maddeningly in
his head, the blood ran freely from his ears and nose, his syes Felt
as though they were being dragged from their sockets. His pounding
an the door became weaker, his shouting mere gasping.

Through a grey hazs he saw the door slide open and a
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white~coatsd lab assistant come through it. The man saw Spock laid
ocut on the floor and started towards him; then he caught sight of
Kirk’s bug-eyed, bloodstained face in the pressure chamber port, and
veered off, running for the control consocle,

Kirk’s lungs snatched at the air as it rushed hbhack into the
chamber. He sank to his knees as the door slid cpen, and
cancentrated on breathing. Just breathing.

The lab sesemed suddenly to be Ffull of people. Willing hands
helped him from the chamber and a8 chair was found for him. Someons
was calling wrgently over the intercom for a doctor. Kirk accepted a
tissue with shaking hands, and wiped some of the blocd from his Face.

"Spock?" he asked.

One of the men looked up From the Vulcan’s side. "He's
breathing, sir."

McCoy came through the doorway and looked round rapidly,
assessing the situation. His eyss swept aver Kirk and he knelt down

at Spock’'s side, fFeeling for a pulse. A medical team arrived with a
trolley. Moy waved them ogver.

"Get this man to sickbay," he ordered, "and be carsful with
him. Jim, you come with me."

Kirk stood up, and was glad eof Mcloy’s arm to steady him.

Meloy spent a considerable amount of time with Spock while
Christine Chapel bathed the blood from Xirk's face and neck. Then he
came and very thoroughly examined the captain’s ears.

"You can thank your lucky stars for your resilience,” he said
with an agitation that Kirk knew meant that he was rattled. “Another
Few seconds and you’'d have had burst eardrums and collapsed lungs.”

"And no future," Kirk added hanestly. “How’s Spock?"

McCoy looked towards the examinaticn tabkle whers the Uulcan
lay. "He’'s deeply unconscious,” he said, Frowning. "That’'s about
all I can say at the moment."

"Whoever locked me in that pressure chamber must have hit him."

McCoy looked at him oddly. "I don’t know about that," he said.

"What do you meant®

"There was no sign of a struggle in the lab, " Meloy said.
"Spock’s as strong as a bull bhuffalo. He wouldn’t have gone down

withowut a Fight.®

Kirk accepted a cup of coffee with a grateful grin and sipped at
it. "He must have heEen taken from bahind.”

"It would take one hell of a crack to fell Spock with a single
blow," McCoy remarked.

"Agreed. I don’t sse..."
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"Jim..." McCoy locksd at him sguarsly. "Thare isn’'t a mark on
Mim.®

Kirk put his cup down on the tabls, "Bones, " he said, '"what are
youw sayging?®

"I don’t know what I'm saying!" Mcloy shook his head, genuinely
bewildered. "I Just don’t know!"

“Well, what’s the matter with him? You'rs saying he's
uncanscious., is he... shamming it somehow?"' The words stuck in
XKirk’s throat.

“"Nag." Meloy shook his head. "He's in a coma, but [ can’t for
the life of me find cut why/ There’s not a bruise or a lump or a cut
anywhere. A blow hard encough to put him out like that would have
opened his skull."

"Have you considered... other causes?" Kirk asked. "What about
drugs? Gas?

"There’'s no trace of gas in his system. As for drugs, well,
1’ve sant samplaes of blood and urine to the labs, but someghow... I
doubt it."

The door slid cpesn and Scott came in, his Face lined with

worry. “Captain Kirk, are ye all right, man?" he asked, his concern
making him faorget all fermality and his accent burring.

"I'm fine, Scotty, Kirk assured him. "Our unfriendly friend
tried again. This time he almost made s double hit."

Scott looked puzzled and then turned his head with McCoy’s nod
and saw the Yulcan. "We've got to do something about this, " ha said

decisivaly, "or it’ll not stop wuntil ane or the hoth of ysou are
dead."

"Agreed, " Kirk said. "Spock had that data almost rgady to cun
through the computers. It looks as 1f yow’ll have to do it."

"Moctori " Christine called from the Vulcan’'s sids. "I think
he’s,.."

Spock stirred and 2 low shuddering groan came from him, He
raised both hands to his head and tri=sd at once to sit up. MclCoy
planted a hand firmly on sach showldsr and pushed him back ocnto the
bed.

"Lie still! " he ordered.

Spock Fought him momentarily and then relaxed. His head rolled
Feverishly. His lips parted, panting for breath.

"Yoau’'re in pain," McCoy said gently. "Where is it7? Tell me
where it hurts.®

Spock leoksd at him, his eyes bright. "My head," he said in a
tight, carefully controlled voice. "Pain..." He clgssed his eyss and
pressed his lips hard together.

"Sedative, nurse," Mcloy crdered. He passed a medical scanner
over the VYulcan’s skull and his frown deepened at the result.
Christine returned with a full hypo. "Just relax," McCoy said,
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applying the nozzle to the Vulcan’s shouwlder. "This’'ll =asa it."
Spock trigd to fFlinch away but Mcloy, knowing his phobia, held
Firm. "It’s all right - it won’t put you teo slsep."” He pushed the

plunger and there was a sharp hiss.

Spack’s syes closed and For a Full minute he lay still, his
hands twisted in the shest. Then he took a deep breath arnd relaxed.

He lookesd at MeCoy. "Tharnk yow, Doctor. For once ycur medication is
wslcoma."
MeCoy nodded guardedly. "You’'re welcome. Dg you feel up tao

answaering a few questions?™"

Spock’s eyes switched from his face to Kirk and Scott, standing
behind him. "I’m all right," he said.

McCoy stepped aside and Kirk took his place at the bedside.
"Spock, can you ramember what happened to you?"

Thers was a troubled lock in Spock’s eyes as he shook his head.
"Pain... in my head," heg said. "I was working in the lahb, and thers
was pain. I... don’t remember.”

“Ware you alone in the labh? Was thers anycne there with you?®

"No, Nobody there.”

Kirk frowned. There was something incaonsistent here, "The
pressure chamber - did you sge anygyone in the pressure chamber?!

Spock gazed at him, his almost black esuyes confused.,
"He doesn’t know what you’'re talking about, Jim," McCoy said.
"The drugs are getting to him and making him dopey, and he’s still in

pain. Let him rest g while and he might remsmbher more clearly.”

"All right," Kirk agreed, and laid a reassuring hand cn the
Vulcan’s shoulder. "You let McCoy take care of you for a while. You
hear?"

Speock nodded his head against the pillow. "I hear, Captain.®”
Kirk, Scott and McCoy withdrew to the far side aof the room.
"Keep a close sys on him, Bones," Kirk said slowly.

"Jim, you don’t think that fpock has anything to do with...?“

"T Just want a closse sye kept on him," Kirk repsated. "He's a
friend of mine."

McCoy shrugged. "All right," he agreed.

Kirk nodded and left with Scott. They walked side by side to
the turboclift.

"The First Officer’'d give his life before he let anything happen

to you, sir," the sngineer said. "I'm sure he’s got nothing to do
with all of this."

"1 know all about his loyalty, Scotty. I don’t gquestion it for
a minute. But there’s something going on hers that none of us
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understand., 1 want you te run that data through ths computer First
chance you get. That might provide us with some answers."

"1’11 have it processed for you by morning, sirc."

Kirk nodded and took the turbolift to the bridge while Scott
made his own way to engineering.

Kirk spent the aftermnoon and gvening not exactly in fear, but he
was aware of a sort of tension within himself. He had supper with
McCoy in the officers’ wardroom, and afterwards, with a glass of
brandy warming in his hands, he felt his spine, aching from being
stiffened against an expected blow, begin to relax." How’s SpockTh
he asked.

"He was sleeping when I left. The pain in his head seemsed to be
easing."

"That's good., Has he said anygthing®®

"Ny, Any concerted attempt to guestion him upsets him., The
pairn increases again. But 1’11 be quite honest, Jim - [ don’t
bglieve he knows anygthing., Spock wouldn’t try tec murder anyonsz,
Least of all yous"

Kirk stared unrhappily into his glass. "1 know that, Bones. We
all... know that. But it doesn’'t bring us amny closer to a solution,
Scotty’s going to run sverything we’ve got through the computer. Ue
should have an ansuer by marning. I intend ta try and gst a goocd
night’s sleep before thean.®

McCoy yawned in sympathy. "That sounds like a good idea, 1’11
he heading for the sack myself befars long. I've got to go hack to
sickbay and makz a fimal check on Spock and change the dressings on
Chamberlain’s arm. He's not as comfortable as 1’d hoped.”

Kirk emptied his glass and pulled a grim face. "The way things
have turned out I keep wondering if that blast wasn’t meant for me in
same way. "

"You’'re getting morbid in your old age,” McocCoy said with a
grin. "Boodnight, Jim."

"Goodnight, Bonas.®

McCoy took the turbolift to sickbay and after disposing of their
glasses Kirk headed For his quarters.

The sickbay lights were dimmed. Mcloy locked arcund and his
eyes fegll at once on the rumpled sheets and empty sxamination table.

"Nurse! " he shouted. "Nurss Chapsl!™"

"ODoetorT!  Christine’s voice came From the office. They mst in
the dooruway. :

"Where’'s Mr. SpackT"

"But he's..." Christine looksed beyond him to the empty bed.
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"He was there," shz hreathed. "Just a few minwtes ago hg was there.,

McCoy gazed at her for one second and then walked quickly to the
intercom. "MsCoy to Security. The First OFFficsr is missing From
sickbay. He's got to be found and returned. He may he dangerous, so
be warned.”

"Acknowledged, Doctor," a veoics said detesrmindly.

Meloy flicked the switch off and then on again. "MecCoy to
Captain Kirk." Hez waited., There was ng rasponse from Kirk'’s
guarters. "McCoy to Captain Kirk! Jim!" Still there was no reply.
McCoy ran fFor the door. "I’ve got to get to him hefore Spock doss!®
he shouted back.

Kirk glanced behind him at the empty corridor. That was
becoming a habit. Reassured, he mades the last part of the Journey to
his quartars. The door opened for him and he was already hzalfway
through it when he heard the distant sound aof men’'s voices,
shouting. He turned, his mouth opening to voice a query. A tall
lean shadow loomed out of the dark room bkehind him, Kirk sensed the
movement and half turrned, his mind registering =2larm. Scomething
heavy and salid smashed down an the side of his hesad.

The blow was deflected by the turning motion of his body. Had
it not been his skull wouwld have hurst open. The object glanced off
hone and the momentum carried his assailant on past him. Kirk fell
to his knees, leaning forward on braced arms. Blood dripped from his
head onto his hands., He gouldrn’t see anything but he could hear
vaices, men’s volces, coming closer.

His attacker heard them also. He had turned to come at Kirk
again, but now he hesitated, listening. Kirk heard his rapid
hreathing but was unable to do anything. There was a swift decisiva
movement and Footsteps scunded in the corridar, walking rapidly
away. Someone shouted. The footsteps began to run., There was mgre
shouting and the shrill whine of a phaser beam. Kirk folded onto the
Floor and lay stilil.

McCoy ran to tha open deor and threw himself gnto his knees
heside Kirk’'s hody. He pullsd a2 pad from his medical kit and laid it
on the wound behind Kirk’'s ear, leaning an it, trying to stem the
bieeding with pressure.

"Bet that damned UYulcan! " he hissed. HGet bims"

Kirk came to very slowly. It was warm and dark and thers was a
soft warm bed under him. He felt drowsy and comfortabhle. His head
was complately numh and tightly bandaged. His esyes, when he tried to
open them, were very, very heavy. He blinked and his surroundings
swam into focus. He was in bed in the hospital ward in sickhay. He
drew a desp breath and rolled his hsad on the pillow. SomeEore movead
close at hand. A cool cloth dabhbed at his face.

"Lie very still, Captain,"” Christime Chapel’s voice said From a
pala oval that Floated above his Face.

The oval moved away and Kirk relapsed intoc a Fitful doze. When
he opened his eyes again theras wers two hazy out-of-focus fFaces above
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mim. One of them leaned close, and he recognisaed McCoy.
"BonesT" he mumbled fFrom lips that were mumb and senssless.
"Stay quist, Jim."
Kirk gripped his wrist. "I’m all right." He tried to pull
himself up, using McCoy’s wrist as a lever. He felt abruptly sick

and lay down again.

"That'1ll teach you," McCoy growled. "Now do as I tell you and
with 2 little luck and a great deal of my skill you'll be sll right."

Kirk raised a tentative hand to his head. "Somecne hit me, " he
sald, remembhering. "In my guarters, someone..."

"Our Wulgan friend, " Mooy nodded. "He's turned had on us,
Jim. He laid your head open to the bone. Ancther minute and he’d

have brained you."

Unaccountably Kirk fFelt something stinging his esyes. "Nal" he
said fervently. "Not Spock. He wouldn’t..."
"He was seen, Jim," MclCoy said gently. "Seen and shot at.

There's no doubt.®

Kirk closed his euyes and drew a long deep breath, struggling
hard with a concept that was utterly impossihle by anything he knew
and helieved, and yet was a proven fact. He let the breath cut with
a sigh and looked at Mcloy. “Where is he?'" hes asked.

"We don’t know. He moved too fast For us and got away. The
security details are searching the ship."

"I don’t want him hurt.”

“He won’t be, " McCoy assured him gently. "I want you to lie as
still as you can ~ there are a lot of stitches in your head. Do you
want a drug to help you sleep?”

"No, I don’t want to sleep.”

McCoyd nodded and straightened up. "aAll right," he agreed,
knowing that now was not the time to push his medical authority.
"But don't move around too much, Thers’ll be spcmeons within calling
distance all night." He moved away From the bed, gesturing to the
nurse to go with him. He paused briefly to look at the man sleeping
restlessly in the opposite hed and then vanishad through the door.

Left alone, Kirk closed his eyes and rolled his head away
despite the sorsness of the stitched wound. Suddenly he felt very
small and vulnerable and alone. His mind drifted back aver the
ysars. He and Spock had met on a2 dark shore on a dark distant
planet, twe young mern at the very aoutset of their careers, =ach full,
in his own way, of his own enthusiasm and ambitions. They had talked
and walked beside that tideless sea together, and looked at the
stars, and discussed the Future. They had not liked each other, not
then, not at once, but they had bath been aware of a rare attraction.

After that long evening they had met ssveral times on a variety
of Federation worlds and bases. They had had a nodding acgquaintance,
the odd exchanrnged word, two ships passing in the depths of eternal
night.
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When Kirk had come aboard the Enterprises, his First independent
starship command, the Vulcan had heen there, firmly established as
ship’'s First OFfficer. For a while they had fenced with =ach other
warily, and then settled down to a working relationship that had
matured and develaoped most satisfactorily, to the point where the
powers at Starfleet Command were loath to part them. They had become
twn men thinking and acting as one. Both had given and hoth had
received, and their friendship arnd loyalty had grown slowly,
naturally - or sc Kirk had thought until this night.

Now somsthing had snapped. N&/ No, he couldn’t belisve that,
eVEN NGw. It was more as if a wedge had been driven between them.
Kirk hoped fervaently that the fissure was not irreversible. At last,
exhausted by his trials, he fell into a fitful sleep.

The sickbay door cpened and a long dark shadow fell across the
egntrance, Christine Chapel locked up, and then laid down her stylus
and stoond up slowly. Spock looked at her from the doorway, his face
lost in the darkness. Only the high ridges of his cheekbones were
highlighted, twog bright stars in his eyes, a blue sheen acraoss his
hair. He moved very slightly, only as if breathing. Something
glinted in his hand, low down by his hip - the long, smoothly curved
blade of a Vulcan war sword,

Christine stood guite still and watched him, and for a long
moment he stood in the doorway and watched her. Then his syss
shifted, the glgam in them moving with them. He began to walk slowly
and silently towards the door of the ward as if stalking some wary
creatures.,

Christine backed away, wsing only her legs and keeping her body
gquite still. Spock didn’t seem to notice. The door to McCoy's
office opened behind her. "Doctor, " she said tightly. "Come
quickly!t?®

McCoy left his desk armd cama at anca. At the sound of her voics
Spock had stopped and turned., His eyes met Moloy’s. His face was
harsh lines and gaunt angles, his syss desply sunken into shaded
hollows., He wore the Vulcan mask of expressionlessness, but there
was something tortured in his countenance, something to be pitied.

"Spock, " Moloy said softly, "Come inte the office. Let's tzalk
this over.”

Spock turned away, not understanding, not hearirng, and continuesd
his slow advance on the ward door, the sword held loogsely at his
side.

"Stay here and don’t move," Mcloy told Christine, and went back
inte his office. She heard him speaking quickiy into his intercam.

"Security, get some men up here at the double. The Julcan's
here and he’s bent on blood!" Moments later he reappearsd, his Face
grim and a phaser in his hand. Christine gasped and wrung her hands
as he strode determindly across sickbay.,

Spock stopped at the end of Kirk’s hed, hesitated mamentarily zs
if undecided or... resisting? Then with both hands an the haft hs
swung the sword uwp.

Across the ward Chamberlain stirred, put a hand to his faorehead,
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cpened his eyes. He stared for a moment of frozen horror at tha
unhelisvable tableau and then he moved, throwing himself the length
of the bed. He leaped from the end of it, his bandaged arms
Flailing. He hit the Uulcan full in the back and they went doun
togethsr in the space between the beds., Chambheriain Felt Spock
wriggle lithely bensath him, fFelt the powerful surgs of muscles
throwing him easily aside. He lashed out at the black head with his
Farearms, gasping and gritting his teeth at the pain of the impact on
his burns.

Surprisingly, Spock cried out. He got his legs under him,
straightensd in a single movament and shook himself, breaking
Chamberlain’s grip and tossing him away. The crewman landed on his
arms, whimpering with pain.

Spock ignored him. In a smooth swooping gesture he retrieved
the sword from the floor and turned once more to Kirk, the
razor-sharp bhlade poised to swuoop down. Their eyss met, and the
sword stopped for a mament at the zenith of its upward sweep. Kirk
saw two things in the depths of the dark brown eyes. One he
recognised, an avil raging hatred; the other was the gentisnsss aof
the friend he knew struggling with the overuwhelming insanity in a
battle it could not hope to win,

McCoy Fired from the doorway, a shert but stunning burst of
green gnergy. 3Spock’s body hecame rigid as the cold green fire
Flowed over him and then, as it faded, hs folded slowly onto the
deck., The sward clattered from his hand.

MeCoy walked round the bed and knelit down on one knee beside
him, feeling for a pulse. Having found it and satisfied himself that
it was regular and strong, he picked the sword up gingerly by the
hilt. The thin lethal blade glinted.

Boots pounded across the sickbay Floor and three red-shirted
security guards appeared in the doorway, phasers drawun. Mooy
gestured to the ingert hody of tha Yulcan, "Take him out," he said
softly.

"He’'s insane, Jim," McCoy said. ’"Murderously, and as Far as I
can tall, incurably insane. The only place For him is an

institution.,®

"No, Bones." Kirk shock his still sore and heavy head. "He's
naot mad. She’s the aone that’s mad. She's the one that’s detsrmined
to kill me. To get what she censiders her just revengs."

"She? "

"The weman. Do you remember what she said? ‘Wheersver you
travel, my curse will travel with you.,' She mesant what she said.
Bon’t you see? Wherever I go, Spock goes too. She did... something
to his mind. She has control of his body. 1 saw... her... in his
gyes, and he was Fighting her with every ounce of strength he had.*®

"I don’t know if that’'s possible, " Mcloy said doubtfully.
"Spock’s not susceptible to hypnosis, that mind of his won’'t submit.
And he has a very high pain threshold.”

"Arnd yet those headaches he's been having have put him in
agany," Kirk reminded him. "She must bhe able to sxXercise immense
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power over him to induce pain like that. She must use pain to
contral him.®

"More likely those headaches he’s been having are produced by
Spock’s own efforts to fight her influence. As 1 said, his mind
doesn’t subhmit.,"

Kirk looked at him. "I don’t believe he’s aware of what she’s
been making him do. It must be saomething that goes deeper than
hyprnotism. Scmething fundamental."

McCoy frownsd deeply. "If that’s true,” he said, "there’s
nothing we can do for him. We’'re just not advanced enough, medically
or scientifically, to interfere with those deeper levels of a man’s
mind. And the Vulcan mind is ane of the most complex known Lo man,”

The intercom bleeped and Scott’'s face appeared on the screen,
the lights of the computer glaowing behind his head. "I’va Just run
the computer analysis, sir, but I don’t suppose you'll be needin’ the
result now.”

"It's what we sxpected, Scotty?"

"Aye. Thinkin’ back on it, it was as clear as day. The First
Officer was the conly one with the technical skill to rig the
turbolift control that way."

"We often fail to see the obvious, Scotty, especially if it’s
something we don’t want to recognise. Don't worry about it.*

"Aye, sir." Scott’s unhappy Face Faded and the screen bhacams
blank once more.

"The woman, using Spock’s own skills and knowlsdgs to make him
destroy me,” Kirk said.

"And after you, what else?" McocCoy asked. "The Enterprisa? Thse
Federation?"

"There’'s a good deal of damage he could do.®

"The only thing we can do is get him to a Starbase. Hand him
over to a proper psychiatric hospital. I can’t help him. I don't
know how."

"No. We can’t do anything fFor him, but maybe he can do
something for himself .t

They stopped side by side in the doorway. The VYulcan lay
unresisting now, his arms and body secured to a hard mattress with
tight unyielding black straps. The pain-driven fury with which he
had fought for his freedom when his senses First returned was gone,
drained ocut of him., His fFace was turred away Ffrom them and the
tension in his neck made the tendons protrude like thick cords.

"Can I talk to him7?" Kirk asked.

. "You can try, but I don’t guarantee the responss. He's in a
great deal of pain. Nothing I can do seems to sase it."

Kirk nodded and walked saftly aver to the bed. "Spock," he said
gently. "Spock, do ycu hear me?®
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The black head of hair rolled agzinst the pillowless mattress.
Spock’s slanted syes were bright with pain, but lucid. He recognised
Kirk.

"Captain?" he inguired. "What’s wrong with me? Why am I under
restraint? No-ogne will tell me.”" There was trust and honesty in his
face, and Kirk knew that he truthfully didn’t understand what was
happening toc him.

"Wou tried to kill me," he said frenkly. "Several times,"

The change of expression that came over Spock’s face was
terrible to behold. His lips parted and then clossad again, His suyes
Filled with utter bewilderment, Fixed on Kirk’s face. Then,
gradually, another expression replaced it, orne of distress.

"Nao, Jim." Spock shook his head slightly. "Nag, I..."

"It’s not your fault," Kirk told him gently. "Your mind is
being taken out of your control. Youw’'re being made to do it against
your will. Do you remember what that woman said about hsr curse?"

Spock nodded. "1 remember," he said, arnd then his whole body
jerked against the straps. His face twisted and a sharp hreath
screamed in through clenched teeth. Xirk and Meloy winced in
sympathy . Spock muttered scmething in Vulcan, tossed his head and
then repeated it more forcefully.

“What did he say?" McCoy asked.

Xirk rubbed the back of his hand across his mouth. "The pain,
the pain,” he translated.

Spock turned his head to look at him. There was a trace of
sweat glistening on his upper lip. "Th=2 waman... has my mind?"

"In some way we don’t understand, yes,” Kirk sxplained. "MeCoy
says there’s nothing we can do to free you aof her. But there might
be something you can do.®"

Vary slightly, Spock nodded. "I understand you, Jim," he said,
and closed his syes with a gasp. His breathing rasped a maoment, in
and gut, and then steadied., He releassd a long pent breath and far a
long time remained quite still.

The minutes dragged by in silence, and his esyes remained

closed. Then he sighed and looked at Kirk. "¥Yes," he breathed in
almost a whisper. "She’'s thers. I can fe=l her."
"Can you... drive her out?"

"I dan’t krnow. I can try.™

Kirk touched his arm reassuringly. "We'll be heare., "

Spock fixed his eyss trustingly on Kirk’s face and then closed
them as if going gently to sleep. His body relaxed., Meloy produced

a tissue and carefully began to dab away the beads of sweat that
formed on the Vulcan’'s brow,

Deliterately Spock utilized the Inherited abilities of his
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ancestors and rank hisx awareness beyond the copscious lewvel of nind.
There were the regions he knew and consciourly ordersd and cared
for. Here was stored his knowledge and experignce, ranked ready for
reference and use. He could hth likened it to & well-stocked
tibrary, gach shel? and each rsection neatly labelled and
chross-referenced. Thisy was hizx Jdomain where no-ong dared intrude.
There wasx no dJdanger to him heres

He moved deeper Iinto an area he was less sure of, but one he
rarely gquestioned. Here was Implanted the strict training of VYulcan
whildhood, the blocks and prohbhibitions of bis yvodth., He knew hetésr
than to tamper with these. They were the very foundations upon which
his existence was based, the bulwarks without which the contlict of
hiz mixed heritage would Flood in on him on an overwhelming tide,
bripging with them irreconcilable insanity. Here bhe dared do nothing
but ohserve Iin awe and wonder &t the strength of hisy own mind.

escended still Ffurther, entering the limbo where instinct
preferrad not to examine himself¥ too closely. Here

was @ place where there was no control, little reason or order, and
the confusion and senselssspesy Jdismayed him and made him ashamed.
Fear raled pere, the patural drive to retreat Ffrom Jdanger, to defeng
one's life above 8ll else, to hide from unplegsantness and
embharrassment. Spock passed by here with uncomfortable haste, on
into the region bhe mosxt despised, and most feared.

Supeprstition. A thing that Fpock would not admit existed ewven
to hissels., 1t lurked here in the very well of the depths of his
mind. All the primaeval terrors of his people, buried out of sight,
Ignored, denied, but in Spock brought to agwareness by the blood of
his mather. Unlike his Vulcen forefathers he found It Iimpossikble to
arush them Iinto oblivion beneath the iron-clad beel of logic. Always
there was that tiny lingering Jdoubt that sustained thelir existence.

He walked tentative!y here, tiptosing in the vaulting chambers,
Empty they were there was nothing to see or bhegar to confirm or
FJisprove the ana .H:ni‘ ancestral rfears.

Something stirred Iin the blackest corner like a sleepy cat.

"Come out," Spock ordered. For a moment thers was no response.
"Come outst

There was a stretching movement and she emsrged From the
shadows. He saw the essence of her, with her slit green syes and the
flowing dark curtain of her hair.

"So you have come to find me," she said. "I doubted Iif you
woula.”

"I krnow you now., I do not fear you. I have come to cast you
out. Jou will leawve now."

She smiled a thin wmirthless smile that lIit her syes frow
within. "I shall remain with you until your Captain is dead by your
hand. Until your ship is destroyed and your Federation set at odds.
You are a toeol., I will use vou. You wannot resist."

"No. I am not your puppet and I refuse to do your hidding. VYou
will Ieave.,"

"Then it

e ust he a wvictor petwesn vou and me," she
said. "When that
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Jed, then so shall Kirk's fate hLHe."
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Yex," he agreed uncompromisingly.

"However," she went on, "if we are t0 fight it will be onrn my
ground and in my mannepr."

Spock experienced & very odd sensation, It wazx as 17 he was
Falling & long long way without any actual passage through space
time. He descended into and through @ dimension which was
Incomprehensible to him.

or

McCoy wiped the freely flowing sw=at from the Yulcan’s Face and
dropped the saturated swab into the already Filled basin., Kirk
looked across the bed at him.

"l1t’'s been three hours," he said. "How much longer can he stand
Wp to this®»

Meloy laid his hand low down on the left side of Spock's chest,
Feeling for the rapid throb of the Uulcan’s heart. YHe's wnder
terrific strain. His heart’s racing away. The pain must be
unimaginahbles . ®

Kirk looked at the wet pale face of his officer. "What's going
on?" he grated, "What’'s happening?"

"They’re fighting each other for their existencs," McCoy said.
"Only ane of them can survive. The sanity of the other will be
irretrievably lost. Neither of tham can suffer defeat and exist in
the rational universe mercrsaly at the tolerance of the gther.®

Kirk himself swabbsd the sweat from the Yulcan’'s face., "e
don’t know her strength,” he said fretfully.

"No, " McCoy agreed, "but neither do we truly know his, "

AR cry wrenched itself from Spaock’s lips. His bedy arched
upwards, bruising against the straps. His Fists clenched, his nails
digging through the skin of his palms.

Kirk leared close to him. “We’re heras, Spock," he said softly.
"The docter and I, we're hers."

[f the Uulcan heard he was incapable of giving any sign. He
twisted, as if trying to free himself physically from the pain inside
his skwll, The straps strained, and held.

It scemed that he stood in a vaxt chamber carved out of the
living rock, Light sifted in from an unsecable source, dimly
Illuminating the rough brown facets. Thers was coarse sand heneath
him, and high above the walls leaned togsther to form a ceiling.

"This is your battleficld?" he asked. “"With what do we Fight?"
The woman™s volce chuckled From nowhere, and everywhere, and
that was his only response.

There was nothing else for him to Jdo kut to procsed. It was as
iIf he floated. He moved whichever way he wished nerely by willing it
to bLe s0. All his senses were functioning, all his facultiesr were
present, and yet he kpew that this place with all ity sights and




&5

sounds and feelings was merely a production of the imagination., His
or hers, he was not sure which. Anything that bhe gxperienced here
would aenly actually happern Iin as much as he was aware of Its
QUCUNrFETICE .,

The walls of the chamber became indistinct. There was a blue
mist rising up odt of the ground around him. He stopped moving and
rerained gquite still, waiting. The mist thickened., Swirling
tendrils twisted and knotted, ohliterating 2ll perception of
Fistance.

He was expecting attack, but not in the form or from the
direction from which it came. He realised abruptly how alope he
was. His existence, bhis former life aboard the Enterprise, seemed
infinitely far away and unimaginably long ago. There was no~one
here, or anywhere, who cared where he was or what was happening to
him. An ache Fformed itself in his gut. Loneliness descended upon
him, wrapping him Iin deep folds of Jdespair.

He remembered how once, & long time ago, there had been a man
named... Kirk? Yes, that bad been his name. They had been close, In
a pasculine sort of way. They had had & good relationship., He
recalled the way Kirk had looked at him sometimes with a tolerant
half smile that hed understood the way his own mixed heritage could
tear him apart. PFRut Kirk was gone now, he could see his face only
dimly.

and there was another, too. A woman, even further back in tine,
who had held bim so close against her and spoken soft words and gven
sung the sighing lullakies of her home world wistfully to an alien
=hild who could not understand and had only come to appreciate what
she had done so0 long afterwards that he wanted to weep.

He struggled to Ffight hack the tears, all the while cursing
himself for an emotional fool, but the faces of his mother and Jim
Kirk floated before hinm, haunting spectres from a time he could
hargly remember.

and then he felt pain, and with it fear, the terror of physical
injury to add to mental torment. He lifted his hands before his
face. They had been dipped Iin acid. The skin peeled back, the flezh
melting and dissalving away to Ieave exposed hones. He stared with
terror and frozen horror, too numbed to feel the pain.

Part of his mind screaned out a warning. He testered on the
edge of insanity. His kody was rotting, falling away before bhis
ey

Karas

8 single cold clear thought cut through the panic like a knife.
He had no body. His physical form lay on an examination tabkle in the
care of his friends.

His friends! Abruptly it became clear to him., He remembered
his carlier assessment., Everything that occurred was no mord or less
than pure mental experience., In the physical senpse it wax unreal.

He had no hands. He just didn't beliecve It. He knew it/ The
melting stumps wvanished. Nor could there be any pain. The agony
ceased,

Spock began to understand the environment. He wondered about
the Rlue mist., The pist remained. It seemned that positive thought
was the essence of control., He decided that thers was no mist.
There was a powerful resistance fighting against him, and then the
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air cleared. He was once mpore Iin the vast pock chamber.

He Pesmame Cthoughtful, considering what he had learned. The
environment was not static., It could be altered to mest the Jdemands
of whoever's will was the stronger. Spock decreed that it would be
darker, much darker. Despite the furious resistance of the woman,
the light dimmed. Satisfied of his ability Zpock set to work in the
Farhness.

When it was Finished he moved bhack Into the despest shadows and
waited patiently for hsr to come. He was confident, but not carsless
- that he could not afford. This was a& place that she had created,
ard he was here at her bldding: she might have more resources yet
With which to surprise him. She had driven him once, mentally, to
his knees by using his Iipherited epotions against him. Had she not
nade that one mistake Iin her inpatience to conguer him, he would have
heen at her mercy. And she had none.

The came at last, moving softly in the daerkness along the path
that he had created for ber. He obrerved her with a detached
clinical interest, for he knew that she would go to the very edge of
the pit, and then he would have her. She appeared as he had Ffirst
seen her, a long pale high-cheekboned face, straight smoothly Jdrapsd
hlack hair and the boring, slightly glowing emperald syex.

She hesitated, as If she sensed that he was nearky, and then she
moved forward once more, Jrawn compulsively to look down into the
heart of the rsickening monstrosity that lay in the Lottom of the
pit. &he recoiled and turned to flee in horror and revulsion, hut bs
was there hkehind her, cutting off her retreat.

"Now you will leave," he said for the third time.

Passionately insane fury argued with her fear for a moment,

wan., "I will not," she said defiantly.
He shrugged. "Your alternative lliex down there.,"
"You are not stronger than I/ It wars an accusation.

"Wo., I cannot Jdo what vou heve Rohisved. I merely bhave
superior control over this epvironment which you have created.”

"Wou have created that thing’ Now yvou must gxiszt with it/ If
it ever escapgd rfrom there It would destroy your sanity witerly.”

"I know," he agreed. "Rut it cannot escape. And no more could
you"

YWou would imprison me with...that /" she asked.

"You have another choice. Leave,!

"That would cost me my own sanity’/"

"Wes, Rut is that not a preferable alternative?

She stared behind her into the pit, and then she lashed at hinm
with vicious desperation, Almost nornchalantly he retaliated, hurling

ber back to the very lip af the pit.

"Choose," he said.
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The wonan drew herself up very tall. "Yery well," she said. Wy
will go. But I pity you, existing with the oreagtion of that/®

 Her image shimmered and Jdiminished to & single speck, the colour
and brightness of her eyes, and then winked out. He heard the echo
af her Ffirst insane shrisk echoing back, and then he wasx alone. He
looked at #he thing in the pit almost with Indifference, and it
regarded him in much the same way. They were well uxed o each
other, Then bhe turnsd and wearlly began to make his way back.

MeCoy came cut of the ward and returned the smpty hypo to the
dish on the table. "Arnother nightmare, " h= said, "I've quistened
him now. We'd hest leave him in peace.'

Kirk nodded. "Will he be all right?"

McCoy didn’t laook at him. He starsd down at the table top,
Frowuning deeply.

"He will be all right, Bones?"

McCoy sighed. "I think he’il be =211l right," he said. "It’1l
take time, A man’s mind heals only slowly. But sventually... with
care... he’ll be back to his usual cheerful light-hearted self."

Kirk met his eyes gravely. "You’res sure abaut that?"

"ODamn it, I have to be sure! Otherwise he’d have to he put
ashore. But I'm not saying he’ll not carry a scar. A lot went on in
the deeper levels of his mind that you and 1’11 never know about, and
wouldn't understand even if we did. 1 don’t think he’ll ever get
completely over it. Hea’ll...remember."

And that was what Kirk had to accept. "All right, Baones, " hea
said. “YWe’'ve got ten days left of our sc-called vacatian, I zan’t
think of anygthing better to do with the time than help a friend
forget a bad memory. Can you?”

McCoy gazed a wistful moment at the ranks of skulls on his
shelf.

"No," he agreed. "I can’t."




é@éﬁ The Rea Carpel Treatmen!

Captain James T, Kirk, master of the Starship Enterprises, had
left the gfficial reception early. He’'d felt guillty about doing so,
but he had had a headache and the purple velvet night had seemed cool
and inviting. From amongst the array of ambassadors, diplomats and
Five star generals, heg had doubted that he’d be misssd.

The night was still dark and the bresze chilled his moist skin.
High up, he could sgg the stars winking. His head hurt intolerably
and now it was mores than a headache. He raised a tentative hand and
winced with the pain., His fFingers came away wet and sticky.

Under his back, the ground was uneven and small stones dug
through the cloth of his uniform jacket. The soft breeze Fanned his
cheek, and he realised that his mouth was parchment dry.

Gathering his strength, he used his hands and elbows to push
himself into a sitting position, The world spun dizzily and red
spots flashed in fronmt of his syes. The plackness threatened to
closs in again, and he put his head between his knees and Fought it
back manfully.

It had been aone hell of an evaning.

The day had gone smoothly enough. The ceremonials and speeches,
the parades and mestings had run on well ciled whsels and now the
Oritanians were well and truly members of the Federaticon. Taonight'’s
party had been the Final event in Kirk’s crowded schedule, and he had
bhasn glad to escape sarlier than he had planned to spend the hour cr
so gained walking in the famed gardens of Oritanis. Now hg wished
sincerely that he had stayed behind and got thoroughly drumk. At
least that way his head waouldn’'t hurt as much as it did now!

The blackness retreated and he opened his eyss. Slowly, his
visicn cleared. Blurs Fformed themselves into the slender intertwined
trunks of ornamental trees. Beneath him, the gravel of the path took
cn a meore normal granular appearance.  Kirk drew a deep hreath and
savoured the cold air in his burning lungs. His pulse beat pounded
in his head wound, and a lump of his hair, heavy with blood, fell
down cold across his fevered forehead., The chill of it brought him
back to his senses.

His right hand grabbed at the back of his belt. His
communicator was gone, bhut something else troubled him more. The
discrestly small phaser unit was also missing.

Now fully alert, he forced himself to his fest. He wavered and
swayed like a reed in a strong wind.

A fFew moments with his esyses closed helped steady him, and than
he looked down. The ground seemed a very, very long way off, but he
searched it diligently.

There was no sign of either mechanism.

With a sigh, he gave it up and started uncertainly back towards
the grand white pillared house. The trees whispered in the light
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nreeze and & smell of sweest oranges wafted round him. The path
wandered, and Kirk's steps wandered even more, often leaving the path
For the fine springy grass which, for some reascn, he remembered
never grew longer than an inch., A low branch swiped at his head and
made it spin again.

And then he was at the top of the rise and the silver sweesp of
drive curved away to the high white portico. There were still lights
blazing throughout the house, and through the open side of the
ballroam he could see tha sparkle and Flash of unifarms and flowing
gowns. The party was still in full swing. Kirk estimatsd that the
fourteen—-hour night could not be much more than half gone.

The house seemsd a hundred milas away and his legs felt like
lead, but he made it; yard by yard, dragging one foot in fFront of
the other. Half way, a shallow pool surrounding an glggant statue
provided watsr to wet his parched lips and to tip over his head
hefore he set off again.

An indeterminate and interminable time later he felt the first
of the shallow steps under his Feet. It was a surprise, and he
stumbled aoan it. He fFormed a cry in his stomach and throat, but when
he opened his mouth, nothing cams aut but a harsh croak. 0On his
hands and knees on the steps, he wonderesd about that., He wonderesd
just what he was doing there, and he wcondered at the blood that
seeped from a freshly-torn finger nail.

He pushed with his Feet and the stonework moved back under his
syes. One hand gver ths2 other he clawed himself forward, though he
nc longer krew why.

.Then thers was samething soft and red under his hands. He
Focused his eyes on it and made out the intricate woven pattern of a
carpet.

Somewhasrs, right at the end gf a long tunn=al, a woman’'s voice
screamed, long arnd piercing. There was a stricken silence and then a
growing rumblse of confused voices which swelled inside his head until
he Feared it would burst, and then died away into the blackness of
agblivion.

When he came to, the universe was red inside his =suelids and
somewhere in the back of his skull there was an incessant paunding
that was trying to krock him back over the lip of the bottomless pit
out of which he had Jjust climbed with such effort.

A voice close by said something, and the voice was familiar. He
knew it from a long time ago, a time hefore thz pain in his head had
come. He opened his syss experimentally and light pierced his
brain. Shapes moved and coalesced, there was a man’s face and he was
speaking. Kirk strained toc catch the words but thsy didn’'t szem to
make any sense.

Then, suddenly, a name came into his mind, a name that fitted
the face,

McCoy. The man’s name was McCoy, and Kirk had known him well.
Knew him well,

That was better. That scunded mor=z rcight.
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The man - MeCaoy - spoke again.,

PJim?P"

Kirk knew that name as well. It was his own. He opeEned his
mouth to speak and felt his lips crack. "M..,. McCay?"

A friendly hand was laid orn his shoulder. "Oon’t try to talk,

Jim,., We’'re taking care of you. You don’t have to worry about a
thirng.”

Kirk frownsd, and felt the wound in his head pull. He did have
to worry. There was a phaser missing, and it had to be found

gquickly.

The McCoy face Floated in front of him again, closer, clearer
row. Deliberately, Xirk fFormed werds with his lips. "Must find...
must look..."

"Now take it easy, Jim."

MeCoy would keep interrupting. [t destroyged his chain of
thought and made it so much more difficult to formulate what he had
to say.

There was something silver in the Mooy peErson’s hand., 1t came
closs, and passed cut of his range of vision., He tried to follow it,
but the movement of his eyss made his head spin again. There was a
touch on his shgoulder and a hissing noise accompanied by a sharp
prickling that was not painful but yst again, not pleasant. A warm
glow ariginated in the region, and spraad slowly through his body.
The pounding in his head receded and the ripples of a warm, sSoft sea
lapped against him,

Without conscious volition, he ralaxed into the warmth and the
darkness closed in gonce more.

Spock gazed icily at DfFel acrouss the bhroad polished top of the
commissianer’'s desk.

It was not passible to tell at that distance what the dritasian
was thinking. DfFel had the yellow, poreless skin of his race, the
wide cheskbones, inscrutable almond-celoured eyes and domed, ’
partially shaven head. He interlocksd his thin, knebbhle-knuckled
Fingers on the desk top and returned the Vulcan’s stars implacably.

His invitation to Spock, toc beam down and discuss thes events of
the previcus night, had had the ring of a command about it, anrnd to
add to the impressior, the uniformed Oritasians that stood on either
side of the door logked remarkably likse guards,

"I regret sincerely the death of Ambassador Rala, " Spock said
after considaration.

Ofel nodded. "So do we, Commander. Sa do we," it said in its
singing voice. He or she - Spock was nat sure which; in this odd
three-sexed society it didn’'t seem to matter., It fell silent and for

another long moment the two looked at each cther. Twao frown lines
despened across the bridge of Spock’s nose as his puzzlemant
increasead,
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"Wour Excellency, ! do not understand - "

"Ambhassador Aala was murdersed, " DFel said. "With one of your
Federaticon weapons.”

Spock raised an eyebrow. "Indsed?!
"Yas, indeed." DOfFel reached helow the dask, and when its hand

reappeared, it held a standard issue basic phaser unit, just the
right size to fit into a man’'s fist. [Ofel laid it carefully on the

table between them. Spock looked at it. "One aof yours?" Ofel askad.
"It could be,"” Spock said carefully. "I should have to check
serial mnumbers.”
"Of oourse, of course.! [DOfel gestured generaously. "But youw can
believe me. It is one of yours." It smiled, 2 thin, mirthless smile

that made Spock fesl even less at ease, He was saying nothing, but
e knew Full well than when Kirk had been brought aboard unconscious,
both his communicator and his phaser had been missing From his belt.

Ofel ssemed to read his thought. It asked, watchfully, "How is
your Captain this merning™!

"Captain Kirk is seriously ill with multiple head injuries,”
Spock said slowly, his esyss still on the phaser.

"Ah, yes. So 1 was given to understand. Most unfortunate.”

Spock raised his eyes and logked at Ofel curiously. It was hard
to be certain, but he had sensed an gdd, almost sarcastic ring in the
tone of the lilting voice. He tipped his nead very slightly to one
side. “

"Wou did not summon me here merely to inform me of thea
Ambassador’s death, Excellency,” he said wrily.

Dfel smiled again, that same thin, uninviting smile. "It is not
your intention to leave Oritanis immediately, Commander Spock?"

e ars scheduled to remain in agrhit here two more days, and

then to assist in returning the visiting dignitaries toc their home
worlds. "

"Good." Dfel’s smile became infinitesimally mare genuine. "I
hope we shall not b2 Fforced tg detain youw langer than that.”

"Detain us, Excellency?" Spock asked, his syss becoming harcd.
The commissicner gestured broadly. YA mischolce af words,

Commander. Naturally we wish to unravel the mystery of the
Ambassador’s death with the utmost spasd. "

"Naturally, " Spock agresd, still wary.

Ofel got up and walked with him to the door. "I hope that
Captain Kirk makes a speedy and complete recovery,” it said. It was
a parting pleasantry, and they both knew it as such.

Spock inclined his hesad gravely. “"Your Excsllency."”

DfFel bouwed, and the doar closed bhehind him with a seft click.
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Alone in the plush corridors, Spock Found his own way bhack to
the strest and stood gn the step of the building looking at the
city. All the structures were raised above strest level, their
entrances reached by flights of wide shaliow steps. The scale of the
architecture was vast for a people of such small stature, and
contained an slament of barbarous grandeur. The paved strest was
broad and Fairly well Filled with people; although the official
document signing was over, 8 planet-wide holiday had been proclaimed
that would last another Four of the long days and even longer nights,
as the celebrations went on.

Without doubt the Favourite colour of the people of Oritanis was
red. Their furnishings were red, they dressed in red, some aof them
gvan painted their skin red. Men, women and thuees - it was very
difficult to detsrmine which was which - milled about in an
imaginative, if somewhat monotocnous to the alien eye, profusiaon of
scarlet, crimson and vermiliion, and the air rang with their cackling
laughter.

It was a curious society bhased on the grouping and
inter-marrying af the various trades and professions rather than the
Family unit, which was trisexed and laced with an intricate
complexity of relationships. As Spock understood it, the
reproduction was bisexual while the thuess - or its, as Spock had
noticed the ship’s surgecon gleefully chaose to call them - were
responsible for bringing up the young. However, while an interesting
study, the scociety of the Oritarnians was not Spock’s immediate
concern, His mind was working furiously in an attempt to discover
the underlying reasaon For the apparently pointless summons to the
uffice of OFfel, native commissioner to emissarises of the Federation,

The death - indeed, the mucder -~ of Aala, Ambassadar of Moork
11, was a most seriocus matter, coming as it had at the successful
culmination of prolonged and occasiomally bitter discussions of the
merits, and lack therszof, of accepting Oritanis’ membership
application., Despite this, the Ambassador’'s demise had little or
nothing to do with Starfleget, presently represented by the
Enterprise; and less than nothing to do with Spock personally.
Howesver, Ofel’'s production of the phaser had complicated the matter.

Spock had no doubt that the unit was Kirk’s missing ang, The
weapans were dangesrous, and treated with respect by thass who had
possession of them. For one to be lost and arnother used so
recklessly was too much of a coincidence to be entertained.

Spock had a Feeling that he had been warned. He was not sure
what of, because the warning had been couched in the most polite of
diplomatic terms, and unlike his Father, Spock was no diplomat.
Nevertheless, the warning had besn conveyed.

Spcck took his communicator from his belt, and returned to the
ship.,

pgainst the pillow, Kirk’'s face was peaceful and as pale as
death itself. Part of his light brown hair had been shaved off and
his head was heavily padded and bandaged.

Spock stood quite still and looked down at him, desp in
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thought. He heard McCoy come quietly up behind him hut he did not
turn round.

"“How 18 he, Doctor?" he asked, almast in a whispsr.,

"He'’'s badly concussed, " McCoy said, equally subdued. "There'’'s
Fluid gathering on the brain. If the pressure doesn’t soon ease I'11
have tp operate.”

Spock nodded, never once taking his eyes from Kirk’s still face.

"yhat did you Find out down there?" McCoy enguired.

"The Moorkan Ambassador was murdered last night with the
Captain’s phaser."

"With Jim's phaser? How do they know? A phaser doesn’t - "

"I+ was a low gain beam, Doctor. There were sufficient remains
to establish the cause of death.”

McCoy pulled an unpleasant face. "But why Jim’s phaser?"
"1 saw thg weapon, It was the Captain’s."
I!Dh . 1]

For a Few moments they both stood and looksd down at the man on
the hed. '"What are they going to do about it?"

"Unknown, Doctor."

"well, what do they expect us to do about 1it? UWhat did they
want to see you For?"

Spock raised an eysbrow at him and went tc answer the intercom
which had been whistling For his attention. "Spock here.”

"Mr., Spock? [ have a message direct from Starfleet. Direct to
you, sirc." :

#1711 come to the bridge, Li=sutenarnt."” Spock went out of the
doar without a backuward glance at either Kirk or McCay.

Uhura looked up at Spock as he came onto the hridge. He uwent
directly down the steps to the command seat.

"Put it on the screen, Lisutenant.”

The view of the turning planet was replaced by the stern,
grey~eyed features of Admiral Davingdon.

"Commander Spock," the admiral began gravely. "Starfleet has
received a priority A message from the governing authorities of
Oritanis. The information is that Ambassador Aala of Moork [I has
been assassinated and that the authorities have reasan to believe
that a membher or members of the Enterprise crew may have been
involved. They request that the departure of the Enterpriss be
delayed until their investigations have been caompleted. This request
has been granted. You will maintain your orbit until Further notice
and assist the Oritasian authorities in any way they requires.
Stardate 2796.2, P.A. Davingdon, Starfleet Command.” The scresesn
cleared and the planet reappeared.
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Spock’s first thought was a very Human ona. Somezons didn’t
wastez much time. The second thought was mors Vwulcan; one of
admiration for the speed and accuracy with which that same someone
could turn the wheels of authority.

He got out of the command seat and went back up the steps to the

balcony. "I.t. Uhura, send a standard acknowledgement to Starfleet.®
"Yes, sir."
"Mr. Spock!" Scott turrmed from the power boards, a scowl on his
square features. "Aren’t you going to object?"

"Onject, Mr. Scott?!

"aye, sir. None of our lads would ha’ killed any Ambassador.
It’s not... not...”

"Logical, Mr. Scott?" Spock supplied. "The Oritasian
authorities seem ta think that it is, and they have the backing of
Starfleset Command."

Hegdless of their stares, Spock made his way round the balcony
to the computer and settled himself at the console. VUery soon he was
lost in a review of the ship’s tapes concerning the svents and
palitical dealings leading up to the admission of Oritanis to the
Federaticn,

Briefly, their membership had been oppossd by two races, the
Shikites and the Farabs, and cne small but vocal group of Humans, the
Humanistic Spacial Sociegty.

The Oritasians’ main sponsors had beEen the Humans, which
automatically meant that they would get in as Humans held half the
sgats on the Council, and the Mogorks, who had discovered the race and
were anxious for their protege to make good. Fraom 2ll reports the
debats in the Council chambers of the gaslexy had bsen fast, furious,
and -~ in some instances - actually violent,

As a pecple, the Oritasians had things to be said bkoth for and
against them. They were diligent and resocurceful, their level of
intelligence was well up to the accepted standards, they had achisved
interplanetary travel within their own system unaided. They were
genergus and hospitable, and fond of celebrations - as the last few
days had proved. They were also phlegmatic and literal-minded, they
had primitive and unenlightensd ideals cof justice and they were
exceedingly stubborn. Also they took a savage delight in trickery
and enjoyed an elsment of secrecy in all their dealings.

"Mr. Spock, ! have 2 message from the planet’s surface, " Uhura
called. "Commissioner Ofel, sir. He requestis that you return to the
planet. He says it's urgent.”

"facknowledge, Liesutenant," Spock left his seat and made his way
back to the turbolift doors. Scott and Uhurs watched his progress
with esnguiring eyes, and when he had gone they exchanged anxious
glancses.

Looking once more across the desk into the inscrutable almond
eyes of DfFel, Spock felt the sense of unease that had been growing in
his mind develop into a certainty that something was going to happen
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that affected sither him... or Kirk.,.. or the Enterprise. The alien
was still watchful, still calm, but tense with a sort of expectancy.
It was snjoying this.

"Wg have scme new sevidence, Commander Spock," he said, watching
the VYulcan narrowly. "Evidenge of great importances."

"and that concerns me?!

"Inmdirectly, yes., A witness has coma forward., A& witnass who
saw the murderer leaving the Ambassader’s apartments. He identifies
the man as Captain James Kirk. Also this was found, dropped by the
man as he fFled.” It produced Kirk’s communicater and laid it on the
desk.

Spock allowed nothing to show on his face. RAlthough it was a
shock, he had been half expecting something of the scrt.

"That is quite impossibls, Commissionar," he said after a
moment’'s pause. "Captain Kirk was attacked and seriously injursad
before Ambassadcor Aala was killed."

Ofel intertwined its fFingers in frornt of it and smiled its thin
smile over tham, “Sa you tell me, Commander, " it said.

“Your own peaple are witness. !
"I think we should hear what Captain Kirk has to say."

Spock’s syass becams hard and dark. "At the present mament,
Captain Kirk is unable to say anything."

"fgain I have only your word for that."

A slight scowl came to Spack's Face. Whatever he said, it was

plain that this being was nat going to believe him. "Call my ship,*®
he said. "They will cenfirm what I say.™
"I'm sure they will," OFel agreed. "You are, after all, their

senior officer, and they ocwe loyalty to their Captain.”
"Then beam up with me and see for yoursslF."

"I think not, Command=rc," Df2]l said placidly. "Any party 1
cauld assemble would be greatly cutnumbered abeard your vesssl."

"The Entarprise is a Federation ship. Your safety is assursd."

"I think it wowld be better if ycu simply had your Captain
beamed down.®

"The Captain is too ill to be disturhed.®

"Lommander Spock!" Dfel’s eyss narrowad to slits, the pitch of
its voice becoming even higher with irritation. "I’m sure it is
unnecessary to remind you that a very important man has been killed.
Moork is a valued ally of Oritanis., It is essential that thosse
responsible be brought to Jjustice with the utmast speed.”

"Aand you ars accusing Captain Kick?"

Dfel twisted its fingers together. "I cannct alter the evidence
ur the testimony of a witness., Your Captain will receive a fair
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hearing."

"Captain Kirk is a military officer. If you have any charges to
lay against him he will answer them in a military court accredited hy
the Federation."

Dfel shook its head. "I'm afraid that won’'t do at all,
Commander. The murder was committed here on Oritanis., The murdersr
will be tried con Qritanis, and, if found guwilty, will bhe punished by
Oritasian lawust®

"Oritanis is a member of the Federation. Federal laws now apply
here.”

"I do not think yoau are equipped to argue such a fine point of
law with me. I undsrstand you racently received a message fram your
supericrs. May I ask the contents of that message?”

"I'm sure that if you have sufficient knowledge of Starfleet
communicatians to know that I received a message, then you are
already aware of its contents." As Spock had already allowed to
himself, he was no diplomat, and he was no longer in a mcod For
playing dipilomatic games.

OFel merely smiled. "OF course, Lommander. I believe the exact
wording was that you were to a8ssist us in any way we required. 1 ask
now that you carry out your orders and assist us., Have your Captain
heamed down."

"I’'m sure that Starfleet misunderstcod yocur communication, Your
Excellency," Spock said.

Mo yow refuss?"

"They could not have realised that yow intsnded to charge

Captain Kirk with this offence, or that you meant to subject him tg - "

Ofel banged its hand down on the desk top. "o you refuss?”

"Until I have contacted my superiors, Your Excellency, 1 must,"
Spock said quietly. He turned towards the door. He saw nog signal
From bfel, but the guards moved to bar his way. 3Spock syed theam
coldly and turned back tp the desk. DfFel was still seated, watching
him closely.

"I think you will change your mind, Commander Spock,” it said
ieily.

Knowing the tweo guards were behind him, Spock Felt the skin of
his hack creep. "I am an aofficer of Starfleet,” he said. "I came
here in good faith. You have no reason to hold me.®

"I require your Captain, Spock. We have you, It may be that
scme exchange may he arranged."

"Starflest would rnever -

"Starfleet!" Dfel gestured angrily. "Starflieet is half a
galaxy away. This is a matter between (Oritanis and your ship. It
will be settled long before Starflset can have any noticeahle effect
an the outcome. Our legal procedurss are extremely swift.”

"I do not intend to surrender Captain Kirk to you or to your...
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Justice.®

DfFel smiled. "In truth, Commander, I never expectsd that you
weuld.”

Spock sansed, too late, the evil intent in the rocom. He reached
for his communicator.

Something pricked his throat; the point of one of the short
serrated-edged swords that were the planet’s principle weapons.
There was another at his stomach, the tips of the tseth piercing his
shirt. The faces of the guards were intent. They'd wse the weapons,
and one gash from those savage blades could lay a man aopen. Spock
met DfFel’s eyes across the desk.

"Wou will remain here as our... guest, " the commissicner said
mildly, "until some agreement has been reached. Perhaps in the
meantime cur hospitality might persuade you to alter your stubborn
refusal %o carry out your orders. Take him! "

Spock stood quite still, held motionless while his phaser and
communicatar were taken from him. Then his wrists were bound behindg
him, and he was turned and led from the room.

McCoy was busily engaged in scrubbing his hands when Scott
arrived in sickbay. He scowled over his shoulder at the engineer.

"Scotty, do youw know where Spock is?"

"Planetside, Ooctor. They called him back mere than two hours
ago . 3]

"Bod curse all Vulcans! " Mcloy swors. "Why is that man always
under my feet when I want him out of the way, and never around when I
want to talk tc him about something important?!

"Is it the Captain, Doctor? Is he worssT!

“Yes, Scotty. He's a lot worse. There’s pressure building on
the brain. I have to operate right away to relieve it. I wanted to
talk tc Spock First - to prepare him."

"It’s that bad, Dr. McCoy?"

"It’s that bad. Jim could sasily die under the knife. I don’t
know how Spock’d take that. There’s something between him and the
Captain that defies my understanding.”

Scott naddesd, knowing what Mooy meant. "I’11 try to reach him
on his communicator, UOoctor.®

"Don't bother, Scotty. We couldn’t discuss it at a distance,
arnd I don’t have time to wait for him to beam up. If he comes
aboard, te2ll him what’s happened. Try to warn him. "

llgge . 1]

Scott watched Mzloy go through the door towards the operating
theatre, carefully not touching andthing. He was followed at gnce by
a trolley bearing a still, shrouded figure. The door clcsed and the
bright lights of the theatre came an. Scott shook his hegad sadly and
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mada his way back to the hridges.

Uhura looked up as he came out of the turholift. ”ﬂr. Scott, I
have a message from the planet’'s surface."

"The First Officec?®

"No, sir." Uhura looked puzzled. "Commissioner Dfel.”

"Put him on the screen, Lisutenant." Scott went down the steps
and stood beside the command seat.

The almond-syed Oritasian replaced the view of the planet. "Youw
areg in command of the Enterprise?™' Ofel asked.

"aye., Tempararily."

“Then I have a propasition for you. Yowr Captain is reaguired to
stand trial fFor the murder of an important personage o this planest.
Your Starfleet’s orders are that you surrends=r him to us...”

Scott shook his head. He had no idea what was going on but he
wasn’'t surrandering Kirk to anyone, sven if Kirk had been in =a
condition to be surrendered. "I’'m very sorry, sirc. Captain Kirk'’s
rnot in a candition to bheam down and discuss the matter with youw.®

Dfel ruffled. rApparently the commissiconer was not a8 ‘sic’,. "1
thought that would bhe your reply. It may interest you to know that
we have your senicr officer hers with wus., We doc not intend any harm
to come to him, of courss... hut fesling is running somswhat high.
Aala was a much loved person both an Oritanis and on Moork."”

Scott scowled at the scresn. "Are yow threatenin’ gur First
Officer, sir?"

"ThreatasnT Na. I'm merely warning you that the wrath of thsa
pecople may be visited upon the most available subject. The Vulcan of
course had no hand in the death of ths Ambassador. Whereas your
Captain... Well, let us say there is considerable evidence. Why
should the innoccent suffer?"

"Captain Kirk is at this moment Fighting for his life on the
operating table," Scott told him staunchly. "What you are asking is
out aof the questian, man."

OfFel smiled its thin smile. "In an Oritasian trial, tha
condition of the accused is immaterial. Only his presence 1is
required, so that the sentence of the court may be carried out.
Afterwards, the VUulcan would be returned to you unharmed.”

"Scotty! " Uhura said from the caommunications console.  "Yau
can’t -

Scott gestured her to silence. "Youw'll have tao giva me time to
think about it,” he said, cutstaring the Oritasian defiantly.

Ofel inclined its head. "Certzinly. You have until midnight.
I feel we could not contain the anger of the people longer than
that." It nodded again, almost bowed, and faded from view.

"Scotty! " Uhura hissed. "You can’t consider turning the Captain
over to them! You know what their ‘Jjustice’ is like., Even if he
couwld speak for himself, he wouldn’t stand a chancs! ™
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"Aye, " Scott agresd. "I know that. But if they’ve got ths
First OFficer, we’'re gaing to need all the time we can get to Find a

way to gat him out of there in one piece!l®

Uhura turned at once to the communications console. "Enterprise
to Mr. Spock. Mr. Spock, come in please. Enterprise to Mr. Spock!!

A hollow hum of silence answered her. She looked at Scott.
"He doesn’t respond, sirc.'

"Aaye. Then we have to believe that they’ve gat him, " Sgott
said. "What we have to do now is think of a way to get him out
before they take him apart!"”

The room was dingy, grey and unfurnished.

Still bound, Spock sat on the floor in a cornar and watched the
light of day Fade beyond the bars of the single window. He was cold,
uncomfortable and he had a headache.

No-one had besn near him; he had been left alaone from the
mament he had been thrown into this cell and the door slammed shut
and locked behind him. Presumably he had been intended to think
about his situation, and he had done a considerable amount af
thinking. Oritasian Justice and persuasive techniques had a
reputation, and if he were to remain in their hands, his prospects
were not pleasant.

There was movament beyond the locked door. The scund aof a key
in a lock. Spock climbed awkwardly onto legs that were numh with
cold and inactivity.

The door swung slowly opsn, and Ofel walked in and looked around
leisurely before its eyes came to rest on the Vulcan. Twa guards
followed it through the door, one of them carrying the traditional
sword, the other a pistol of phaser design. Spock didn’t look at the
commissioner; his esyes were fixed on the weapons.

"wou look most uncomfortable, Commander, " Dfel said, smiling
slightly. It flicked a finger at one of the guards and the man
stepped behind Spock. The thin tight cord slackened and the guard
stepnped hack.

Spock examined his bruised wrists and then looked at Cfel
ernquiringly.

"Not the most inviting of habitations, I'm sure you'll agree,”
Ofel remarked, regarding the grime with distaste.

"You're not invitsd to stay, " Spock teld him coldly.

Dfel’s eyes sparkled. "A sense of humour in a Vulcan?
Remarkable. But I'm sure you have Far more refined tastes than
this. Incomparably more comfortable accomodation could be found For
you until after the trial, if you would only see fFit to co-operate
with us." Spock merely looked at him and said nothing. "You are a

stubbarn man," DOFel sighed. "But it would seem that your crew is
less sao. They are at least considering the proposition of an
exchanges. "
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Still Spock remained silent and not a muscle of his face moved.
OFel’s affability diesd,

"1 can see you are detsrminad, " he said. "Your crew has until
midnight to make their decision. Perhaps before then your screams
will help convince them. I will give you aone more hour to consider.
Then we will see the colour of Vulcan blood." It locked intently
into Spock's face for aone moment more, and then turned on its heel
and walked gut of the cell, followed more slowly by the guards.

Scott looked anxiowsly at the men on the transporter platfaorm,

"Ya know what it is ye have tas do," he said, "We’'re bheamin’ ye
down right into the heart of that Bastillie down there. Our
infFormation is that the First OFficer was taken there after his
arrest this morming, and that he’'s still there now. AS sSoon as ye
Find him, call us up and we’'ll beam ye all out.”

"Wes, sir," the Lieutenant nodded.
Scott turned to the transporter chief. "Beam them out.”

The generators hummed with power and the six figures shimmered
into nothingness. Scott touched the intercom button. "Lt. Ubhura, is
there any reply to our message ta Starfleet Command?!

"Yes, Mr. Scott. Admiral Davingdon instructs us to retrisve the
situation without surrendering either officer to the Oritasians. Aand
to avoid & diplomatic incident!"

Scott growled and muttered something most uncomplimentary about
the corridors of power resembling the maze tunnels of Surbhik 3.

The whing of the transporters disd away and left the six man
standing in the gloomy corridors of the prison building. The
Liesutenant looked arcound and consulted his tricorder. The resadings
were confused by the thickness of the walls and the warren-like
nature of the building.

He gestured toc the men, leading them forward.

The passages of the prison building were twisting and unesven.
The walls uwere massive blocks of cold stone, the floor irregular
slabs. There were uneven shalleow steps, sharp corners and occasional
vast chambers that echoed hollowly to the sound of the men’'s
footfalls. The building was an cld one, modernised with up to date
lighting units in crevices high in the walls. Despite that, there
were still dark shadows that lurked in corners and seemed somstimes
to shift at the =dge of one’s vision when the eyes turned away.
Around the walls of the larger chambers there were doors set at
intervals, massive metal doors, and behind them the tricorder
indicated life.

The Lisutenant kept his men moving Fast, watching the tricorder
Faor the flick of a needle that would say ‘'VYulcan’ instead of
‘Oritasian’. The Oritasians were very sure of their security; thers
were Few guards in the inside of the prison. 0Only twice did they
have teo cower back into the shadows as a pair of armed natives
patrolled past.
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The Liesutsnant turned with the tricocrder. The needle sticred
minutely, indicating a new direction through the labyrinth of
passages. Another chamber apened in front of them. The Lisutenant
looksd round briefly, his main attention focused on the tricorder,
and went on,

Too late, he recognised that they had been led into a trap. The
Oritasians were suddenly all around them, their almond eyes Flashing.

Dfel stepped forward and smiled a thin, thin smile. The blades
af the uwicked serratad swords glinted and the Oritasian guards moved
in. A hlade flashed, and a man screamed, his blood splashing high an
the wall. The Lisutenant Felt a lash of agony sgear down acrass his
chest and belly. He loocked down and saw something dark spilling out
of his body.

His paralused hand clauwed at his communicator.

"Mr. Scott! We’'re bsing slaughtersdt Beam us .Y

McCoy washed the last of the bloed off his hands and dried them
carefully on a towel. Behind him in the ward, a man was moaning in
fear and pain. A nurse moved to unfasten McCoy’s stained surgical
gownrt, He motioned her away.

"Never mind that. Get that man a sgdative." He turned to
Scatt, his face grave. "Well, Scotty, what do we do now?"

"I don’t know, Dr, McCoyg. 1 Just dorn’t know." Scatt shook his
head and stared at the cup af cold coffee in front of him. "I’ve

lost two good men and there's four more so seriously hurt that...
It’s more than I dare do to sand any more men down to that place.”

"Agreed, " Mcloy said grimly. "But what about Spock? We can’t
leave him down there at the mercuy of those butchers.”

"Marcy?" Scott asked hitterly.
"We have to get him out, Scotiygt®
"Aye, " Scott nodded. "“But how?

"I don't know!" McCoy paced zcross the room and back. "HDogesn'’t
Starfleet have any control gver those barbarians?”

"The Oritasians don’'t seem to helieve in the afficial channels,
Doctor. 1 think the First 0Officer would be dead a long time before
the envays fram the Federation could sven get here.”

McCoy shrugged out of the gown and scowlsd at the dark stains.
"I think you’'re right," he admitted.

"0F course, " Scott said thoughtfully, "I could charge up the
phaser banks and blast holes out o’ the middle o' a dozen o’ their

major cities.”

"I think that would amount to Starflsst’s ‘Diplomatic
Incident’," Mcloy said dryly, "and I doubt if it wowld help Spock.t

"Aye, " Scott conceded., "But it’d give me a great deal o’
satisfaction." There was an awkuard pause. Then Scott asked, "How
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is Captain Kirk now?"

"He’s more comfortabls now that the Filuid pressure on the
brain’s been relisved. He’'s still critically il1l. It's up to us to
think of a way to get them both out of this."

Spock had heard the scunds of the Fight even through the
thickness of the door and a Human man’s voice screaming. Then
silence had fallen and the memory of what he had heard remained in
his mind to haunt him.

The sky beyond the bhars was now completely dark. He stood quite
5till below the window, his eyes fixed on the doocr.

It was exactly an hour by his reckoning before the key socunded
ance mare in the lock and the door swung apen. Dfel came in,
fFollowed as before by two guards, and also by a third COritasian who
carried a low, three-legged stcol, a pitcher and a shallow bowl. He
set the stool down on the filoor and stood the pitcher and bowl on
it. Then he stepped back and watched the Yulcan narrowly.

Spock looked at Dfel. The commissioner’s zalmond SYES wWars mere
slits of pale gold. Its hands were clasped in front of it and were
quite still. In them it held a thin twao Foot length of pliable wood,
its tip pointed towards tha floor.

"We have neglected you too long, Commander Spock, " he said.
"I'm sure you must be weary of the austerity of this place.”

"What motive do youw imagine Captain Kirk had For killing
Ambassador Aala?™' Spock asked.

"1 see youw have hesn thinking very deeply about this whols

matter,” Dfel said. "I had thought that a fFsaw hours enforced
solitude might praove an aid to your cancentration. As for your
Captain’s motives... Who knows?" 1t shrugged. "There uwere several

factions cpposed to gur maembersnip of the Federation, Perhaps your
Captain was sympathetic to ane of them. Perhaps he wanted tao dastroy
our pleasant and profitable alliance with Moork. Whatever his
reascons, we have sufficient evidence to caonvict him,

"Under your laws, " Spack added.

Ofel shrugged again. "It is our planet, Commander... You must
be most uncomfortable. Allow me to offer 4ou a drink." He gasstured
to the pitcher. The third QOritasian guard stepped forward and poured
a little of the water it contained into the bowl and held it cut to
Spock. "Drink, Commander, " DfFel urged. "Slake your thirst." Spock
took the bowl doubtfully. "And when you have refreshsd yourself ue
will find out whether or not your stubborn attitude has altered.”

Spock looked at him suspicicusly and slowly raised the howl tao
his lips.

The switch in Dfel’s hand whipped out Faster than the gye could
Follow, cutting the air inches Ffrom Spock’s Face. A fineg line of
blood appeared along his knuckles and began to drip emerald spots
ontag the floor.

The water in the bowl scarcely trembled. Spock set it down
again on the steol and held the bleeding hand to him, nursing it,
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Dfel bent dowun and dipped its Fingers into the hlood. It held
them close to Spock’s Face. Y"A mere suggesticn of what I can do to
you with just this simple tool. You did not answer my question,
Commandsr. Has your attitude altered?"

Spock said nothing, but in the dim light of the cell his face
was set and his eyes defiant,

"I see it has not. Then we shall have to persuade you." He
motioned to the guard who cleared pitcher and bowl from the stool
with a single sueep. "On yowr knees, LCommander. Lean over the stool
— hackwards. Backwards... That’s bhetter." Spock felt his wrists
secured, tied tightly with thin cord. Dfsl locked down at him,
smiling slightly. "It is said that a Vulcan does not cry out in pain
as a normal man doss. It will be interesting to discover the truth.”

Its eyes widensd, bhright with anticipation; the hand that held
the switch rose.

Ambassador Chich gazed at them out of the screen, his bird eyss
bright. "As I see it, Lisutenant-Commander Scoti, the only way you
can retrieve your missing cofficer is to prove to the Oritasians the
innoecence of youwr Captain, Present them with the murderer armd I'm
sure the Vulcan will be releassd."

"Aye, sir. But that'd take a lot of time. We've lsss Than an
hour till midrnight. Aand that was the deadline they gave us. That’'s
when they’1l kill him."

"1 do not think so, Lisutemnant-Commander. To kill a Starflest
afficer in cold blood would be a matter of galactic import. The
political repercussions weuld bhe almost inconcesivable, 1 do not
think they would kill him. Net at midnight, without praovocation.
Howsver, there are a number of unpleasant cordeals he cculd be put
ta. [ suggest yocu make every attempt to Find the assassin with the
utmost speed.®

"Aye. We’'ll do that, sir. But with lEss than an hour to go...
Da you think you could intercede for us? Try to gain theE poor man
some timeT!

"Well..." Chich looked as douhtful as his bony Featurss would
allow, "It’s net really dones, politically, to intzreede for a member
of another race. There’s na precedent, uyou understand. If Uulcan
had sent an Ambassador o the celegbratioms...” He shook his head.
“In view of the circumstances, I will do what I can.”

"Thank you, Your Excellency,” Scott said. Chich nodded and the
screaen went blank.

"Trust the Vulcans never teo he argund when they’'re neaded, "
Mzloy grunted For the second time that day.

"Aye., But us could hardly expect a Vulcan to attend a
celehration by choice=."

"I don’t trust thoss Oritasians. [ don't think they’ll wsit
avar till midnight before they start spreading his guts out on the
Floor, In fact I’'ve an uncomfortable feeling in my bongs that
they’ve aslready...”




85

‘aye, Dootor, Scott agresed grimly. "I’ve got that same
Fesling."” He went up the steps tc the computer and studied the
setting of the controls. "It locks as if the First Officer was
beginning to work on the same lines that Ambassador Chich suggested
before he was called away," he said. "If we go through these tapes
there might be a lead to the assassin.” He sat down and activated
the consols,

McCoy looked over his shoulder and wrung his hands together,
A1l right, Scotty. But hurry wp! For God’s sake, hurry upt”

It took a long time For Spock to get himself aout of the
unnatural bent~-hackwards position inte which Dfel had fForced him. He
flopped down onto the floor and lay there, breathing harshly, his
knees doubled up and his arms tightly wrapped around tha pain. His
wrists were raw wherse he had struggled with his bonds, his mouth numb
and swollen where he had bhitten his own Flesh to keep himself silent,
but his wrists and mouth hurt legast of all.

1t was late into the Oritasian night. He had besn left alaone
with the pain and the blocd For many hours. It hurt most of all when
he breathed,

Eventually there was a sound beyond the door. [Ofel entersd oncs
more, followed this time by anly cne guard. They were sure now that
he was helpless,

NfFel lookad down at him, curicus, while the guard stood by
holding ancther pitcher of water, a lerngth of tube and a strip of
stout cloth,

"1t is midnight, Commander,"” Dfegl said mildly. "It would seem
that your crew is not going to be merciful towards you after all. A
pity., But you have authority over them. You could order them...?"

Spock lay still and regarded him with dark hostile esyes.

"Uery well, " DfFel sighed. "It will be as you wish.," It
indicated the guard. "The position you were in, Commander, if you
pleasa. And it would assist us if you were to open your mouth
valuntarily.”

Spock raised himself painfullg on an elbow and then brought his
legs under him so that he knelt on the stone floor. The guard came
round behind him, moving to the stool. He toogk a handful of hair
fFrom the Vulcan’s crown, preparing to pull him backwards.

Spock braced himself against the pain and against the man. He
pushed with his legs, driving straight up, his spime locked rigid.
The man’s fist, clenchsd in Spock’s hair, smashed into his ocwn face.
He grunted and his grip lcosened.

Spcck spun an Dfel.

The Commissioner was only Jjust starting to move. Spock leaped
at him. Their hands clutched at sach cther’s throats. Spock sought
a nerve and found one. Dfesl let out an anguished howl. Spock
silenced it with a quick cuff to the face and pressed harder. The
Commissioner’'s hands Fell awsay and he relaxed ontc the floor.

Spock stumbled toc his Feet, heading at once for the door. There
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was another guard cutside, smiling, listening for the next scream.
Spock tock one gquick step behind him and his Fingers locksd anto the
Oritasian’s shoulder, feeling for the same nerve, He relieved the
man of his sword as he dropped. There was no-gne =lse in sight. If
the scream had been heard, it had been assumed to be his ocun,

With the action femporarily over, his strength deserted him and
the pain returned. He leaned against the wall for a mament, dizzy,
one hand gripping the sword, the other holding his middle.

There was a grey stone passage to the right and to the left,
leading owt of the chamber. Both were featureless and fFilled with
the same harsh light and deep shadows. Spock considered he knew well
enough the way he had been brought in. He moved to the right,
allowing his instinct to lead him upwards, and - he haoped - outwards.

As others —~ perhaps evan less fortunate than himself - had found
befaore him, there appearesd to be very few guards in the internal
passages of the prison. Moving silently and keeping in close against
the walls and in the dark shadows where he could, Spock reached the
massive bolted door that led to the courtyard of the prison before he
was spotted.

With a shout, an Oritasian rushed at him, sword raised high.
Spock put up his own acquired weapon to defend himself. The serrated
teeth locked togethsr in a bone-grinding crunch. The Oritasian
gasped and Spock had a hand on his shoulder before he could recaver
himself. Spock turned to fend off another attack from behind. This
guard came in low, hacking at the Vulcan’s legs. Spock misjudged the
height and parried himself out of trouble a fraction too late. He
brought the butt of his cwn weapon down cn the guard’s head as he
stumbled past, but he was bleeding from the thigh, cut deep by the
savage hlade.

He wrestled with the great belts of the door, throwing down the
suord as useless to him, He could no longer stand and fight.

The door cpened pondarously. Beyond, the night was lit with the
spotlights of the prison. Spock made his mind up quickly and ran for
it, refusing sven toc limp on the injured leg.

The spotlights picked up his rapidly moving figure and chased
him, hunting avidly. There was shcocuting behind him now, coming from
the prison building. He heard the shrill scream of a high gain
phaser bheam, hut he didn’t see it or feel the heat of its impact.

The gate in the wall in front of him was open, but men were
already moving in that directicon toc cuwt him off. Spock put his head
down and drove himself as he had never done bhefore. He was quite
literally running for his life.

Tha gate came wp before him. Beycnd was the countryside, free
and clear. The phaser gouged a hunk out of the wall beside him. He
ducked low undsr the uplifted arm of a guard, and then he was through
the gate, still running.

The confusion of the Oritasians mourntaed., Apparently they were
unused to escapes from their Fortress—-like jail.

Spock ran across the road, put a hand toc a fence post and lesaped
the wire. He landed on the gashed leg and it collapsed undec him.
He had no time to consider it. He drove himself back ontoc his fest,
and ran on, limping now, over the soft uneven sail of the field. He
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came o a hedge and forced himsa2lf through without Feeling the
tearing of the thorns.

There was no ground at all beycnd the hedge, only what ssemed to
be a very long drop and then thick, foul water. Spock landed with a
slurp in the mud, and lay still. He knew he oQught toc get up and
somehow go an. But nothing seemed to work any more,

He lay back in the slime and closed his eyes, and for a long
time he didn’t know any more.

"M, Scott!” Chekov looked up sharply from the ssnsar., "I have
a reading fram the planet, sir. It... looks like a Uulcan."

Scott got quickly up fram the computer and moved over to the
sensor, McCoy crowding him. Scott readjusted the controls, and
studied the shifting blue shadows.

"It’s a Vulcan," he confirmed. "And gutside the prisan walls. "

Mcloy losgked into the senscr, trying to make sense of the
readings. "How did he manages that?" he damanded.

"God only knows, Doctor. But he's not maving now. We’d hetter
get down there to him before thgse barbarians cateh up with him.”

McCoy Finished tightening the bandage arcund Spock’s body and
went to wash his hands. Scott looked down at the VUulcan's face
thoughtfully.

"Will he be all right, Doctor?"
"He should be. Those Oritasians certainly know how to cause
pain. A man’s stomach area’s his most sensitive spot. Even if he is

a Vulcan."

Spock stirred and opesned his syes. Mcloy went over to loock at
him. "Are you in pain?®

"No." Spock tried to shake his head. I don’t Fee=l anything.”

"Good." McCoy smiled a thin smile. "That’'s what I intended.
You’'re going to lie still, on yowur back, for a weesk.”

"I can’t!" Spock strained his muscles to get himself into a
sitting pasition. MclCoy, krnowing approximately how far he’d get,
made no attempt to stop him. Spock lay back with a sigh that was
almost a groan, .

"That’ll teach you!" McCaoy snarled. "Now do as you’'re told or
I'l)l throw youw out af here on your peinted ear."

"The Captain?" Spock askesd.

"At ths moment, I’d say he's slightiy mere healthy than you
are."

Spock shook his heEad again and this time made a success of it,.
"Not The Ambassador! The murder!"
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MeCoy laid a gentle hand on his forehead. "He's fFeveresd, " he
said to Scott.

"I'm all right!" Spock’s denial was emphatic. Ha struggled
valiantly to collect his wandering thoughts. "The murder charges!"

"Mon't worry about that, " Melloy told him., "Both you and he are
safe ahogard. That's all that matters at the moment.!

"Na! * Spack insisted. "The murderer’ll get away!"

McCaoy and Scott loogked at each other over his body. "He won’t
rest, Scotity," HMcloy said. "You'd betier tell him.”

"all right." Scptt pulled up a chair and sat down. "The Doctor

and 1 studied the computer tapes and then made a few investigations
on our cwn. A deputation of Humans arrived on Oritanis two days
agao. It turns out they’'re something to do with this Humanistic
Spacial Society and they’ve been up to scme odd things. We think
that they had samething to do with the Ambassador’s death.”

"Arnd now will you rest?! Mcloy asked viciously.

"No." Spock shook his head. '"We have to stop them getting
away." He made another concentrated effort to get up and this time
McCoy pushed him back onto the bed.

"Spock, you’re not going anywhere! Your lsg looks as if
someane’s tried to back it off. You burst those stitches, and 1
won’t he responsible.

Spock lay back and sighed. "They have to be stopped, Doctor, ™
he said., "Iif you hind the leg tightly encugh — "

"All the bhinding on the ship wowldn't made any differenca. You
put any weight on that leg and you’ll do it irreparable damage. You
couwld give yourself a permanent limp. You could lose the leg. You
could even bleed to death. You stay on gour hack, and s¢ay 56111,
If there’s anuthing to be daone, Scotty and I’11 do it."

Spack locked up into his Face, and MeCoy met his gaze squarely
with an icy blue stare of his quwn. Very slightly, the Vulcanr nodded,
and relaxed onto the hed.

The landing party materialised in one of ths small sgquares that
characterised the poorer part of the city. There were a few
" Oritasians about, idly curiocus. None of them made any sudden moves
to summon the authorities. Scott gathered the men around him, and
set off with determination for the lodging house whesrs the Humanistic
Spacial Society had taken up residence.

Scott ran up the uswual native steps to the door and kicked it
open.,

The First person he saw in the doorway was Jim Kirk.

He didn’t staop to think. A short stun burst felled the man intao
a senseless neap an the Floor. Scott jumped over him and carried on.

There were two men and a hard-faced woman in an inside room.
They scrambled to their fegt at Scott’s intrusion, but it was already
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too late.

One of the men leaped for a thin Folder of papers on a table.
Scott grabbed him and spun him round by the arm, forcing his belly wup
hard against the table and twisting his wrist up betwesn his shoulder
blades. The man’s weasel-thin face contorted.

"You’'ll break my arm!" he snarled.

Scott nodded agresment. "aAye. That I will. Unless I get socme
answers. 0One of you killed the Moorkan Ambassador, and had Captain
Kirk hlamed. Right?"

Weasel Face ground his teeth togsther and said nothing. Scott
twisted his arm.

"Right?" hs asked again.

Weasel Face uttersd a strangled scream and nodded. "aAl1l right!
Yes!®

"This’ll prove it, sir." The Lieutenant held up a sheet of
paper from the file. "Their plans are all written down on here,

planmed to the last minute.®

"Aye. Then we’ll get them back to the ship," Scott said with a
smile of grim satisfactian.

The intercom in sickbay bleeped in the same mament that the
sirens began to wail the red alert. Spock shot half way out of bed
before a stab of pain reminded him. Mefoy went past him to the
intercom.

"Sickbay. McCoy."

"Lt. Sulu here, Dactor. UWe’re under attack From Oritasian
vassels .,

"Well, what the hlazes do you expect me to do ahout it?!" Meloy
caught a mavement in the corner of his eye and turned in time to see
Spock trying to get aut of bed. "Just a minute, Sulu. Spock! Gat

back in that bed!"
Spock glared frustration. "I have to get toc the bhridge! "

"Let Sulu handle it. There’'s nothing the Oritasians can do to
us that won’t bounce off the shields.®

"And what about ths landing party, Doctor?" Spock asked
tansely. "We have to drop our shields to beam them abcard. The
timing has to be absolutely right or we'ill be blown to bits,”

McCoy glarad at him, breathing heavily, knowing that ths Vulcan
was right and not wanting to admit it.

"Get mz some clothes," Spock said. "Doctor, if you don’t help
mz, I1'l1 walk thers myself. Aas I am now."

"Aall right, Spock," Meloy agreed. "Bon’'t move. Just wait ‘til
I get you your pants.”
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From the bridge the screaming of the sirens seemed rempote.,
Detached. A saund that had nothing at all to do with the guist
efficiency of the command crew.

McCoy helped Spock down the steps to the command seat, a pale
sweating figure swathed in bandages and limping heavily.

Spock lpoked at the screen. There was an Uritasian ship
directly in the centre and coming across the bows of the starship.
Evern as he watched the small vessel unleashad a stream of orangs
energy from under her nose. The glowing patch grew until it filled
the screen and then erupted into brilliance as it dispsrsed against
the deflector shields. The First Oritasian ship passed an and was
replaced immediately by another.

Sulu watched his instruments narrowly. "Coming into range,
sir,"” he said. "They Fire at about ten thousand kilometres."

"Thank you, Lisutenant." Spock touched a button undsr his
hand. "Spock tc landing party. Are you ready to come aboard, Mr.
Scatt?™"

"Aye, sir. Ready and waiting."

"Stand by." Spock pressed another button. "Spock to
transporter rocm. Prepare to beam landing party aboard.”

"Locked on, sir. But we can’t energise while the screens ars
still up!®

"I am well aware of that, creuwuman, " Spock replied coldly.
"Stand by, and beam on my ward.”

"Standing by, sic."

On the scresn another crange balloon burst harmlessly against
the deflecters.

"They’'ra out ta get you, " McCoy said dryly. "You and thes
Captain,

"Thay have the courage of their convictiens, Roctor, " Spock
remarked. "They ars well aware that the armament of a starship could

destroy them.”

“Wou have a maore Forgiving nature than I gave you credit for, "
MeCoy muttered. Y“"Either that or youw're still feverish! "

Spock raised an ingquiring eyebrow at him. 0On the scraen, an
Oritasian ship fired its salvo at thes starship and moved on. The
energyd charge dispersed.

"Lower the screens!" Spock snapped. "Transporter room,
energise! You have saventeen ssconds."

Whoever was in charge of the transporter room was tao husy to
respond. {On the screen, yet another ship was swelling ominously.
McCoy glancad at Spock. The VUulcan was quite relaxed, his Face sa
bloodless it was almost white. For a moment McCoy thought... but
Spock blinked and McCoy saw his chest rise.

The Oritasian ship spat orange fire. Sulu locked anxiously aver
his shoulder.
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"Ten seconds, sir.”

Very slightly, Spock inclined his head in acknowlsadgement. His
eyes fixed immovabhly on the screen, he was counting down in his own
mind, in his own language.

The arange beacon grew uUntil it almost Filied the screen, its

edges fFoaming red Fire. McCoy's hand gripped the bkack of the cammand
sgat sc tightly that his knuckless turrned white.

"Spock! " he grated. "Spock!!"
"Five seconds, sir. Four. Thres. Two - ¢
"Screens, " Spock ordered.

Sulu hit the switch and the deflector shields Flared into life.
The ensrgy bolt hit them and blazed to destruction,

McCoy released a deep breath hz didn’'t know he had been holding

and flexed thes tension cut of his shaulders. "What about Scotty?" he
demanded,

"I shall endeavour to find out, Doctor." Spock pressaed the
intercom button. "Spock to transporter room. Do you have Mr. Scott
abcard?"

"Transporter room here, sir. Mr. Scott and party are ahoard.

Ard they’ve braught som=s guests.”

"That’s enough." MeCoy reached zcross Spock and closed the
channel. "You're going back to sickbay. And this time I’m going to
get a stretcher and you'll ride!”

McCoy and his nurses were settling Spock back in bed when Scott
arrived.

"We got ‘em, sir!" He grinmed. "and they admitted the whole
thing. They intended to destroy the alliance with Maark and blame

the whole thing on the Federation. They intended the Oritasians to
have dispased of the Captain before anyone could argue about it.
They knocked him on the head and tock his phaser and communicator.”

Spock frowned at him. "OFel,.. said he had a witness. That the
Captain bad been sesn."

"Aye, " Scctt agreed and turned to the door. "Bring him in,
lads!i®

A man was pushed through the doors by a pair of burly security
guards. A man who was... almost Jim Kirk. Spock raised himsslf on
his elbow and looked at him, The brown syes were the same except
that the smile was missing. The sweep of light brown hair was the
same. From the left side, the Face was that of Jim Kirk. Full Facs,
the cheskbones were wider set and there was a vivid scar down his
right cheek. Spock nodded his understanding and lay back wearily.

McCoy produced a hypo. "And now you're going to sleep, " he
said. "Like it or not.™

Spock nodded and looked at Scott. "You have command, Enginesr.
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Taks the Enterprise gut of orbit. Arrange te transfer the prisoners
to a starbase.!

"Bye, sir," Sgott nodded and watched Meloy press the hypo
against Spock’s shoulder. There was a hiss and the Uulcan’s eyes

closed.,

Some way above Kirk's head there was an area of diamond fFacets
that glowed with an internal light. His bhody was warm and
camfortable and encased in a slinging sheath. The throbbing in his
head decreasesd to an almost tolerable level, but there was a sharper,
more imtsnse headachs pain beside his eyss that extended to his ears
and his teeth. A mellow note beat a steady, regular tcocne and
interspersing it at longer intervals was a deeper note. By rolling
his eyes back as far as he could, he could Just see the white dish of
the medical scanner and the lower edge of the diagnostic scresn.

Thers was movement beside him and he turned his head. His neck
muscles screamed in protest and he gasped.

"Take it very gently now, Jim."

McCoy was there, a tall concerned figure standing over him,
Kirk squinted his fFace intoc focus.

"Bones., ., . "
"It’s all right. You’'’re safe ahboard the Enterprise."
"Bones. There’'s a phaser missing. Someogne could get huct.”

McCaoy nodded and spared a glance for the man who slept in the
next bed. '

"Spock’s already taken care of that,”" he said.




the SECRET AR
D) of the BLACH PLANET

The star had grouwn steadily on the central viewing screen all
day, first emerging from the general haze of the star fields as =
brighter point, gradually becoming more prominent until it dominated
the surrounding space and finally taking on the appesarance of a fFlat
disk. The Enterprise copasted in at a speed Far below that of light,
her sensors probing and searching. Beneath the doleful glare of the
dwarf her hull glowed an angry red and in the wtter vacuum of space
the shadows of her pylons were sharp =dged and completely hlack.

On the bridge Captain Kirk drummed his Fingers on the arm gf his
caommand seat. The crew was working gquietly and efficiently but h=
sensed a certain tautness in the air, the expectancy of men and women
turned for action. Under the circumstances he supposed it was 3
natural reactian on their part. He would have admitted to fFeeling
keyed up himself.

"Samething in our path," Sulu said fram the helm. "Iead ahead
and drifting across cur caurse."

Spock toock up the report from the computer station. YI have it
on sensors. Artificial. Metallic... By configuration a Federation
survey vessel, class three.”

Kirk sighed, rnet with relief, but with raleased tensian. at
least he knew mow that he was looking in the right place. "The
Anan®' he asked.

"It is reasonable to assume so, " Spock agreed, looking over his
shoulder.

"Caming into visual range, " Sulu said.

A sharp nosed silver dasrt with stumpy wings and a2 broad bhase
drifted lazily aonto the screen., Kirk leaned forward, ssarching
anxiously For signs af damage. The ship seemed intact, but at that
distance it was difficult tc be sure.

"Sensors indicate negative hull damage, " Spock confirmed. "Life
suppart systems functioning at a low level. Reserve snergy levels
satisfactory. No life form readings.®

Kirk gazed at the compact little ship centred aon thes screen.
"Abandonad, ” hes said softly. "That explains why thay’ve nat besn
respunding ta Starfleet’'s enquiries. The question is, why did thesy
leave, and where did they go7"

"“Neither guestion can be answered at this point, Captain, " Spack
said, responding literally to a rhetorical remark. "The Anon was
engaged in a general survey of this sector. She raported her arrcival
in this system and her crew remarked on nothing ahnarmal at that
time. Indeed, the tone of their message indicates that they were
finding their mission somewhat tedious. After that nothing mars was
heard from them.®

"And that was seven months ago, " Kirk added with a scowl. "Mr.
Spock, I think you and I hed better take a clgser logk at that survey
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vessel, and we'd better take Mr. Scott along with us.®
"meknowledged, Captain.”

Kirk got cut of the command seat and turned towards the
turbo-lift. ‘“Lisutenant Uhura, inform Starfleet Command that we have
located the Anon and are investigating."

Scott was waiting for them in the transporter rgom with nhis
customary worried frown and a tricordsr. Spock accepted a tricorder
Fraom the transporter attendant.

"Beam us directly toc the bridge," Kirk ardered. "Mr. Scott, 1
want you to run a thorough check of the engines.”

The three officers took their places on the transporter
platfarm, *"What I don’t understand is," Kirk was saying, "why an
antire ship’'s complement would abandon a functicnal and spaceworthy
vessel in this Bod~fFaorsaksn, ..

It was the Enterprise herself that interrupted him. She rang
like a vast space-borne gong. The thres officers looked inquiringly
at the transporter attendant, who gazed back with helpless
bewilderment.

"What the devil was that?!" Kirk demanded.

1 dinna know, but I don't like the sound o’ 1it,"” Scott
grumbled, leaving the platform and going to the intarcom. "“Scott to
engineering."”

Again the starship rang, a deep vibrant note that throbbeasd
through every Bulkhead, and this time she vibratead. Kirk and his
afficers had abandoned the transporter room and were alrezady racing
for their stations when the alert sirens began ta howl.

When they reached the bridge Sulu was struggling with the helm.

"What is 1it?" Kirk demanded, leaping for the command sesat.

"] don’t know, sir. There’s scome sort of gravitational fisld
dragging us off course. I can’t held her!®

"Maintain your position. Mr. Spock, what’'s out there?!

"At present unknown, Captain, I am attempting to locate the

source of the influence."

"Are we holding our qun?”

"Negative. We are being drawn topwards it.”

Kirk stabbed at tha intercom button. "Scotty, we need morea
power. Something has us like a Fish on a line, and it’s reeling us
in'll

"I’'m givin’ you all the impulse powsr we have, Captain.”

"To use warp speed would throw us out of the system, Captain,”
Spock said. "We would be no wiser as to the Fats of the Anan’s

crew."

"“That’s very trus, Mr. Spock, but I have no wish to Follow them
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toc whatever their Fate might have been without knowing something
about it first. Held her steady, Mc. Sulu. Resist with gverything
we've got."

"Captain, I have a sensor reading. A planstary body some sixty
miles in diameter, in a close, almost perfectly circular orbit. it
would appear to be at the centre of the gravity field."

"Sixty miles? That’s nowhere n=ar largs snough to account for a
gravitational disturbance of this intensity.

The Enterprise shook and a sound like the tolling of a death
bell rang through her superstructure. "No known phendomenan would, "
Spock said in the silence that fallowed,

"Very well. Ease us into orbit around that planet, Mr. Spock.
It ssems we're invited so we might as well go willingly."”

"Captain." Spock locked round fram the sensor. "Such an orbit
will take us into very near proximity with the sun. This planst
maintains a similar position with its primary as does Mercury in your
home system."

"Hm." Kirk prassed the intercom hutton. "Scotty, rig up some
refrigeration for the cuter hull. We’'rs going in close."
"Aye, sirc.,"

IThe eyes of the bridge crew Fixed on the screen. At first there
was only the dwarf star, sullen and red faced, pitted and pockmarked
with sun spots. As the starship approached it grew until it
overflowed the screen and spilt its light onto the bridge. The Faces
of thoss who watched turned red in the glare. The planstoid was a
minute black spot floating against a crimsen backdrop like a2 mote in
an eye. Because of the brightness af the sun it was not until Sulu
gdged the ship into her orbit that it could be ohserved.

Its surface had been pitted and scarred by aeons of merciless
pombardment and was a curiously uniform matt black. There was no
glimmer aof light anywhere, not even of reflscted sunlight. Somshow
the planet’s surface was absorbing all the light that hit it.

"Curious." Kirk said. "I’d have thought that at thoss
temperatures the rocks would have been red hot, flowing, with seas of
molten metals. ™

"That should be the cass, " Spock agreed. "But senscrs give no
indication of any such conditions.®

"No . I can see that. Mr. Sulu, what’'s our orbital status?”

"Good, sir. The gravity field is no longer interfering with our
helm."

"Keep us in a polar orbit and keep us away from the bright
side. I don’t want the ship between the planet and the sun.” Kirk
touched the intercom switch, "Scotty, how long can we remain here in
safetyr”

"The refrigeration units should keep us safe and sound For
forty-eight hours, sirc.®

"Good. Mr. Spock, I have a whole lot of gquestions concerning
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this planet and I°d like you toc £find me some answers. A Full report
From all science departments in, say..."

"Captain Kirk.” Uhura turned from the communications console, a
hand to the transceiver in her ear and samething akin to alarm cn her
Face. "I'm receiving a transmission, sirc."

"Fraom the Anon?"
"Ng, sir. From the planet.”

Kirk gaped at her. "But that’'s impossible! The temperature
down there..."

Spock was already at Uhura’s side, studying the console aver her
shoulder. *“Nevertheless, Captain, the transmission is emanating from

the planet,” he confirmed. "On audio." He touched a coloured switch
and the speaker crackled.

"Jim! Jim Kirk! " @A breathless man’s voice gasped. "This is
Bili., Bill A'Mun! Youw've got to help us! Jim, you’'ve got to..."
The crackling increased and the voice faded out bensath it.

Kirk leaned anxiously on the balcony rail. "Spock?!
The Yulcan shook his head. "He's stopped transmitting,
Captain.”

"Byt he was orn the planet? You're sure about that?' Kirk
Followed him bhack to the sensor.

"More probably inside it, " Spock said, gazing inte the blue
light. "It was impossible to get an exact fix on the transmitter,
but [ did obtain a general area location.”

"But Bill A’Mun, still alive aftsr all this time? And why would
he abandaon his ship? He wasn’t the sort to panic or act an impulses."

"Perhaps he did not abandan her out af choice." Spock made a
Fine adjustment. "I have it now, a cavern deep btenzath the planst’'s
surface. Atmosphere axygen—-nitrogen, temperature thirty-nine
degrees, pressure rather low.”

"Then it is possible that they’'re still alive down there?"

"Judging by the transmission just received it is highly probable
that Captain A’Mun is alive. He called you by name, Captain, and as
he could not have known in advance that you wowuld be assigned to
search for him..."

"He must have picked up ocur approzch hroadeast. Mo, Spock, sat
the transporter to beam us directly into that cavern. Have sickbay
stand by to receive casualties. Doctor McCoy will accompany us.”

The three Starship afficers materializad in semi-darkness. The
atmosphere was breathable but very cold after the precisely
maintained temperature of the Enterprise and it had a peculiar taste
that turned the mouth dry and scur,. The low pressurs mads thaic ears
pop and no amount of swallowing seemed to help. But meost unpleasant
of all was the silence, so intense that their own breathing raised
echoes.
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All abowt them was a sensation of space, and as their syss
ad justed they hecame aware of the vast Fantastic chamber in which
they stopnd. The floor was, in the ares in which they stood, smooth
and polished, heawun out of the naked rock itself. And the vaulted
ceiling so high abhove their heads was supported upon anm entire forest
of crumbling pillars.

"I don’'t think ycu're gonna believe this, Jim," McCoy said in an
awed whisper. "But I’ve got a Feeling this place is man made.”

"I concur, Doctor," Spock agreed. "At least in as much as the
chamber is artificial."”

Kirk nodded. '"Urnder the circumstances I would bes prepared to
accept that.!

Spock and Mcloy looked at each other and at him, and then turned
to see what their captain had seen.,

The alien ssated gn the great stone throne lowered its drinking
goblet and smiled at them disconcertingly, and for ssgveral long
secands the Ffour regarded =ach other,

Kirk took twog steps towards the throne. "Who... and what... are
yauT" he asked.

The alien’s smile became broader. "Do I have to have 2 name,
Captain Kirk? Yes, I suppose ! do, otherwise things might hecome a
little too complicated fFor you., Very well thsan, my name shall be

whataever you decide to make it, and [ am,.., whatever you would like
me to be." He waved the goblest airily. "I have no preference.”
Kirk glared. "I’ve rno time for riddles and parlour tricks. You

have the crew of a Federstion vessel hidden away down here. You
forced my ship into orhit around this planet and contrived to have us
beam doun here. I want these men returned right rnow, and I want an
explanaticon! ®

The pale, round Face of the alien lost its smile and tock on a
slight pout, "You have a belligerent naturzs, Captain, Can’'t you s=
that your aofficers and your good self are my hancured guessts? Why, I
desire nothing more than to be of service to you."

"In that casa," Kirk rested a Foot on the bottommost of ths
throne steps, "as we are your guests and because you wish to be of
service, you’ll have no obhjection to hringing our associastes here, ar
to telling us where they are so that we may go to them. We’ll return
at ornce to our ship. After all, we have no wish to cutstay ocur
welcaome. "

"Oh, don’t be difficult, Captain." The alien said pstulantly.
He made a gesture in the air and the gcblet vanished; and in its
place in the alien’s hand appearsed a large blood red fruit the shape
of a banana. The alien bhit intc it and the juice dribbled down its
chin.

Kirk smiled a forced smile and made it look natural. "Then may
I ask just why we are here?®

"As 1 said, you are my guests. My house guests. Do you like my
house, Captain?"
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The being was smiling again and Kirk decided to humour it. Hs
looked round at the decayging masaonry and crumbling brickuwork. "Yes,
it’'s,.. mast impressive. Most impressive,” he admitted,

"Yes, isn’t it? The builders made a good Job of it. Of course,
there's a little touching up to be done here and thers.”

"Well, it’s always the same with these older residences, " Kirk

sympathized. "A little repair work has to be done svery now and
again."

"Ah yes., Guite so." The aliern’s smile faded once more. V1]
really must seg tc that some time.” It tossed the rind of its fruit
aside and leaned forward., "You and I have similar interests and
opinions, Captain Kirk. I can sse that [ am going to enjoy your
visit.,"

"I'm glad of that," Kirk assured him. “But we really would like

to see our friends.”

A Flicker of amnoyance crossed the round face but vanished

guickly. "I am going to show you something, Captain Kirk." The
alien whispered confidentially. He gestured again in the air and
this time when he lowered his hand he held a tuwisted staff. "Stand

back a little, Captain, and watch this.”

Kirk rejained Spock and McCoy and the three officers stood in 2
tight knot, watching. The alian waved the staff in the air with the
aplambh of a magician about tec perform a conjuring trick, and that’s
Just what he did. He threw the staff down at the foot of the thrane
steps, Immedistely it writhed and twisted in on itself and became
transformed into a8 hissing, spitting, many headed serpent.

The alien’s chuckle became a full blooded hawl of lawghter as
the starship officers recoiled. "Ngo not be afraid,” he entreated.
"He's my pet. Just cne of my little pets. He wan’t hurt you. Come,
Captain Kirk, pick him up! See how friendly he is.®

K#rk took a doubtful step Forward. MecCouy caught his acm.
"“Jim! That thing’s fangs are dripping poison!”

"I would advise against it, Captain, " Spock agreed.

Kirk acknowlsdged the advice with a nod. "I dam’t think that
now is a good time to hack down From anything."” He advanced
cauticusly on the minature wriggling monster.

"Take it by the tail, Captain. By the tail," the aslien advised,
its small bright eyes gleaming with excitement,

Feeling like Hercules facing the nine headed Hydra, Kirk wiped
the sweat of his hands anto his shirt, bent down and gingerly pickesd
the beast up. Instantly the tail twisted round his arm. The skin in
his hand was dry and scaly and rasped against his own skin, The
ruffled necks arched back con themselves and Kirk found himself
loaking past a dozen Flickering tongues and down as many dark
throats.

"Shake it, Captain. Not too hard.” The alien told him,

Kirk scarcely nesded ta shake the creatures, he was already
trembling from head toc toe. Before his myes the slavering heast
transformed itself intc a2 length af green lsafed vine which producead
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buds and began to bhlaossom as he watched.,

The alien rocked hack and forth in its seat and slapped his
thighs in mirth. "0Oh, what fun you arz, Captain, and what a
wonderful time we're going to have together.”

Kirk looked up and met the syes of Spock and McocCoy, from whose
faces the horror had not altogether faded. He Flung the vine with
its rnow Fading bhlcooms zway from him and turned on the alien, his
fists clenching in anger. "What do you mean by..."

A muted gonging sowund interrupted him. The same scund he had
heard abeoard thes Enterprise, but much more distant, and coming from
heneath his Feet.

"You must excuse meg, Captain. Gentlaman." The alien smiled its
Flashing smile, gathered its garments about itself, and vanished.

Kirk stared at the empty throne for some seconds, his now
useless anger fading. Then he turned. "Spock, what does the
tricorder make of all this?!

The chamber snatched up the warkling whistle of the instrument,
magnified it in some deep crevice and blasted in back at them
tenfold. The effect was deafsning. Oeterminedly Spock held the
tricorder close to his face and watched the suymbols Flicker across
the tiny screen.

"l read a power source, Captain., Well shielded and apparently
below us, scme twenty kilometers.!

"That wouwld make it right in the middls of the planst., Is it
possible for a bedy this size to have a molien caorg?!

"Possible but highly unlikely. In any event this power is
certainly artificially generated."

"What about life forms7?"
"None registering, Captain. However, something is blocking the
tricorder. I have conducted a complete scan and neither that being,

nor we ourselves, registered as life fForms."

"Then the tricorder isn’t going to help us Find Bill A’'Mun and
his crew., We’ll have to set out and lock fFor them on our own.!

"1 think we should return to the ship right now, Jim," McCoy
said gravely.

"Bones?"®

"Can’t you feel what this low pressure is doing to your
insides?T Prolonged exposure could lead to severe and pecrmanent
internal damage. Death, sven!"

For the first time Kirk noticed thsrs was a hand of constriction

round his chest. Reluctantly he pulled cut his communicator. *It’11
he a whole lot harder Lo search this place in pressure suits,®

"Mebbe, " the Doctor growled., "But it’d be a whole lot safer.®

"Kirk to Enterprise," Kirk called into the communicator, "Kirk
to Enterprise. LCome in, Scotty." He Fiddled with the dial. "Kirk
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to Enterprise. Spock, there’s something wrong with this thing.®

"Probahly thz same effect that’'s hlocking the tricorder

wavelengths is preventing our communicatoers from functioning." Spock
togk out his own and tested it briefly. "Oead, Captain.®
"That’s it then, Banes," Kirk sighed. "Until Scotty realizes

something’s wrong and sets about Finding ws, we're stuck down here
with the lcw pressurse. We might as well make use of the time
searching for the crew of the Angn.”

McCay shook his head., "] don’'t agres. Phusical sxertion can
hasten the anset of symptoms. UWe should just sit here quietly and

waitt"

"Bones, Bill A&’Mun’s been here for seven manths and he was still
alive and well enough to talk to us just an hour ago. But of caourse,
if you want to stay hers and wait for our tricky friend to get back,
well, I guess that’s all right.”

"You know I can’t let you go wandering of F on ygour oun like
that,” MecCoy grumbhled, glaring. "One of you is bound toc get hurt and
need my help." Still muttering he set out with a grimly detsrminsd
stride For the nearest heap of debris. Kirk winked at Spock and they
fell intg step behind him,

In the very best of conditions their progress would have been
difficult arnd tiring. What had once besen a superb architectural fFeat
was gquickly crumbling to ruin and decay. Many of the pillars had
totally disintegrated into piles of dust and rubble aver which the
of ficers had to clamber. 0One had fallen intact and broken intog
several large pleces on impact and in places whole sections of
intricately fluted ceiling had come crashing down to make still mors
litter on the flecor and leave great revealing holes in the roof.
Through these the natural blue hlack granite of the cavern was
clearly visible. KXirk began to wender Jjust bhow safe the remaining
structures were, but Spock was keeping a watchful eys on the
tricorder and seemed unconcerned,

Before they had gone very far the lungs of all threese men were
Femling the strain of Functioning in the low pressure. They panted
and great plumes af steam streamed out of their mouths as the cold
alr condensed their breath. Jackets of steel tightensd round their
chests and freguently they had to stop and concentrate just on
hreathing. McCoy suffered most, and with his discomfort his concern
for ths other two increased.

Using the tricorder Spock guided them towards tha only axit fram
the chambar that he could detect, a breask in the rock almost a
thausand maters distant, Thay had tortucusly covered Just over half
that distance when Kirk heard the crack and the creak that Farestocld
disastar. ISpock was walking several yards ahead fFollowing a kind of
path through one cof the less cluttersd areas., Mcloy was labouring
behind, but managing to keep up with thes VUulcan’s pace. Kirk heard
the rumble and felt the light scattering of dust on his Face.

Logking up he saw the impending avalanche. There was plenty of
time for him to Jjump hack out of the way, hut not so for Spock who,
intent an his tricorder, had not heard the warning aof danger.

Without pausing a single instant for thought Kirk rushed
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Forward, lunging intao the unsuspecting Vulcan’'s back, and sending him
staggering. The two men hit the ground rolling, anrnd in the same
secaond one of the pillars bulged, cracked through the middle and
collapsed in on itself, Filling the air with dust and Flying rubble.
With a rending crash a great section of the roof tore itself fraee and
with it came a granite boulder from the rock formaticon above, The
boulder bounced once, rolled over and came to rest with considerable
Force against the Vulcan’s side., Kirk heard him gasp.

For a long time, or so it seemed, Kirk lay with his Face pressad
toc the Floor while a torrent of smaller stones pattered arowund him,
The thundecr-like roar of the echeoes died and finally the natural
silence returned. Through 1t Kirk hsard sameone calling his name.
The voice was Mcloy's.

*Jim!  Jim, are you all right7i"

Kirk sat up and rubbed some aof the grit out of his syes.
"Bomgs? I'm all rightti®

"Thank God." The eschogs carrisd MeCoy’s heartfelt mutter.
"What about Spock?"

"Spock! " Kirk sguinted through the clauds of dust. The Uulcan
was still lying Face down in the rubble with a thick layer of dust
over his back. Kirk scrambhled over ta him and lifted him bodily out
af the dirt. "Spock, ar= you =all rcight?!"

The Uulcan grunted and stirred and gpened his eyes. There was a
cut on his head just at the hairline but sctherwiss he ssemed
unharmed. He struggled to sit up. "Are you all right, Spock?! Xirk
repeated.

"Thank you, Captain. I am undamaged. Bruises only. Howaver, 1
Fear the tricorder has Ffared poorly." He extracted the shattesred
instrument from the rubble and inspected it ruefully. "I regret it
will be of no further use toc us.”

Kirk eyed the granite boulder. "I'm glad it was the tricorder
and not your hip that was smashed. Do you think yogu can walk?"!

Spock pulled a face and nodded and with Kirk’s assistance got
onto his feet. He swayed for a mament and then tock his own weight.
Kirk didn’t see the momentary grimace of pain that passed over his
f=atures.,

MeCoy had found his own way round the debris angd now he puffed
up to them, very much out of breath. "Jim! Spock, are you hurt?"
He peersd anxiously at the green ooze on Spock’s forshead, much to
the VUulcan’'s distaste,

”Nm.__we were lucky." The dust was clgaring now and Kirk gazed
raund at their surroundings. "Sposk, do you think your sense of
direction can lead us to that opening without the tricocder?!

Spock nodded. "That way, Captain,”
"Let’s go then. We’ll make a forced march, gentlemen, and rest
when we get there. The sgoner we’'rs gut of these ruins the safer

we’'ll be."

Keeping closer tcgether now they staggered on their way, leaving
the tricorder behind them as a forlorn token of their passing.




102

A huge door had once graced the mighty walls of the chamber, but
the door had long since disintsgrated into nothing and now theres was
only a dark gaping hole. Gasping, their goal achisved, the three men
sat down on the floor and put their heads betwesn their knees. For a
long time the echoes could repeat only the sound of their breathing.
Kirk noticed in a distant sort of way that the sweat from his
exertion was steaming as it dried on his skin. His clothes were
soaked and he began to f=el cold.

"Spock, ' McCoy panted at last. "I don’t like that limp of
yours. [ want to take a look at those so-called bruises.”

"There’s no point, Doctor. We have not the facilities for
treatment.”

"Jim! " MeCoy appealsd to Kirk.

"He's right, Bones. The best any of us can do is try to find
Bill A'Mun and that transmitter as quickly as possible. What do you
think, Spock?!

"The transmitter is likely to be in close proximity to the power
sources."

"That's wnder twenty kilometers aof solid rock, Spock! " McCoy
hissed. "What do you propose to dao, dig?!”

Spock ignaored him. "1 Further suggest that Captain A’Mun will
be somgwhere n=ar the transmitter.”

Kirk got up, stretched and massaged his aching chest. "A
ingical assessment, Mr. Spock. I only hope our alien friend isn’'t
playing socme sort of elaborate trick on wus."

"Tust where did he goT" McCoy asksd, locking round with a
mixture af anger and anxisty. There was no certain answer tc that
arnd neither of the others bothsrad to make one.

Kirk tried his communicator once more, found it still inect and
with a sigh put it away again. He surveyed the entrance, preferring
not to dwell too much an the size of the beings that had built it.

It was unlit, but in the fFaint light that spilled in from the chamber
ne could see a smooth ~ if dusty - floor, carved walls and arched
ceiling, a passageway of vast dimesnsions.

He could Feel his limbs stiffening up with the cold. Spock,
despite the limp he was trying to hide, was on his feet and pacing
hack and Forth in an effort to keep himself supple. Mcloy was
observing him with a sour medical eye that missed nothing.

"Gentlemen, I think it’s time we made a further advance," Kirk
announced. "This passage might lead to a way doun.”

"Twenty kilometers down?" MoCoy inquired.

Kirk grinmed at him. "Don’t worry about it, Bones. That first
step is always the worst.!
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To snter the passage reguired a definite act of will. It was
Black and forbidding, and with the darkness a claustrophobic
oppression closed about them. It was sssential to stay close to the

wall, and to each other. To have become separated in that
impenetrable darkness would have been to become completely lost.

At First the sxercise was wealcaome; it warmed the bhody and was
far preferable to the idleness of sitting still, but as thsy hecams
more and more tired and short of breath their pace slowed and the
cold began to seep into their limbs. They became mere automatons
driven on by will and determinaticn as the exhaustion and the cold
and the lack of pressure tock their toll.,

They soon lost all sense of time and direction, and none of
them, not even Spock, had any idea of how far they had travelled,
stumbling and limping like blind men, Ffeeling their way in the dark.
Nome of them really cared. It was Spock who tripped and fell over a
piece of broken masonry on the fFloor, and for several sgconds he made
no attempt ta get wp. Kirk and McCoy leansd against the wall
panting, and then McCoy dropped to his knees, feeling For the Vulcan.

"Is it the pressure that’'s getting to him?" Kirk asked,

"Nao, ” McCoy'’s voice came back through the darkness. "It's not
the pressure. With his lung arrangement he’'s bettsr able to stand up
tn that than we are. It’'s the cold! He has to maintain a much

higher body temperature than we do. He'’s suffering the first stages
of hupothermial "

"Can you do angthing fFor him?*

"Harg? In the dark? I can give him 3 shot to relaase his
energy raserves, but when they’'re burned up he’ll be totally
gxhausted.”

"Sive him the shot, " Kirk ordered. He leaned against the wall
and listered to the silence. Silence? He scowled, his ears
straining, but the whisper of sound he thought he’d heard did not
caome again.

McCoy Fumbhled with the medical kit. "Ged almighty!" he
muttered. "I wish there was some damned light!"
"Light, Doctor McCoy?" The voice was gleeful. "But of courss!

Behold, I grant yaour wish.”

Arcund them the passage brightened with a greyish illumination
and the painted esyes of the carved and paintad creatures gazed down
Wwith interest From the walls. The change was sg abrupt that McCoy
all but injected himself with an empty hypo.

"You are my guests, gentlemen."” The alien was saying
aimlessly. "You have only to ask and I carn Fulfill any rsasonable
request., My recle is gne of provider...”

"1 don’t want any mare of your damn tricks!' Xirk shouted,
searching the empty air angrily. "Where ars youT! Come out and show
yourself!?

"I’m hare, Captain."

Xirk turned, looked up and recoiled in startlement. The face of
the alien was Floating, disembodied, some three feet out of resach,
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smiling its everlasting smile and watching him with tiny, vivid
eyes. Kirk clenched his Fists and gritted his teeth.

"Captain." The voice was Spock’s, not much more that =
whisper. Kirk crouched down beside him, his ayes still on the
alien’s face. "Captain, do not let it anger yow. Your angsr would

evoke an unfavourable response, and with its peculiar thaumaturgic
and telekinetic abilities this being’s displeasure could have
unfortunate results, bath For ocurselves and for the Enterprise."

Kirk nodded. "Humour it, you mean, I1°ll do my bhesst, Mr.
Spock." Moderating his rage he stood up and Faced the alien. "We. .
are honoured to be your guests,” he said, spreading his hands in his
hest friendly starship captain mannmar, "but we are basically
different from you. We find your home uncomfartable. There’s nat
enough air and it’s too cold. My friend is suffering From the cold."

The alien scowled aver Kirk'’s shoulder at Spock, who was sitting
up and looking decidedly better after Mcloy’s medication., Thsre was
an expression of mean dislike aon the being’s face. YYour friend is
no Fun at all, Captain Kirk," it said unpleasantly.

"Fun?! Kirk shook his he2ad in disbelief. "We didn’t come hers
to provide you with fun! UWe came to find the creuw af a Federation
vassgl "

The alien laoked petulant. "You're not entering into the spirit
of the thing, Captain. and besides, even [ can’t produce air cut of
thin air.” The facs frowned Far a moment and then split in a
dazzling smile at its own play on words. MAir out of air, Captain,
ses’!

Kirk favoured it with a withering look and turned his back on
it. Slowly and deliberately he returned to Spock’s side and crouchsd

down. "Do yocu think you can travel?!

Spock nodded. "Most assuredly, Captain., I'm Feeling much
hetter. I don’t know..."

“Never mind about that now." Kirk helped the Vulcan onto his
Feet. "I1’ve made that thing mad and from now on we’ll have to watch

gvery step we take. If we’'rs going to have a battls on our hands 1
want to choose the battlefield.”

"We are ill equipped fFor such a canflict. Cur chances are..."

"Mr., Spock, we don't have time to rationalize the odds." Kirk
locked at the place where the alien’s face had dissolved into a swirl
of ectoplasm and vanished. "I’ve got a fFesling that thes closer we
get to that power source the better off we’ll be. Let’s he on aur
way, gentlems=n."

i "OF course, Captain Kirk," the alien’s voice came softly ouwt of
thin air, "I could make it warmer for you."

The passage, the whole world, turned upside down and tipped Kirk

onto the Floor. He cracked his head and For a momant unconsciousness
threatenad him. He sat up and Found himselF in different
surroundings, and alone. He was in & low red rock tunnel lit with a

diffuse light that filtered through the walls. It was like heing
inside the bloodless artery of saome gigantic creature, and already
the heat was drawing sweat from his body. Kirk recognized the place
instantly; stored away in his memory were some very unpleasant
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recollections., Two crewmen dead ard another terribly maimed. He
Faund that e was sniffing at the zir, sensing about like a human
bloedhound for the odour of the creaturess that laboriously drillad
these tunmnels with their mandibles, and guarded them sc Jjealously.

He sat down on the flogr, ignoring clammy clothes and the
trickle of sweat that ran down his back. Firmly he told himself that
what was happening could not peossibly bhe real, that it was an
illusion conjured up by the alien from among his most feared
memcories. He had encountered such illusicns before and had learnsd
that they were harmless iF ane refused to believe in them. The rock
bowever was very solid and very hard to sit on, and the hleod red
light was just as h= remembered it.

Angrily he forced his mind away from swuch thoughts and Focused
his concern on the Fates of Spock and Mcloy. What private hells, he
wondered, had the alien produced for them? At l=2ast here the air was
breathahble if tainted with an occasicnal whiff of the unpleasant
musk. The beads of sweat on his forshsad ran together and dripped
of f his rmose in salty droplets.

Gradually, as memory r=awakened, he recalled other details about
these tunnels. Despite himself he remembered the curious sudio
qualities of the walls, the way the tiniest sound could travel
through them to he heard distinctly up to & mile away. At first they
had thought that the creatures had ussd sound to sesek them out so
efficiently, until they had discovered that they were totally deaf
and hunted by scent alane. The temptation became irresistible. Kirk
placed his ear against the wall and listengd. For a moment thers was
nothing and then he heard, quite clearly, a voice. McCoy’s voice,
cursing fluently in a low monotone. Filled with sudden elation Kirk
straightened up and shouted "Bornes! ", His head cracked on the low
ceiling and he Fell to his hands and knees, stars exploding before
his eyes.

"Jim? Jim! " MeCoy’'s voice came hack thraugh the whispsring
wall. "Jim, where are you?!'"

Kirk was unable to answer. A trickle of blood ran down From a
cut ahove his esar and stained the shoulder of his shirct.

"Jimt®

Kirk started to shake his spinning head and thought better of
it. He put his mowth close to the rock and spoke in the loud whisper
that travellsd best through the rock.

"Bones, are you all right?"

The answer came back at once. "I'm fire. And Spock’s with me,
How about you?"

"1 had a bumpy ride," Kirk said wryly.

"Jimt" McCoy’s hiss was urgent. "0o gou reEmember thess
tunnels?!

"Mniy too well. The First thing we've got to do is to get
together.”

"Captain.” This timz the voice coming through the wall was
Spock’s, and Kirk thought he sounded strained. YWithout a tricorder
the best thing to do in these circumstances 1t to take a rough
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directional bearing with our communicators and then For you to try to
move towards the sound of our voices."

Kirk pulled the device from his belt and flipped up the lid.
"Will our communicators Function this £time?" he asked intoc the wall.

“That, " said Spock, "remains to be seen.”

Kirk adjusted the dial and immediately picked up a strong
pulse. The implicatiaon was that none of the native rock of the black
planet was betwsen him and Spock, ar that they were an a diffesrent
planet altogether. A terrible planet Kirk had sworn never to set
Foot on again.

“Bearing thres zero nine through one four, Captain,” Spock
said. "That is an approximate course. The twistings of the tunnels
will take you gut of your way."

Kirk knew only too well the dubious twistings of those tunnels.
With the bearing established the communicator was of no further
assistance put Kirk found its bleep a comfort, the only sign that he
was not alone an this hostile world. With the device open in his
hand he set out, walking in the stooped almost doubled posture that
was torture to the back and thighs but was the only alternative to
crawling.

He had not travalled_verg.far when he heard the expected and
dreaded rattle of chitinous plates.

Forgetting that the creatures had no hearing he instinctively
snapped the communicator shut and shrank to the floor, making himself
as nearly invisible as possible. Thers was no way of telling just
where the creature was, or sven in what direction. He knsw From
experience it could be a mile away, or Jjust raund the next bend,
sniffing out his fFear.

"Captain?" Spock asked through the wall, apparently auware
through his silence that something was wrang.

"1 hear ong of them," Kirk hisssd bhack.

Spock made no reply. He knew, as Kirk knew, that the captain
was on his own, The tunnel filled with silence. Kirk’'s sars
strained but the rattle was not repeated. He wiped the sweat from
his face onto his already wet slegeve and with an effort Forced
himself to go on, approaching each bend with the utmost caution and
checking his paosition both by voice and by communicator at Frequent
intarvals. The tunnel Faorked, turned and twisted and forked again.
The red light waxed and waned, but always thers was encugh to sees his
way by. There was no further evidence that the creatures were
anywhere near. Kirk began to feel more confident.

Too confident. He was saomething less than careful as he rounded
a sharp corner into an intersecting tunnel and found himsalf face to
Face with & prime adult male specimen of thes speclies.

It was fFortunate for Kirk that the creature happansd tc be
curled in its sleeping posture, might even have been asleep, or he
would have stood no chance at all. It uncoiled itself and whipped
round, like lightning, but Kirk had moved equally Fast. Out aof sight
in the adjoining tunnel he pressed his backbone hard against the rock
wall and almost ceased to breath. He imagined the blunt almast blind
head swinging back and forth as it quested for him, the stiff
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bristles on its Face quivering as they sifted the particles in the
air, savouring his flavour and the grinding chewing acticns of the
marndibles as they anticipated the crunch of his bones. Those
mandibles could saver a man’s arm. Kirk knew they could, he’d sesn
them do it. He saw it still in the eye of his mind and the thought
of it made him shudder and grow cold.

The creature moved. Kirk heard the shuffling of its double
Jointed insect-like legs and the clatter of loosely fitting scales on
its body as it edged towards his hiding place, smelling him out.

Kirk was sorely temptad to rurn for his life, but the cresature could
produce a remarkable turn of speed and could not bs outpaced by human
legs. The creature’s shadow Fell across the tunnel entrance arnd the
head with its degenerate, almost useless eyes came into sight. Kirk
backed away from it, refusing to acknowledge the sickening knot of
Fear in his belly and ignoring the screaming of instinct that told
him to fFlge in terror.

There was only oune way te Fight these monstrous beasts, and Kirk
had learned it the hard way. His phaser was already in his hand.
All he could do was watch his step and wait his opportunity. The
creature reared Jup on its back pairs aof legs, the whole Front aof its
body swinging from side to side as it ascertained his exact position.

Cespite the fFearful mandibles Kirk was not concentrating his
attention on the head end. The chitin that formed the creature’'s
armour was proof against all but prolonged phaser fire and he was
aware of aonly ane vulnerable spot., The tail section moved Forward,
the sting in its tip oozing dark purple poison. Kirk tensed, his
egyes fixed on the spot. The muscles in the creaturs’s body pulsed as
it prepared to strike. The tail hent up and over liks that of a
scorpion, exposing the soft place an the underside of the abdomesn.
Kirk took careful aim with both hands and fFired a low intensity heam.

The creature burst open. Kirk turned away from the outpouring
and fled.

It was very difficult to run at Full speed bent double in a low
rock tunnel but fear can provide a man with extracrdinary abilities
and Kirk managed it extremely well. He only stopped rurning when he
was crippled with cramp and able to runm no Further. He staggered to
a hzalt, dropped to his hands and knees and hung his head, gasping.
There was pain in his chest and legs and a red haze in front of his
gdes. He could hear only the death rattle of the crsature’s scales
and the scent of its musk remained strongly in his nostrils.

Gradually the painful throh of his heart steadied and slowed and
he became able toc think clearly once more. The noise was dying down
as the creature’s death throes ended, but its odour was still
strong. Kirk recoiled in disgust as he realized that his clothes
were splattered with its brownish blood. He pulled the shirt off
over his head and Flung it away fraom him, an instinctive reaction,
but a wise ane. The dead creaturs’s companions would Follow the
scent of its blood.

"Jim? Jim, where are you? What's going on?" Mcley’s vaice
demanded harshly through the wall. Kirk was surprised at how close
he saounded.

"It’s all right, Bones!" Kirk replied with a breathless attempt
at levity. "A brief encounter. Scrub one nasty. From the scound of
it I shall bs with you in a few more minutes."
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It was sheer luck that Kirk’s hlind rush had carried him in the
right directicn., Two turns of the tunnel brought him to a wider
place whers sevaral passages intersected and it was there that he
found Spock and Mcloy. Kirk saw at once why Spock had suggssted he
do the walking. Meloy had bared his leg and was crouchsd beside him
doing something that locked both complicated arnd painful and which
Spock was tolerating with stoic disapproval. The VUulcan had a phaser
in his hand and was evidently keeping a8 watchful eye an the tunnels,

The roof was high enough here to allow Kirk to stand almost
upright. He did sg with relief and took the strain aoff his knees and
stretched. McCoy cast a professional sye gver him.

"You’d hetter sit down and let me taks a3 look at that head
wound," he grumbled. #1711 be with you in Just a minute.

Kirk was glad to abey. He watched McCoy load a hypo with
skilled fingers, punch the contents into Spock’s shoulder, and heard
him mutter something into the VUulecan’s ezar about keeping his weight
of f it for a while. As Spock fastened his trousers Kirk caught sight
of the vivid green bruising whsre the tricorder had bsen smashad
against his hip. There was a lot of blood congested bsnsath the skin
and it was this McCoy had been drawing off.

While Spock watched the tunnels McCoy turned his attention to
Kirk, patching his head with antiseptic and plasti-skin from the
medical kit,.

"T don’t give much for our chances of gstting aut af this place
a second time,” he murmured in a voice obviously meant For Kirk
alane. Kirk remembered that Spock had not bBeen with them con that
first disastrous visit to these tunnels and probably didn’'t know what
he was facing.

“This is all that alien’s doing," he said. "Spock, what arz the
chances that this is all an elaborate illusion produced from my
memaries and Doctor Mcloy’s?d

Spock looked at him over his shoulder. "A possibility.
Unprovabls, Captain."

Kirk heaved a sigh. IF the Vulcan’s mind cauld not detect and
preak down an illusion Ae could not hope to do so. That left him ane
alternative. He assumed the most digrnified position possible in the
circumstances.

"All right," he declarecd, addressing the empty air with calmnass
and authority. '"Whoever you are, wherever you ars, [’'ve had enough
of this! UWe’ve played your games long =ncugh!®

The alisn gave noc sign that it had heard. IF the rock tunnels
were indeed illusions they remained as solid and as real seeming as
ever. Kirk searched the air but the alien was not prepared to show

its fFace,. "I want to talk!" Kirk persisted. "There must b= same way
to work this outi"

"It’s nao gaod, Jim," MeCoy shook his head. "We're going to have
to play this out as if it were real, and we’d better be aon the move.
Those monstrosities’ll smell us aout of hare any minute.”

"Can Spock walk on that isg?™"

"l can walk, Captain,® Spock assured him, already on his feet.
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McCoy gazed at him doubtfully but said nothing.

Kirk loaoked at the various tunnel apenings, trying to decide
between them. One of them might lead to an opening to the surface,
and feroccious as they were the creatures would not Follow them into
the sunlight. Kirk knew it was the only chance of safety for himself
and his men, but the guestion was, which tunnel. The wrong choice
would be rapidly and unpleasantly Fatal. The rattle aof distant
scales hasterned his decgision.

The jJjourney was hard on the back and harder still on the legs.
The bent double posture was exhausting and made breathing difficult
and the crack of a head on the rock ceiling becams a freguent
occurrence whenaver sameong tried inadvertently to straighten up.

The tunnel began to slope downwards, deEeper intc the scarlet
rock, and Kirk krnew it was a bad sign. If they continued to go down
they would come eventually to the dormitaories and nesting chambers
and there there would be creatures in prefusion. They came to no
likely intersections and it was impossible to go back. There was at
lesast ane creature behind them, following their scent. They could
hear the rattling of its scales through the walls and it was catching
up fast,

It was getting hotter. The sweat was running Fraom the humans
and even Spock’s face was coversd with a thin Film of moisture., Kirck
realized almost too late that the increase in temperature was due to
the closs proximity of a nest. He smelt the Fetid odour of creature
musk and heard a rustle of sound. He grabbed Spock and Mecloy by
their arms and thrust them ahead of him into an intersecting tunnel
bare seconds before a hurtling ball of black rattling fury flew past
the entrance and back up the tunnel they’'d just left. Spock stared
after it in open amazement. It was the First he’'d sver seen.

Thers was evidence that this tunrel was unused. There were
small stones and dust on the floor, and fragments of the dry marsh
grass the creatures collected at night and used as nesting material.
A frequented turnmel was swept clean af this debris hy the canstant
passage of the creature’s bodies.

They quickly Found out why the tunnel had been abandored. It
widened intao a small chamber and lying across the entrance were the
remains of its gccupant. The creature had been dead a considerable
time. The soft parts of the carcass had rotted away arnd all that
remained was the hollow shells of the legs, the collapsed plates of
chitin armcur and the dreadful mandibles. Evidently =ach adult
creature excavated its cwn chamber which it inhabited in life and
which bescame its tomb in death.

To enter the chamber it was nsceEssary to clamber over the empty
shell. It was an unpleasant and difficult task and Kirk noticed that
Spock was endeavouring to conceal pain. His Face had become totally
white and his lips were a tight line. Kirk remembered the earlier
stimulant shot and wondered just how much longer the Uulcan could
stay on his feet. McCoy also was showing signs of exhaustion. Xirk
assisted him over the skeleton and Ffound that his arms were shaking.

"Bones?" he asked softly, meaningfully.

The doctor looked him straight in the Face with a defiant glare
and that look was enougb; the medic would go on until he dropped,
and Kirk knew it. He nodded, just once, and McCoy disengaged his
arm.
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Unawares of the mincr drama Spock was examining the chamber. It
was Jjust large enough Ffor a full grown crzature to turn cound with
gase, and it had sevaral exits. 0One tunnel let steeply upwards.
Kirk sniffed at the air. He could datsgt no trace of above graund
Freshness, only lingering musk., But any wsy up was a possible way
aut .

A suddsn rattle of scales made them start and swing rownd,
snatching at their phasers. There was movement in the tunnel from
which they'd just emerged. Something black and ugly was swaying back
and forth, sniffing the air.

For a moment thay weres frozen to the spot, then Kicrk turned to
the tunnel. "Let’'s get out cof herse hefors it catchess qur scent.”

And so they began to climb. Kirk took the lead and fForced the
pace. Ha knew he was driving Spock and MceCoy... and himself, ta the
limit, but there was no help For it. Through the tunnel walls he
could hear the rattls of scales as the creatures gathered ang
converged. They were very close now, both behind and to either
side, The only way was forward and up.

The sweat was pouring from all three men, the temperature and
the exertion and the Fear combining, and to add to the probhlsm ths
tunmel began to graw steeper. They were reduced to crawling on hands
and knees in an effort toc makse headway up the slope. Tha tunnel
intersected, curved and took a final sharp turn upwards. At the top
of anm almost verticzal, Flawlessly smogth sided fumnel Kirk could sae
a small ‘0’ of bright blue sky.

fis Far as he could sge thers was no way up. The Funnal was too
steep to climb, there were no hand holds and there was not time
gnough to blast steps. Kirk shock his head, bewildersd and
despairing, and then turned tensed and poised For action as Mcloy

gave a startled shout. One of the creatures was climbing the tunnel
behind them, its facial hair quivering with excitement as it closed
For the kill. It sszemed to know that they were trappesd.

When McCoy yellesd, Spock spun round, his phaser ready in his
hand, and it was Jjust at that mament his bruised leg collapsesd and
Folded under him. Before either Kirk or McCoy could do anything he
had lost his footing and was on his side sliding back down the tunnel
towards the approaching menacs.

In a sart of slow motion Kirk saw the creature’s sting rise wp
over its bhack, he glimpsed the look of absclute horror on Meloy’s
Face, and closed his eyes tight.

" most intaresting encounter, Captain.”

Kirk opsned his syes and once more found himself before the
throne in the great ruined chamber beneath the surface of the black
pianst.

McCoy was at his side, locking very ill and a short distance
away Spock lay huddled on the flcor. As ane man the doctor and the
captain raced to his side. The Uulcan was shuddering.

"Banes! " Kirk cried. "Oid that thing...?" But McCoy had
already turned Spock gver and Kirk could see that his face was not

the terrible purple-~black colour that the creatures’ poiscn stained a
man’s Flesh. Their snvironment had changed before the fatal bDlow had
been struck.
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"OfF caourses, ] couwld have lat him die, " the alisn went aon, "But
that would have made youw bitter, and that’'s the last thing I want to
happen at this =arly stage in our relationship. I want us to be
Friends."

Kirk looked across Spock’s body at MeCoy. "“Doctor?"

"Shock and exhaustiaon. He needs a change to rasst. He'll he all
right."

The captain got to his feet and began to advance on the throne,
his Fists clenched into tight balls of bons and bloodless tissue and
his eyes burning with the cold hard firg of hatred. The alien

watched him come with a smilie on its lips. In its hands it held =
large golder ball and it played with this, tossing it gently from one
hand to the other., Kirk’'s eyes were fixed on its neck. A thick

white neck well paddsd with flesh and adorned with a band of
glittering hlood red stones. A neck Kirk had set his heart an
breaking.

"Captain.” The smile Faded a little. "Y"There's really no need
to be so upsset. Yow were never in any raal danger, I could have

pullad yaou owt at any time." One at a time Xirk bhsgan to climb thes
throne steps. "Not all your sxperiences herse need bg so harassing, ”
the alien assured him, "4 little co-operation on yowr part and gour
sojourn could hecome most enjoyable.”

Kirk heard Meloy shout, "Jim!" and Found himself in an ornate
gold and white chamber. The atmosphere was warm and scented with a
heavy sweet adour that made him feel rather light headed. There was
Food and drink on a low splay legged tabhle and a round gold gquilted
bed in the centre of the room that lcoked most inviting after the
trials and terrors of the past hours. Thers was a golden carpet on
the Floor, the walls were hung with golden drapes and a single
central lighting unit cast a gold glow cver sverything.

"Banes?" Kirk called. "Spock? McCaoy?! !

There was no answer, but a movement in the corner of Kirk's eye
induced him to turn, A slender Females arm had pushed the hsavy
curtaining aside, and a waman now stood just inside the raom. She
was tall and slender and her skin was as galden as the Furnishings.
At the sight of her Kirk's breath caught in his throat and his rage
died. But for the scant white threads that covered her mast vital
part she was naked. -Her Figure was Firm, her skin flawless and the
beauty of her face breathtaking. She looksd at him a8 long moment and
then began to walk slowly towards him, a slight seductive sway in her
gait.

Kirk’s hands unclenched. The sweet odour was having the most
peculiar effect on him. He experienced the most curious stircing of
gxcitement in the pit of his stomach., The woman had an alien grace
that was fascinating, almost hypnotic. Her oval amber coloured eyes
were Fixed Firmly on his Face, her hair fell arcund her shoulders
like a heavy honey coloured curtain, her aureate body swaysd against
him as she slipped her arms round his neck.

Kirk bent his Face to hers and his lips closed con her soft
bright bhranze lips.

"Most plsasant, Captain. Don't youv agres?" The alien askesd.

Kirk broke away from the woman. The blind fury rekindled in his
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hreast and he spun round Furiously. The being was rmowhers ta be
seen.

"Where are you hiding?" Kirk demanded. What game are you
playing this time?"

There was no reply but the arms of the golden woman again slid
round his neck. Kirk seized her roughly by the shoulders and thrust
her away from him. She made a soft msawing saund and came Forward
again. Kirk slapped her hard across the Face and Flung her to the
Floor, her hair Flying in a golden cloud.

"] won’t have any more of your damned illusiaons!” he bellowed.
"o you hear me?!!"

The waman and the golden room were na more and the alien Frowned
down at him From the throne. "You really are a most stubborn and
difficult man, Captain Kirk," it sighed,. "Perhaps it would be best
if 1 showed you to your quarters and allowed your temper to cool

Kirk directed a shaking Finger. "Is this what ygou’ve been daing
to Bill A'Mun and his crew For the past seven months?! Have you hesn
torturing them and killing them for your own patty amussment?! "

The alien tossed the golden ball into the air and 1t vanished
with a pop. It leaned forward and glared at Kirk. "I'm giving ygou
the ideal opportunity to ask them Far yourself, Captain,” it said
savagely. It made a sharp chopping gesture with its hands and then
sat back in the throng with an expression cf dissatisfaction across
its Features. It was alone in the great crumbling hall.

=

Through the thick, fuzzy barrier that sgparated him frem
awareness Kirk heard McCoy talking to him. The words and phrases
meant nothing, and yet they served to stimulate his mind and dispel
tha nightmares that peopled his slessp. He Falt little pain, anly a
numb deadness that extended From his body to the extremities of his
limbs. He worried about that and then remsmbersd that the doctor was
at his side and no doubt respaonsible for his comparative camfort.

The only discomfort was in his chest. His lungs ached when hes
breathed. He agpened his eyes. In the dim light he could sse MeCoy’s
haggard profile, lined with concentration as he dressed a small wrist
wound . I+ might have been the lighting, but to Kirk his Facs
appeared dgrey. "Bones?" he ingquirad, and was surprissd when nis
volce came out as a mere croak.

McCoy glanced at him. WJust taks it sasy and you'll he fine.”
His tone was terses and his attitude aff-hand, distracted. Kirk knew
something was wrong. McCoy sprayed a Final coating of plasti-skin an

the wound and swore with uncharacteristic viciousness when the
canister gave out with an empty hiss. He Flung it away From him and
muttered, "now we’re back to bandages, 1f there’s anygthing raund here
clean enough!"

Kirk propped himself up on an elbow and saw that that was naot at
all likely. They were imprisoned in a large cage. The bars were of
a tarnished silvery metal ornately cast and twisted into 2 strang=
network of designs, but it was still a cage. "3pock?" he askad.

McCoy nodded and Kirk loogked in the direction of the nod. The
Uulcan lay on his side in a corner, Ris knees tucked up almost under
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his chin, either deeply asleep or drugged. Kirk was gratified to sse
the steady rise and fFall of his rib cage. For the time being, at
least, his life was secure,

Kirk became asware of octher Forms in the cage with them. Farms
that were mere bundles of rags, and at the same time he noticed an
unpleasant rank odour. He looked at McCoy who was gazing at him with
hard angry eyes and & tight lirne where his lips should have been.

Now Kirk was sure of it. The doctor’'s face was grey!'”
"What... are they?" Kirk asked slowly, wary aof thes ansuwar.
"Do I have to spell it out for you?" McCay rasped. "Captain

A'Mun and his creaw. What's left of them!®

Kirk counted the pathetic heaps of bilcod ard bone, twice, Just
to be sure. There were five. "Five, " he murmured. "Five laft from
a crew gf Fifty eight.”

"The dead are the lucky anes,"” McCoy said softly. "Im all my
years as a doctor I’ve never seen anything like it. And I hope I
don’t live to see 1t again.”

"Is theres anything we can do Ffor them?"

"I've already done sverdthing paossible to maks them
comfortable. There's nothing anyone could do to save their lives.

They =211 have completely collapsed and ruptured lungs. Thras of them
are unconscious with severs brain damage. The waoman over there has
gangrene in both legs. It’'s far toc lats to amputats! "

"What about Bill &’'Mun?®
"He’'s canscious and Just about ratiomsl., Over thera. "

Kirk tried to get up and gasped at the sudden stabh aof pain In
his chest. With McCeoy’'s hnelp he made 1t on the secaond attampt and
stocd panting.

"Breath as slowly and steadily as uycu can, " McCoy advissd,
"That way you’ll sustain less lung damags."

Kirk noddesd his understanding and on unsteady legs made his way
ovar to where his fellow captain lay fFace down an the naked rock

Floor. "Bill?" he crouched down and put a hand an the man’s
shoulder,

Beneath the paper like skin and the filthy rags that uwere all
that remained of his clothing there was only bone. Tha flesh and the
powerful muscles that Kirk remembered were wasted away toc nothing.
"Bill? Bill A'Mun?® Gently he liftsd the man and turned him aver
onto his back. The rugged features that had once gazed down From the
Star Fleet recruitment posters was now no more than bony projections
and tight discoloured skin. The eyes, although cpen, were dim and
wander=ed sightlessliy,

Kirk reprsssed a shudder and bent close to the ruined Face.
"Bill? It’s Jim., Jim Kirk of the Enterprise.”

A'Mun’s siack mouth moved, but no sound camea agutk.
1

Kirk loogked up as Mcloy crouched on the other side of the man’s
bady . "He was talking to me Just a f=w howurs ago, " he said, "How is
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that possible when he’s... like this?!

"I'd say that this man hasn’t bheen able to talk intelligibly for
a lang time.®

"The alisn playing tricks again?"
"I’d say that was a fair guess.'

S now we don’'t know if that transmitter even exists." Kirk
sighad and looked down at A'Mun. "I have to talk to him, Bones. Ask
Him scome guestions.”

"Waell," Mcloy pullaed a hypo owt of the medical kit., "Hae's dying
anyway. A few hours, a day or two. It wen’'t make much differsnce.”
He pushed the stimulant intoc the wasted shoulder and reached for the
wrist. His face was intent as he felt for the labouring pulse, felt
it spesd up. He raised his eyes and naodded.

Kirk lesaned over the dying man. "Captain A’'Mun. Bill, it’s Jim
Kirk of the Enterpriss. Can you hear ma?"

A mixture of expressions crossed the ragged Face and the syes
brightened a little. "Jim... Kirk?” The voice was no more than a
whisper and the effart to speak brought on a savage fit of coughing.
Mcloy scowled bhut said nothing. The spasm passed., "Iim," A’Mun
gasped. "Jim... The Enterprise! Go back, Jim! Go b..." He
twisted, struggled to sit up and then collapsed again. Thare was
saliva on his chin and it was stained with blood.

"Bill," Kirk sasid. "Is there any way to contact the Enterpriss
Fram here? A transmitier? We have to get a message out!”

B°Mun’s head rolled towards him and the empty seyes gazed

somewhere Far bheyond Kirk’'s face. "Transmitter?" the voice murmured,
s low it cowid hardly be heard. "Yes. Below. @A lang long way
bhelow.”

"How do we get there?" Kirk persisted intenssly. "How do we get
to it7™"

The lips moved soundlassly. Kirk put his sar against them.

"The whirlpagl. Intoc the blue whirlpogl.®

"He’s gone, Jim, " MelCoy said.

Kirk nodded and stoad up. Thers was nothing even to cover the
dead man’s face. He turned away as MclCoy straightened the limbs and

closed the blind eyes.

"What did he say?" Mgloy ssksd, Joining him.

"There’'s a transmitter, and there’s a way down," Kirk said,
kneeling down stiffly beside the VUulcan. "Spock?" he touched his
arm . ”SpOCk . #H

Spock’s eyes opened instantly as he came awake. He turned aver
and sat up and Kirk was pleased to sse that at least in this instance
McCoy'’'s medications had been successful., Spock had regained most of
his matural colouring and for a Uulcan he locked almost cheerful.

Tha thress men put their heads togsther for a council of war.

"We have to act bhefore that alien comes to put us through some
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maore circus tricks,” said Kirk. “0ne more perfaormance like the last
and nocne of us’ll be in a condition to help ourselves, or the

Enterprise. The first thing we have to do is find a way gut of this
cage. Gentlemen, shall we take a really careful look at thess bars?!

The cage had besn constructed a very lang time ago. The bars
were set into deep groves in the rock floor, and the groaoves had
afterwards been filled with a mixture of resin and rock chippings.
It was Kirk himsslf whe found the place where the resin was cracked.
He shook the bar experimentally. It was held asbhsolutely Firm and
gave not the slightest fractiocn of an inch, Kirk called the Doctor
SVer .

"Spock, do yow think yow can move Lt7T"

Spock inspected the bhar and flexed his hands. He gripped the
bar and clossd his syss and bhegan to twist,

The muscles of his arms and back swslled arnd the knuckles of his

hands bhegan to whiten as hg increased the pressure. Kirk gritted his
tzeth in sympathy. The strzin began to show an his face as he
applied every ounce of immense inherited strength. The har

rasisted. Spock stopped hra2athing and his Face began to darken with
effort. Theres werse beads of sweat on his Forehsad.

McCoy glanced at Spock and the captain saw the anxiety in his
eye2. Had he sst the VUulcan an. impossiblie task that he’d burst his
heart trying to achieve®

Kirk stepped forward and added his strength to Spock’s, cng hand
above and gne helow the Vulcan’'s knotted fists. It seemed that no
amount of pressure could succeed. Watching, McCoy sweated and chawed
his lips and felt helpless. The blood began to pound in Kirk's
head. Behind his tightly cleosed syelids sverything bscame red. His
chest and arms screamed protest but he refused to allow his muscles
to slacken. Instead he strained hardsr.

Something cracked. The har grated and bzgan to turn, The two
men shifted their grip. The resin began to crumble and ths bar got
looser. With frantic determination they forced the bar backwards and
forwards in the hols until it was snlarged. Then Spock gathersd his
strength and with & Final great effort wrenched the bar cut of the
rock.

The gap wasn’'t very wide but somshow they sgueezed through it,
Kirk having the most difficulty. The entrance through which the
light fFiltered was partially Bblocked with rubble. As ths athers
climbed out McCoy cast a tragic loock cgver his shoulder at the cage
where his mortally ill patisnts still lay. He knew he must lsave
them, but he felt that he left part of himself behind alsag.

"Banes, " Kirk called,

McCoy sccepted the offered hand and pulled himsslf up ovsr the
rubble.

Beyond the entrance was a passageway, either the same ane they
had been in before or an exactly similar one with an even paved
flooring and walls carved and painted into the forms aof incanc=ivable
beasts., Kirk decided upon the direction and bholdly tocock the lead.

The walking was easier than before and now they had their second
wind, Spock’s hip troublsed him only a little anrnd both he and McCoy
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Found they could keep up with Kirk'’s pace. The exartion kept them
warm and in the suffuse, sometimes shifting light they made good
time,

The passageway turned and subdivided several timaes and each tims
Kirk mads an instant decision, relying on his command instinct, and
rmeither of his officers hasitated or questioned him. The captain’s
mind was working hard, turning over and cver the words, the last
dying words of Captain William P. A’'Mun, late of the $.5. Ancon. It
was a riddle and he could Find no solutionrn to it. He arrived time
and again at the same inevitable conclusion, that this strange black
planet that orbited where no habitable world had any right to be and
housed a clever and unspeakable crusl zlien being, had yet mors
secrets to reavesal.

Kirk felt a strong driving need to hurry. Their esscape could
not long go urmnoticed by the alien and he knew it would not go
unpunished. The being woculd not consider simple death severs enaugh
retribution for this further defiance and he feared what it might do.

The passageway ended, fFinally, in yet another arched dooruway,
and here the massive black metal studded doors still hung on their

hinges. They stood wide open. The chamber was cicrcular, with
intricate carving both on the walls and the domed ceiling. In the
centre of the Floor thers was a desp well. Cautiously ths threes
of ficers approached the lip and lcoked down. It appearsd

bottomless. Thers was a curious darkening effect that absarbed all
the light from the chamber and the pit was absolutely black.

Behind their backs the great double doors slammed shut., The
three men jumped round and stared at them as the reverberations
rolled round thae doma. Thaey loogksed guite immovable but Kirk and
Spock went to Find gut anyway. Even if the doors were not locked
they were too heavy for all their combined strength to move. There
was no other way out of the circular hall.

"Jim," McCoy said uncertainly. "I think you shouwld take a look
at this.” Funnelled upwards by the vastness of the dome his vaice
sounded frighteningly small.

Kirk and Spock returnsd to his side and looked down into the
pid, Something was fFgrming in the swirling black mists, something
that was taking cn a terrifyingly fFamiliar shape, and kbeginning to
grouw .

Kirk felt the blood drain from his face, and he saw that Spock
and McCoy had also grown pale. They all sharsd the same sinister
feeling, that what was about to happen would in no way be an
illusion.,

At Kirk’s signal theay withdrew to the wall and thers they waited
with their phasers ready in their hands, Each saw clearly in his cwn
mind the process that was taking place in the pit, the transformation
that was with alarming speed bringing forth From a shapeless embryc a
terrible monster. But not for long were they left to the dubious
mercies aof their imaginations. Within minutes the First ugly head
reared shove the lip of the pit. It was the same many headed serpent
that Kirk had canfronted on the steps of the throne, bhut now it was
more than twenty Fest in length.

From its vantags point high in the domed roof the alisn clasped
its hands in glee and rocksd backwards and forwards in anticipatian.
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The creature emerged from the pit liks a dragon from the gales
of Mades, and cne by one its emerald, fire bright eyes fell upon the
tric and its many heads swung towards them., Kirk made an gpen handed
gesture and Spock and McCoy moved away fram him, spreading cut to
divide the creature’s attention. Regrettably the creature had planty
of attention to divide. Its necks weaved and swaysd and thea heads
had ernough eyes between them to watch four times their number af
men. It inched fForward on its belly, its body moving inside its skin
in a snakelike manner. Each head had a forked, flickering tongue, &
dark ridged mouth and two white grooved fangs which, at these
proportions, could impale a man’'s body. The creature spat, and the
noison that dropped from the fangs lay on the floor in bubbling green
pools and acid Fumes bhegan to beill off into the zir. A near miss
wowld certainiy be Fatal.

Kirk and his men tock careful aim and fired in unison. B8ll

three heams were accurate. Three of the creaturas heads glowed with
insane light as the phaser energy induced molecules to rsturn to
thaeir basic slemental state. The decapitatasd necks flayed far a
moment, and then, exactly like the mythiczl hydra of legend two new
neads regensrated where before there had been one., Momentarily
stunnaed the officers ceased Fire but the creature was undaunted. It

continuad to advance.

Fast as they could cull the heads, the creature could reproduce
them faster. Spaon it was bristling with more than a hundred, each as
large and venomous as the criginals, and its strength was in no way
diminished. But it was ohviocus to all three cofficers that the power
in their side arms would not last for long. Kirk waited umtil the
creature was almast within striking distance and then gave the signal
to break and run. They regrouped on the far side of the hall while
the beast performed a somswhat ponderous turn., Spesd did not seem to
he its particular asset, but then, it had asssts enocugh.

Hastily Kirk explained his direct and dangerous plan.

"Captain, " said Spock, "I suggest that I perfarm this task. I
can run scomewhat faster than yaou."

Kirk's lips quirked. He knew that now of all times he had the

Uulcan cold, pinned by his pointed wars. "With that leg, Mr. Spoek?"
he inguired gently. "I wowld hardly think so. "

"But, Captain, I..." Spock began.

Kirk shogk his head. "In logic, Mr. Spock, you must agrees that

I am the hest man For the jok. Don’t you agree, Doctor McCoy™”

"I think yow’'rea both ogut of gour minds!" Mcocloy hissed
Furiously. "Even if yow can mak=2 it there’s no guarant=es that it's
going to worki"

"We don’t have any guarantess, Doctor. And we don’t have very
much power left in our phasers either,” Kirk told him tightly.
"You'll stay here, Mr. Spock, and that’'s an order. We hald our fire

until the last possible maoment, and then give me all the cover you
can. "

Spock and MeCoy nodded reluctantly, conceding defeat, and the
three waited in a close huddle, their eyes Fixed on the apprecaching
monstar.,

It got so close that they zould smell the stench of rancid meat
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From its mouths and hear the hiss of its many breaths, 0On either
side aof Kirk, Spock and MzCoy took careful aim as the creaturs rearsd
up to strike. Kirk waited a brief instant while the last of the

heads lifted, and then he rushed in beneath them.

The beast knew at once that it had been tricked. ITts necks
tashed back and down, bending themselves double to get at him, but
the phaser fire from Spock and Mcloy was lethally accurate. Kirk
Found he had plenty of time to find the exact place where the great
heart beat and take a true aim.

The creature uttered 2 terrible scream from a3ll its multitude of
mouths. The body crashed to the floor and in falling it knocked Kirk
aoff his Feet arnd dealt him a stunning blow. As it lashed its death
throes he lay limp and all but senseless.

Omly when the clashing of jaws and the rattling of teeth had
Finally ceased did Spock and McCoy dare approach to ascertain the
Fate of their captain. MoCoy fFelt for a pulse and declared him
alive. With Spock's help he dragged him clear of the creature’s body
and Spock stood by with a very unlulcan, sxpressive lock of anxisty
on his face while McCoy made a detailed examination., The doctor
grunted uninformatively, loaded his last dose of stimulant into the
hypo and shot it into Kirk's arm,

Kirk groasned and stirred armd tried to sit up. "Take it masy, "
McCoy told him. He was beginning to feel that use was wearing the
ef Fect of those words a little thin,

Kirk looked from McCoy to Spock and back and was reliesved to
Find both men intact. "The craeature?” he asked,

"Dead, Captain. And returning to the dust from which it came,”
Spock guoted hiblically.

Kirk and McCoy looked and saw that what he said was true. The
remains were shrivelling and changing form until at last they had
withered away into mothing.

"May [ congratulate you on a most excellent shot, Captain?"
asked Spock.

"1 think we should keep any congratulations until later, Mr.

Spock," Kirk advised. "I'm surprised that that alien hasn’t put in
an appearancs. 1t must want to know what happened to its little
pat . 1]

"1t is & prohability, Captain,” Spugk said with slow
thoughtfulness, "that the alien was Feeding erergy to the creature
through its own mental processes. If sp, the subsequent destructian
of the creature must have stumnmed it, at the very least.”

Kirk got to his feet. "IF it’s out of action now’s our chance
to move against it. We have to find the socurce of its power and
disable it befcore it recovers, " he declared. And then he realized
with a jolt that there was no move they could make. The great black
doors were still tightly closed, and even if they’d been cpsn he now
had no idea which way to turn., - His instinct had led him here to near
disaster and now it had abandoned him utterly.

He was on the verge of admitting his bewildermant whan Mcloy
seized his arm. "Jim! Jim, look at the pit!"
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There was certainly something strange happening to the central
well. It was no longer dark; indeed it was lit Trom within by a
strange blue light. As they watched it filled eerily and silently to
the brim with a gleaming blue substance streaksed with white and
spinning at high speed to produce a vortex at the centre - without
doubt the blus whirlpool A'Mun had spcken aof .

In silence the three officers approached it. #Although
travelling at great speed the blue streaks and the white remained
entirely separate, and the wheole mass glowed with enough light to
cast hlueness into the furthest corner of the doms. Kirk’s instinct
had not been at fault after all, and row, with the influence of the
alien removed, the phenomernon was free to return to its natural
state.

"Opinion, Mr. Spock?" Kirk askad in a8 quist, almost auwed tone.

Spock eyed the whirlpool., YWithout instrumentaticon my cpirion
wauld, at bhest, be a guess, Captain.”

"Then gusss, Mr. Spock."

"an energy Fisld, and one of considerable ability. The light is
residue energy being radiated in a harmless form. The swirling
motion is probably connected with its functian,”

"The way down, " Kirk said. "Bill A'Mun said that the blus
whirlpogl was the way down... to the transmitter and to the ensrgy

source ue located when we First arcived. "

"What do youw intend to do with it now that you've Found 1ig7*
Mcloy demanded. "It’s bhuilt into this placs! It was made by the
criginal inhabitants and they might have been sog different From us
that the Forces in that Field would tear us limb from limb! ™

"Bill A’Mun knew, " Kirk said. "He said, ‘Intc the blue
whirlpgol’® . "
"He was insang with paint He was dying! Ha was sending wus to

cur deaths!" McCoy sharled.

"Wo." Kirk shook his head, "First of all he told me to take
the Enterprise back., He was trying to save us, We dor't have much
choicg, gentliemen, and we dan't have very much ftime. @&As Far as we

know this is the only way down to that power scurce, and we have tgo
make use of it befgre that alien recovers encugh to maks more
trouble."

"Jim..." McCoy began, preparing for an all guk argument,

Kirk waved his unvoiced cbhjections aside. "uWe don’'t have tims,
Doctor. 1’11 go first, Mr. Spock. You’'ll Follow me." He taok a
step forward so that he stood on the very edge of the whirlpool and
loogked down, The surface was gquite copagus and moving very fast. It
looked almost sclid. Kirk put aone foot out and watched as it sank in
to the ankle. The current tugged at him. Carsfully Kirck shifted his
wegight and transferred his other foot to the whirlpool, There was
nothing beneath his fest and yet he did not fall. The whirlpool
carriad him with it, moving him steadily towards the centre.

Spock and MeCoy stood and watched helplessly as Kirk was swept
out and round, gradually sinking deeper, to his hips and then to his
shoulders, until at last only his head was wvisible as he approached
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the vartex. Hz vanished bensath the surface amd there was no tracsa
left. For several moments more they remained silent and still, and
then Mooy looksd at the Vulican, “"Are you gaing to Follocw him into
that?"

Spock didn't take his syes fFrom the vortsax where Kicrk had
disappeared. He inclined his head. "I have my orders, Ooctor,™ he
said, and walked forward into the poal.

McCoy stoecd aleone in the circular hall and gazed at the
whiripool, "Orders or not you’d follow him,"” he muttered, "and I
guess 1 would as well., We must all be out of our mindsi®

Tha sensations asscociated with erntering the vortex were those aof
giddiness and nausezs and a long weightless drop. The speed of the
vortex was such that it sucked them downwards and they fell faster
and faster with the blues and the white of the whirlpool Flashing
around them with an ever increasing velocity urtil they were nothing
but blurs. Oespite the Fforce of the energy thare was no aother
discomfort involved in the descent and gradually, as they fFell closer
to the centre cof the planet the air became thicker and warmer and far
the first time in may hours they were able to breath in comfort. The
reliefl was almost painful.

Despite the speed cof their descent it took a long time and whan
the vortex depositaed them gently on the floor of another similar hall
they ware all in & dazed semi-consclious conditien. Kirk sat up and
gazed a2t the wisp of blusness in the high dome, 2ll that was visible
of the blue whirlpool.

"I take back all I ever said about the transporter," MeCoy
grumbled. "Caompared with that it’s the only way to travel.”

""" most intsresting device, " Spock remarksd, referring svidently
to the whiripool and not the transporter.

"Ug don’t have ftime to bhe interested, Mr. Spock, " Kirk told him
Firmiyg. "We have ta Find that transmittsr and get gurseslves bhsamed
aut of here. 0One well aimed phcton torpedo should blow this planet
into the sun and that alien along with it.”

The entire cantre of the planetoid had bsen hollowed out into a2
gsingle vast chamber, and that chambsr was filled with consoles and
control pansls., The starship officers stood in the arched entrances
in aue. The sgquipment was svidently a3s cld as the planet itszlf. It
was bedded in solid rock, but despite its age it was as bright and
new locking as the day it was first installsd. Banks of
multi—coloured lights flashed steadily in relays and the dials and
meters z2ll szemed to be working., The comnplex was certainly
fFuncticnal, if cgperating at a low level of efficiermcy. Overhsad and
all round the walls gold coloured pipes coiled one on top of the
other, completely concealing the walls and ceiling of the chamber,
and from these pipes came & low background hum. Everything was built
on a scale for creatures at least three times the size of a human
being.

"Do you see anything that looks even remotely like a
transmitter, Mr. Spock?" Kirk asked in a hushed vgics.
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Spock was hardly listsning to him. ‘“Captain, this is a most
remarkable discovery. This complex, these controls, they indicate
that this entire planst has actually heen equipped as a deep spacs
vessel. Over there are the power inductors For tha main drives, and
they’'re the sguivalent to our warp power conversion units. "

Kirk stared at him. "But how could you praduce sufficient power
to move a planet from system to system in and out of orbit? The
gravitational forces alone would...”

"The surface aof the planet itself, Captain,® Spock reminded
him. "It presents a perfect matt black surface to the sun at all
times. A perfect absarber of sglar snergy. And that energy woculd he
converted into warp power by linear acceleration thraough these
tubes.” He indicated the walls.

"8n atcocm smasher, " Kirk said.

"Indesd. And on a gigantic scale. At the moment it’s working

at only a tiny fraction of its operational capacity. If we cauld
increase..."

Kirk beld up a staying hand. "We’'re not going to increzase
angthing, Mr. Spock. The alien’s drawing the energy For its tricks
from this installation., Obviocusly it doesn’t know how to handle it
ur it’d be a lot more cmnipotent than it is. I'm not ashout tao give
it tuition, and neither are yow. Now let's Find that transmitter. "

Spock quickly identified the relevant pisce of equipment and
although it was alien in design and several sizes too large for him
he scon had it working.

"Kirk to Enterprise," Kirk callsd experimentally into the
curiocusly designed speaker. "Kirk to Enterprises.®

"Captain Kirk!" It was Scott’s voice sounding strangely tinng
but Jjubilant. We've been trying to reach you fFor two days, sir. Qur
orbit’s reaching a critical condition, an’...”

"Never mind, Mr. Scott. Logk on to our co-ocdinates and prapars
to bs=am us abhoard.

"The transporter room’s all ready for you, sirc."

"Very well, then..." aAbruptly ths transmitter crackled and spat
a fat spark at him.

"Jim," MoCoy said as Kirk recoiled.

Kirk turned and fFound the alien sitting an top of a tall consaole
smiling at him. "Stand by, Mr. Scott,” he said.

"Leaving so scocn, Captain Kick?" The alien inquired with
dangerous scftness.

"We’'re leaving, " Kirk told it. "And when we’ve gone we’'ll take
steps to destroy this planet and everything it contains., Incicding
yaul

S5till smiling the alien shocok its head, "I think ngt, Captain,
On the contrary, I think you’ll invite the whole of your crew down to
Join ygou here. I have room fFor all. Unless you would prefer to see
these two men with you die, here and now?"
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As he spoke Kirk heard a strangling sound from bhehind him. He
spun round in time to ss2 Spock and McCoy drop to their knees, their
harnds clasped to their throats as unseen hands began to choke the
life ouwt of them.

"Seotty! ® Kirk shouted into the transmitter. "Beam wWs aboard!
Fast!®”

"I panna, sir!!" Scott's voice was a wail. "Somethin's blockin’
the transportec!"

"You have your cheoice, Captain XKirk," the alien chortled. "Will
you sacrifice these men now, or will you sway toc my demands in the
hope of getting the better of me later? Yaou won’t, you know. But on
the ather hand I already have your ship, and I shall have your creu,
one way or ancther.”

"Banes! " Kirk dropped te his kneas beside the writhing doctor,
trying desperately to free his throat. It was useless.
"Make up your mind, Captain,” the alien chided him. "You don’t

have much time. How long can one of your species survive without
air? Two minutss? Three? It will be interesting to £ind out.”

Kirk glared at it. "I’m not giving way to you. T waon’t stand
by and see my crew tortured!"

"But that’s Just what you ars daing!" the alien declarsd with a
laugh.

Kirk stood up and took a2 step Forward. "I1’1ll kill yow. Somehow
I'll Find a way to kill yaul"

With a lunge that took the last of his strength Spock came to
his Feet and staggered past Kirk, heading fFor the alien. Even if he
had any clear idea of his intention no cne else did; in any gvent he
covered agnly half the distance before pitching Forward aontg his Face,
but his effort was sufficient to divert the alien’s attention For the
split sacond Kirk nesded. The captain snatched out his phaser and
Fired,

The alien was far too quick to be hit. The beam burnsd on
through the place where it had been sitting and scorched its way into
a hank of machinery beyond. There was a Flash that lit the entire
chamber, gresn and blue and white sparks began to like rain, and the
hackground hum grew louder, becoming a powerful drome. The lights an
the consolss became more active as the power Flowing through them
increased.

From somswhere the voice of ths alien came, raised high in a
lang agonized scream as the awakened power of the planet ship burned
through its brain and destroyed it.

On the floor the twisted bodies of Spock and McCoy relaxed.

Kirk raced toc the Vulcan. "Spock?!"

Spock clutched at his arm. "The accglerator... running wild!”
he gasped.

"Yes, [ can hear it." Kirk looked zt the Flashing consoles.

"How long do we have?"

"Minutes... minutss anly!"




ieé3

"Come on! " Kirk picked him up by the armpits and half dragging,
half carcying him, got him over to where MeCoy lay, panting.

"Scotty! Is the transporter clear ygst?!!
"Aye, sirc."

Leave orhit as soon as we’'re aboard! Energize!”

The Enterprise turned her bow away fraom the black plaret and
leapt for the security of interstellar space. [Moments later, in her
wake, a tiny new star burned briefly and died heside an aging dwarf.

. *\s‘.& e
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